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The role of pedagogy in the constructions of self and in
relation to citizenship is critical as has been documented
by scholars across the world. Pedagogic practices contri-

bute to well-articulated and stated definitions of the self and the
other, the nation state and its boundaries, the sense of place and
location, status and capital and other complex characteristics of
that core, which we call identity, that constitutes the human
subject. Much in the sense in which Spivak writes about the
voicelessness of the subaltern who speaks, her invisibility even
as she is seen, the human subject at school remains in sociological
discourse reduced to the margins, the peripheries of schooling
practices, embedded in the reproductive powers of knowledge,
the manipulative techniques of textbooks, the diabolical tyrannies
of the pedagogue and the overarching power of the state that
plans, executes, provides and also evaluates educational practice.
My attempt in the work I hope to do is to begin to work from
the other side, so to speak, the side of the human subject and
try to establish the space of movement away from the practices
of the state to different sites and multiple contexts in which the
human subject is engaged and embedded. I do not claim to have
discovered new or alternative spaces of resistance and point
towards the possibilities that emerge from a renewed effort to
understand the place of voice, agency and resistance in engage-
ment with the state and its pedagogic practices.

Sociology of Education and the Human Subject

It was Durkheim (1961) who drew our attention first to the
socialising character of pedagogic practice, the collective nature

of the enterprise of making the “individual” into a “moral” being,
that is the essential task of the practice of education. The human
subject in Durkheim’s view appeared as an innocent child upon
whom society wrote itself and evolved into the “good” citizen
who accepted and subscribed to society’s norms and values.
Political philosophers like Louis Althusser (1971) have however
pointed to the ideological controls exercised through education
and suggest that schooling practices actually suggest a manipu-
lation of consciousness and therefore are forms of “ideological
state apparatus” that seek to control human subjects and through
them reproduce the state and its bodies.

Subsequently, sociologists, most eminently, Pierre Bourdieu
(1978) have asserted the reproductionist character of schooling
through an explanation of pedagogic practices, and its associated
characteristics of pedagogic authority and control. Bourdieu has
argued that the school is both the repository of culture, the
preserver of culture, that institution that gives culture a sacred
value and also reproduces it through its practices. Basil Bernstein
(1996) postulated, through his explanation of pedagogic dis-
course, that social control was endemic to schooling practices
as evident in pedagogic practice in the classroom. Through his
intricate analysis of the state and its regulatory mechanisms that
explicitly prevail on the curriculum and is reflected in the process
of its “classification” and “framing”, the educational “code” was
strictly enforced and practised. Other scholars have sought to
give voice and space to the human subject through the “resis-
tance” approach that has dominated the sociology of education
in the 1980s and 1990s [Apple 1982; Aronowitz and Giroux
1985]. This approach emphasises the agency of the human subject

‘Docile’ Bodies, ‘Good’ Citizens or
‘Agential’ Subjects?

Pedagogy and Citizenship in Contemporary Society
Pedagogy has a crucial role in constructions of the self and the “good” or the “ideal” citizen.
Civic education in schools seeks to build up notions of the good citizen, by outlining “ideal”

norms of behaviour, for instance, towards parents, elders, the government, as also the
nation. But the human subject is not always a passive recipient of pedagogic formulations.

Rather as this article that bases itself on student responses in a test school in Delhi,
establishes, students negotiate established pedagogy and received wisdom in a variety of ways.

Their understanding of issues of citizenship is arrived at not merely through textbook
instruction, but their reception to the very manner of this instruction that is exam-oriented, in

their interactions with friends, peers and family as well as information received and
interpreted through a variety of other sources. The article argues that to move beyond mere

subjecthood and towards ensuring an individual’s “agency” in the creation of “good”
citizenship, pedagogy has to engage and debate widely with these varied sites of interaction.

MEENAKSHI THAPAN

Special articles



Economic and Political Weekly September 30, 20064196

who, using multiple and often complex methods, attempts to
confront, rebel against and resist pedagogic practices and through
this, the nexus of state, education and society. Such approaches
have ranged from a direct focus on classroom processes that focus
on acts of rebellion in the classroom to those that examine acts
of resistance to the authority of the teacher, the school or school-
ing practices [Willis 1977]. The theoretical ground on which this
approach is grounded emphasises the reflective and critical voice
of the resisting subject in the system of school education. It is
also often suggested that the voice is engaged in negotiation with
pedagogic authority, and with establishing its legitimate space
and perspective in contributing to pedagogic practices in terms
of questioning, reacting to and confronting pedagogic authority,
whether that of the teacher, the text or of particular “rules”, in
the space of the classroom and the school. Voice is expressed
also through gestures, signs and bodily movements thereby
emphasising the techniques of the self that are used to maintain,
reproduce, as well as, express difference or deviance.

The voice of the resisting human subject is however viewed
as being relatively less engaged with dominant articulations of
state policy, perspective and planning, with state formations of
citizenship education and with curricular and textbook delin-
eations of the same. It is assumed that children absorb state-
directed “truths” about the self as citizen, about national ideology
and about the “other” through textbooks that are made out to
provide the most influential basis in the formation of identity.
To support his study of history texts in Pakistani and Indian state
schools, for example, Krishna Kumar quotes Ayesha Jayal’s
assertion about the reproductive powers of textbooks, “The gems
of wisdom contained in textbooks rarely survive the writing of
the exam. But with help from state-controlled media, the lessons
learned at school and college serve as the alphabet and the
grammar that makes psyches literate in the idioms of national
ideology” [Kumar 2001:65]. Such a construction however
underplays the child’s engagement with the “truth” as it presented
through texts. In their effort to emphasise the dangerously
manipulative and life-long implications of the medium of pedagogic
communication, scholars fall into the trap of assuming the
voicelessness and invisibility of the human subject in such
communication that is always a dialogue (even if it is not heard
so that while a student critically and reflectively listens to a
teacher’s rendering of the text, she may not explicitly question
it). It is not therefore in analyses of textbooks that we may hope
to find answers to the question of voice and agency in secondary
schools. It lies perhaps in an understanding of the dynamics of
the pedagogic encounter in the everyday lives of children and
adolescents in secondary schools in contemporary society.

Critical Pedagogy

“Pedagogy” is generally understood as the science of teaching
but it is a clearly much more complex and extensive term. It refers
to particular kinds of curriculum content and design, a variety
of classroom strategies and techniques, evaluation practices and
the manner in which all of these aspects of educational practice
come together in the reality of the classroom. This perspective
points to an understanding of “how a teacher’s work within an
institutional context specifies a particular version of what
knowledge is of most worth, what it means to know something,
and how we might construct representations of ourselves, others,
and our physical and social environment” (Simon as quoted by

Gore 1993: 35-36). Gore argues that “regimes of truth” may in
fact provide a very useful tool for analysing pedagogical dis-
course and practice “inasmuch as disciplinary relations of power-
knowledge are fundamental to pedagogy” [Gore 1993:60].1 In
defining pedagogy as the process of knowledge production,
moreover, we can argue that “disciplinary power, exercised via
normalising technologies of the self, is in part, pedagogical”
(ibid). It is by using certain strategies of self-disciplining through
specific techniques and practices that children impose checks on
themselves and others. These technologies of the self are enacted
socially as much as they are at the “site of the body; eyes, hands,
mouth, movement”. Therefore, we can say that “pedagogies may
produce particular political regimes of the body” and such “tech-
nologies of the bodily self can also be understood as manifes-
tations of the internal (mental) self – how people identify them-
selves. Pedagogies operate as regimes of truth” (ibid). This
understanding of pedagogy lends it a critical component that is
concerned with the political as much as the personal aspect of
the practice of pedagogy.

As Foucault argues, “What makes power hold good, what
makes it accepted, is simply the fact that it doesn’t weigh on
us as a force that says no, but that it traverses and produces things,
it induces pleasure, forms knowledge, produces discourse” (1980:
119). Critical pedagogy therefore contains within it the possi-
bilities for voice and agency as they in fact emerge or evolve
from within the discourses that constitute cultural reproduction.
I am aware that in this manner one actually tends to embed two
clearly distinct theoretical perspectives within critical pedagogy:
viz, “that of a model of cultural reproduction, which is grounded
in an explanatory social science; and that of an emancipatory
pedagogical practice, which is grounded in a normative and
practical discourse oriented toward transformative possibilities”
[Morrow and Torres 1995:443]. I do not however consider
“agency” and “voice” that are central to the theoretical discourse
on critical pedagogy lying outside the realm of the debates within
the sociology of education that point to cultural reproduction.
The logic of domination, as Bourdieu would tell us, links sub-
mission and resistance in a paradoxical relationship. It is not “that
people lack agency: rather, there is no ‘innocent’ position: no
resistance that is not in some way complicitous with power”
[Lawler 2004:122]. This is the understanding of voice and agency
I work with in understanding the pedagogic encounter in
secondary schools.

Pedagogy and Citizenship

To understand this pedagogic encounter, I turn to citizenship
education as it takes place in schools in contemporary India. There
is an urgency with which we need to consider citizenship in
relation to agency, not as an utopian or romantic component of
pedagogy but as the idea that people (including children) are
embedded in social relationships and strive to make sense of
events, and also to initiate or influence them, in accordance
with their own expectations and goals. It is essential therefore
to understand ideals of citizenship and self that are sought
to be constructed through pedagogic practice and how these are
re-constructed by students, whose visions and re-visions of the
“goodness” of citizenship are a critical component of this
encounter. The focus of most schools engaged in citizenship
education through the curriculum is on government education
and on inculcating civility in a deferential context in largely
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subordinate relationships. Citizenship education rarely encour-
ages questioning or challenging authority or taking issue with
the practices of the state and in that sense is far removed from
critical pedagogy as we understand it.2

The idea of the “good” citizen in pedagogic texts in schools
in contemporary India serves to dwell on and reproduce ideas
about the “practice” of good citizenship through developing
certain socially desirable behavioural traits and practices. This
is done through developing a respect for authority, the rule, the
law, socially constituted and legitimised norms for good behaviour
that are rewarded and reproduced, and through rituals and cer-
emonies in school, a reiteration of national ideals, a celebration
of collective life and the value of an ideal community.3 This aspect
of citizenship and its relation with pedagogy has been examined
in the south Asian region by Rubina Saigol who tells us that in
the Pakistani state school system, the loss of the teacher’s autonomy,
in both framing and implementing the curriculum, has resulted
in turning the teacher “into a robot, a mechanical apparatus
carrying out fixed instructions” (1995:57). She also shows us
how the system “disempowers the students” who become “pas-
sive receivers of official knowledge strictly controlled, packaged
and transmitted from above” (ibid:58). Saigol adds that in state
schools, students are unable to question or challenge the authority
of the teacher or the text as they are severely punished if they
do so. Her argument emphasises the authority of the teacher and
the state on students in the spatial location of the school. It is
not however necessary that resistance to the content or the
modality of pedagogic communication take place within the space
and location of the school itself. In fact, there are a variety of
contexts within which such resistance may be articulated whether
these emerge in the family, the set of peers within or outside
the school, the streets and corners of public spaces in which
resistance is often first articulated, and perhaps planned as a
collective act, and in students’ writings, in constructions of the
self which is a continuous process and involves both contestation
and submission as simultaneous processes.

Recovery of Agency and the Pedagogic
Encounter

The pedagogic encounter takes place in the everyday lives of
children both within well-defined spaces as well as in more
amorphous and nebulous spaces where identities are constructed,
selfhood is defined and redefined, and boundaries are created
and recreated. Such encounters are critical to the process of
engagement with the idea of citizenship as it is presented, re-
presented and reproduced and in the construction of the self. The
pedagogic encounter indicates the process of transmission which
is central to life in school. Such transmission is not however a
one-way process but an encounter in which both the pedagogue
and the pupil are simultaneously engaged, not always together
at a given time or place, but often as participants in a continuous
process of engaging with the everyday world in constructing the
self and defining the other. It includes, for example, historically,
the colonialist discourse on educating natives as well as nation-
alist interventions in educational practice. It is located also in
the family in socialisation practices that lead, for example, to
the constitution of gendered identities and reproduction of
patriarchy. The pedagogic encounter is therefore the process of
communication through which knowledge and culture is com-
municated, contested, revised, appropriated or challenged; and

it becomes crucial to understand this process in terms of the socio-
political underpinnings of the different contexts and locations
within which such encounters take place.

In this preliminary attempt to understand the linkages between
pedagogy and citizenship, let us consider a Hindu Reformist
school in Delhi.4 The “Best School” began in April 1972 with
only 120 students and 12 teachers. There are now approxi-
mately 7,000 students and more than 350 teachers. It is based
on the philosophy of the founders of the Arya Samaj, primarily
Dayananda Saraswati and Lala (or as the school says, “Mahatama”)
Hansraj, and is striving to “spread Indian culture, spiritual
knowledge and rendering service for the cause of education”.
Apart from its focus on raising consciousness about the protection
of the environment, the school focuses on building a sense of
national identity and “love” and respect for the country. This
is evident through the prevalence of posters in classrooms across
the school proclaiming, ‘Hum Hindustani…garv se kaho’ (We
are Hindustanis, say it with pride!), “I love my country and I
would sacrifice my life for my country”, “Our country is our
mother and we should love it as we love our mother” interspersed
with other homilies such as “School is a light house of society
and every child is potentially the light of the world”. The corridors
of the school contain framed and mounted extracts from Hindu
texts exhorting students to “Watch your thoughts, they become
words” or “By knowledge you can conquer the world”, or more
significantly, “The experience of unity is the fulfilment of human
efforts”. Rituals common to all schools such as the morning
assembly are also part of school life here; the singing of Hindu
hymns and the national anthem is a compulsory component of
the assembly as is the brief presentation by a student or a teacher
on some aspect of what is morally “good” and of value, extolling
always the Arya Samaj philosophy, the ideals of particular leaders
and asking students to be like them. Through precept and
example, the ideal of the “good” citizen is presented before
students, as one who is concerned about the environment and
keeping it clean as much as she is also concerned about and
committed to her duties to the country.

Another routine ritual, the monthly ‘havan’, is practised regu-
larly in the school.5 This ritual brings into focus the multiple
pedagogies that are at work in lending the havan a certain value
and sense of place in the curriculum of the school. It is attended
by some teachers and students and two students from each class,
in rotation, are selected each month to participate in it. Curiously,
although the havan is routinely held every month, it attains
particular importance just before the final examinations when
it must be held and students taking these exams are asked to attend.
There have also been special havans whenever there is a natural
calamity in India and students say that this is to “calm down the
anger of nature”. In fact, students appreciate the havan and its
purpose for them is the “mental peace” or ‘shanti’ they derive
from its practice. A student of class 10, who has participated in
these ‘havans’ for the last six years, said, “havan shanti ke liye
kiya jaata hain” (havan is performed for peace). He added, “For
everyone’s peace this havan is performed, but first of all, it is
for the individual’s mental peace and if you are at mental peace
then there would be peace in the school atmosphere. Whenever
I have sat in these havans I got mental peace. In our home also
on the ‘puja’ days we have havan and it makes the home atmo-
sphere more peaceful”. Although students often end up missing
some classes they ask their friends to fill them in on what has
been taught in their absence: “I ask my friends as to what has
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been taught. Now it is important to sit near the havan. Everyone
sits near havan and today it was my chance. Moreover to sit near
havan is written in the Hindu dharma. My family members have
told me this”.

The havan is a critical element of the routine that highlights
and preserves “tradition”, “ritual”, “the past” as it is clearly
identified with a particular religious community. While the havan
has a particular significance in the school routine and reflects
the official school ideology, its place remains unmarked among
teachers who tend to devalue its performance. The symbolic value
of the havan varies in the multiplicity of students’ articulations
about its practice and their relation to it. It is part of tradition
but it also has a practical place in their everyday lives. Attendance
at the havan is valued by students for its perceived therapeutic
qualities more than its religious significance in the life of an
individual or the community. It is however seen as being con-
stituted by the Hindu dharma and therefore belongs clearly to
a particular tradition that is eulogised as it is experienced as
providing a release of tensions and enabling concentration and
reflection on school work. Citizenship education, in practice,
apart from the theoretical lessons that students learn in civics
classes, is about a particular religion that is routinised into the
curriculum through regular practice. While the havan has a
certain significance in the lives of students, classroom interaction
among peers in fact tends to play down the very purpose for which
students want to participate in the havan. There is a derision of
school work and “studying” as a virtue has value more among
the girls than the boys.

There is a continuous tension thus between the official culture
and the student culture aspects of both which are simultaneously
embedded in the habitus.6 The family and the community gain
ascendancy in the lives of the students in the unequivocal support
of a routine ritual such as the havan. This support is complex
because it is not a mute acceptance of tradition and its norms
but is importantly linked to the perceived benefit of such a ritual
in the students’ school lives. It is clearly linked in their minds
to their goal of examination success. Simultaneously, however,
student culture, in the elaborate network of peer culture, with
the added gender dimension of such a network, conflicts with
the goal of success and support of tradition. There is a constant
playing out of this tension in the everyday life of the classroom
and school.

It is important to understand the background and school milieu
within which students partake of all the activities in the school
curriculum. Eighty-five students from two sections in classes 9
and 10 took part in this study and are aged between 13 and 15
years. There are 49 boys and 36 girls among the 85. Of the 85
students who participated in the study, 68.2 per cent tell us their
fathers are “businessmen” and 69.4 per cent say their mothers
are “housewives” or homemakers. There are other smaller cat-
egories that include government service, engineers and one scientist
among the fathers and teachers and “service” among the mothers.
An overwhelming 65.88 per cent of the total see their parents
as their “ideal” even though only two students alone want to
pursue business as a career option. Twenty-two students would
like to be engineers, a socially-desirable and family-led goal,
although there are two who would like to be environmentalists,
two politicians, one educationist and one jewellery designer
among the somewhat off-beat career choices. The students’
interests range from playing both indoor and outdoor games
especially badminton, football, cricket, basketball, swimming

and cycling. They also like to swim, play computer games and
watch TV. Reading novels, especially “mysterious books”, sports
books or “adventurous books” is another favourite pastime. They
also like to listen to music, dance and one boy enjoys “collecting
perfumes” and a girl “collecting stamps and currency”. “Watering
plants”, “chatting with friends” and sleeping are other hobbies.
The student culture is therefore rather common to cultures in
other schools in middle-class urban India. What is distinctive
however is that the same culture holds their parents in high esteem
as that indeed is what they have been brought up to do as “good”
citizens. “Respect your elders” is an oft-spoken phrase in Hindu
households and is often reiterated by the students in their defi-
nitions of “good” citizenship.

Classroom studies are critical to the process of understanding
the relationship between pedagogy and citizenship if we want
to examine the space within which teachers teach and students
articulate their responses to the pedagogic process as well as their
relations to one another and to the teacher and to what is being
taught. The classroom is therefore the space not only for the
pedagogic encounter as it is to formally take place but to the
multilayered and complex relations being played out: between
the teacher and the student, the textbook and its interpretation
by the teacher, the student and the textbook, among students
themselves in relation to what is being taught, between boys and
girls, and a multitude of discourses, all cross-cutting and moving
constantly in that performative present when identities are con-
stituted and subjectivities expressed.

Classroom Practice

Classroom interaction is about pedagogic practice and peer
interaction, and classroom processes in the school under study
provide an understanding of pedagogic practices followed by the
teacher who uses the “dictation of notes” as the primary pedagogic
tool, followed by minimal explanation and space for queries from
students. The boundaries between the “thinkable” (what is
considered authentic and legitimate) and the “unthinkable”, in
Bourdieu’s terms (1971), are very clearly drawn. The dictation
of notes symbolises the selection of that which is considered
“thinkable”, thereby legitimate and which must be consumed and
reproduced for evaluation. The focus is clearly on the retention
of “authentic” sentences for reproduction in the board (public)
examination. More importantly, the notes are not retained beyond
the examination for which they are clearly meant. In this manner,
the teacher inadvertently provides space for the development of
perspectives and ideas that do not necessarily prevail in the text.
This space allows the creation and construction of that which
is “unthinkable”, the impossible, but nevertheless, the very “real”
in students’ lives. This does not immediately emerge in the course
of the classroom encounter but is clearly present in the writings
of students. There is thus a dichotomy between what is required
and what is not to be allowed and the ironical reproduction of
precisely that which is not to be reproduced.

Classroom 1

This is the 9th class civics lesson. The teacher dictates certain
sentences from the book although she does asks questions in order
to know how far the students are aware of what she has taught.
The class begins with her taking attendance and asking students
to report what has been taught in the last class. They are unable
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to answer. She looks angrily at them, asks them to open their
books and to be “serious”.

Teacher: In India what kind of democracy is there?
Students (answer in a chorus): Indirect democracy.
Teacher: Why can’t we have direct democracy in India?
Student 1: Because of population problem.
Teacher: Very good!
Then she continues, ‘There are two types of legislature –
unicameral and bicameral.
Student 2: Ma’m, what does legislature mean?
Teacher: Legislature means Parliament. You know there are two
houses in the Parliament – Lok Sabha and Rajya Sabha. Our
representatives are in the Lok Sabha. The states, which are smaller
in size, have unicameral legislature and the states, which are large
in size, have bicameral legislature. Now tell me which state has
bicameral legislature?
Student 1: Maharashtra.
Student 3: Karnataka.
Student 2: Arunachal Pradesh.
Teacher: No, Arunachal Pradesh is small in size so it doesn’t have
a bicameral legislature.
(Half the class laughs at the student (2) who gave the wrong answer
and the student sits down quietly with her face down and the
teacher, without any comment, asks another student to answer
the question).
Teacher: Now name two houses in the state.
Student 4: Legislative council and legislative assembly.
Teacher: Legislative assembly has MLAs for whom voting is done
only at the state level. That is for five years or their tenure may
finish whenever there is dissolution due to emergency.
Student 5: How does voting take place?
Teacher: Just like for Classes 10 and 12, you vote and they (other
students) come to you and do campaigning. The voting for the
MLAs also takes place in the same way. They do campaigning
and there are some politicians who make false promises but we
should not vote for such politicians. Now there are some criminals
who have entered into politics but we should not vote for such
persons.
Then she continues to talk about India as a welfare state.
Teacher: Ours is a welfare state. Welfare state means the state
has to look after certain aspects of our life like health, education,
agriculture, transportation and communication. The state has to
make provisions for us in these fields. Even proper supply of clean
drinking water should also be made by the state. It is not about
“policing” by the state.
She continues to explain “policing” by providing an example of
policeman.
Teacher: When we see a policeman we are afraid but until and
unless you are not against the law, the policeman cannot harm
you, rather the policeman is our servant. He is there to serve us.
Just as the school creates a friendly atmosphere, similarly the
government has certain responsibilities for us.
The bell rings. The students no doubt are given space to ask
questions by the teacher but there are very few students who
actually take advantage of this opportunity. More girls participate
by asking questions and giving answers. Very few boys are
interested in the topic. They are only eager to write down the dictated
sentences. The teacher did not make any major changes while
dictating the lesson from the book; she left out certain sentences
and asked the students to write the rest. She clarified that those
included are very important from the examination point of view.

The state has been presented as a friendly and caring institution
akin to the other repressive apparatus of the state, the police.
The teacher however makes the distinction by arguing that the
policeman cannot harm you “until and unless you are not against
the law” thereby suggesting that obedience to rules and

regulations is our paramount responsibility to the state in order
to ensure the welfare-state. Students evolve ways and means of
coping with school work by simply not paying any attention to
the teacher and remaining preoccupied throughout the lesson
with other work. However, the students are not disengaged in
the lesson as they make sure they copy down all that the teacher
has dictated.

Classroom II

This is another civics lesson by the same teacher in class 9
in another section. She enters the class and all the students stand
up to wish her. The pedagogic encounter commences with the
seating arrangement in the class and the purposes to which it
is put. There are 19 boys and 14 girls in the class. There are
three rows with boys on both sides and girls in the middle. It
is usually the class teacher who decides the sitting arrangement
in the class and if any boy is to be punished, he is made to sit
in the rows with girls, as a form of punishment. This punitive
mode is not however used for the girls. In the space of less than
a week, two boys in two different classes were asked to sit in
the girl’s row by the teacher and the other students laughed at
them. In this class as well, two “naughty” boys are asked to sit
with the girls. This method is a double edged sword: although
girls are not punished in the same way, their punishment clearly
is to endure the presence of truant boys in their midst and indeed
of being used as tools for the punishment of others. Bodily contact
with them, by sitting among them, is meant to be a form of
punishment for the boys and becomes a source of derision among
other boys and humiliation for those who suffer the punishment.

In learning to be a “good” citizen, the teacher provides a
nuanced understanding of gender inequality by suggesting that
“contact” with the girls, i e, by merely being in their presence,
is a form of stigma and punishment for the boys. Textbook
instructions apart, students are quick to grasp and understand the
significance of such interventions that tell them more about
gender relations than any textbook can or does.

The class begins:
The teacher talks about the division of power between the centre
and the states with reference to the three lists – union list, con-
current list, and another list where residuary powers reside.
Teacher: Matters, which are not included in the division of power,
are included under this list with the name of residuary power.
The students take note of this sentence but no one asks a question
about matters which are included in this third list. The textbook
does not explain this either. It states, ‘matters which are not
included in the division of power are included under this list with
the name of residuary power’.
Teacher: India has a centralised federation. In India, we have what
kind of citizenship?
Students (in a chorus): Single citizenship.
In conversations with some students, they are however unable to
distinguish between, or provide definitions of, single citizenship
and double citizenship.
Teacher: Yes, in India we have single citizenship. A citizen of
India votes as a citizen or as an Indian but not as a Bengali, Punjabi,
Tamil or Gujarati. The Parliament is supreme in India and is it
bicameral or unicameral?
Student: Bicameral
Teacher: What does bicameral mean?
Student: Bicameral means having two houses.
As soon as the student sits down after answering, another boy
turns around and tells him, ‘thoda kam padhaa kar’ (study a bit
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less). Two other boys in front laughed and the student remained
silent.
The teacher also discusses the meaning of the welfare state. She
uses an example:
Teacher: When I am teaching you I am standing and I would be
standing for the whole period and teaching you. My legs would
be paining and you might never know but I would not complain.
Even in this situation I allow you to sit comfortably and I take
all the pain of teaching you by standing and without sitting.
Similarly the government also takes certain pains for the benefit
of the people. This is what welfare is about. Now you have
understood?
The students nod their heads in agreement.

Self-discipline, among the students, now takes the form of
checking peer behaviour that is out of place, as it were, in the
dominant student culture that devalues school work. Such
behaviour is the norm in the classroom although students simul-
taneously place a high value on the havan which is in fact
important precisely because it is viewed as helping them in their
school work and examinations. On the one hand, there is a
devaluing of school work in the peer culture that accords a certain
legitimacy to such derision but as individuals, students have a
different view. This contradiction constitutes aspects of pedagogy
that enable us to view it as a “regime of truth” in which agency
and submission go side by side. It is a tussle between tradition
and culture, including family, religion and socially desirable
values such as a “good” citizen and the alternate peer group
culture that does not really encourage students to challenge or
question authority but through derision, underplays the benefits
of examination success, school knowledge or indeed the official
culture of the school and the values it represents. Resistance here
contains elements of not only both compliance and submission
but also simultaneously, a rejection of the process of questioning
the culture of domination.

The dictation of notes and reading out sentences from the
prescribed textbooks is the preferred pedagogic tool used by
teachers in Best School. Some teachers use guide books available
in the market and combine them with the school textbooks to
make notes and dictate them so that the syllabus would be covered
in time and, as they said, it prepares the student to write well
in their board exams. There is a tendency for teachers to instruct
students to write answers in the same order as it is written in
the book. The emphasis on the examinations is a critical aspect
of the pedagogic encounter to the extent that students are asked
to reproduce sentences exactly from the textbooks. In this manner,
the authority of the examination is paramount and the repetition,
and thereby reproduction, of sentences is done for the sole
purpose of examination success. This manner of presentation on
the part of the teacher has its impact on students who respond
to school work by giving it a limited value as “knowledge” but
more as a pathway to examination success. There is a complete
lack of engagement with the text and such pedagogies produce
knowledge, not about history or geography, but about the sig-
nificance, place and legitimacy of the written text in the everyday
life of the students.

Citizens and Citizenship

Being a citizen of contemporary India takes on a rather complex
character for students in secondary schools like Best School. The
students’ views on citizenship are articulated in the context of
their definitions of what it is to be “good” which has been

inculcated in them both at home and in school. They have learnt
that “goodness” is a quality that develops with “obedience” which
in turn entails an acceptance of, and adherence to, certain “rules
and regulations” that exist in school, at home, and undoubtedly,
society. Some of these are ideas about “respect for the Consti-
tution”, “its ideals and institutions, to cherish and follow the noble
ideals which inspired our national struggle for freedom, to uphold
and protect sovereignty, unity and integrity of India, to defend
the country national service when required, to value and preserve
the rich heritage of our composite culture”. The sense of loyalty
and emotional commitment to the nation-state is intense and has
been deeply ingrained to enable a student to articulate, “citizen-
ship is the duty to stand like a wall in front of any obstruction
towards the country” or, even more intensely, “I will live for
this country and will die for this country”. On the other hand,
it is also perceived as a duty to be fulfilled, “citizenship is a
responsibility on our shoulders that we have to fulfill devoting
our life to the country”. The sense of duty is sometimes carried
to the extreme when a student adds, “… and to actively participate
in the country’s propaganda”.

There is an effort to follow the norms they have learnt at school,
including environment protection, a relatively recent ideal for
“good” citizenship: “Our responsibility is not to throw garbage
on the street and if open, we should close the water taps to save
the water of our country. We should obey the country rules and
regulations and keep our city clean and green”. Respect for the
flag and the national anthem are a part of the routine rituals of
inculcating and reproducing the normative values of the essence
of citizenship as allegiance to the flag and national anthem. A
student can therefore now say in one breath: “We must conserve
our natural wildlife, we should have spirit of unity and broth-
erhood, we should work for the welfare of our country and we
should conserve our national heritage, and we should also respect
the national flag and national anthem”. There are other more
practical considerations which also constitute students’ ideas of
the “good” citizen: “To pay bills on time, to follow traffic rules,
to respect national flag and anthem, to develop eco-friendly
methods to save the environment and to defend the nation whenever
it needs me”. There is only one student who overtly seeks to
challenge authority, “To prevent scheduled caste system, to
worship the religion of our own choice, to keep our city clean
and to raise our voice against any kind of violation”.

Students voice these homilies with complete seriousness and
often find themselves short of the ideal of “good” citizen:
“I don’t obey the rules of my country that is, I throw garbage
on the roads and make them dirty. When there is no policeman
standing at the red light, I insist my father to cross it even if
it is red light”. Or “Yes I fit into the category of good citizen.
Many children of my age drive a vehicle but I don’t drive any
vehicle except a bicycle. So I am a good citizen as I am obeying
rules and regulations of the government”. Filial responsibility
is also joined with ideals of citizenship, as “I am not a good
citizen as I sometimes defy my parents and get annoyed.
My parents are more than god for me”. The sense of guilt attached
to the lack experienced for falling short of the ideal is arti-
culated by students who see the boundedness of “good” citizen-
ship and see themselves lying either outside it or at the very
“margins”: “I am at the margin of becoming a good citizen. I
try to keep my city clean and try to respect my motherland”.
Or “I am what you can call at the margin of becoming a good
citizen as I do my best to keep my country clean and respect
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our motherland. However, I still lack in some sense or the other”.
There is in these accounts a sense of incompleteness experienced
and a striving towards the ideal which can be attained only
through complete obedience, respect, civic sense and adherence
to duty.

Although this is one level at which students’ writings articulate
their complete overt submission to the legitimacy of authority,
their writings also point to their complete disavowal of this
authority in their preference from among the leaders of the
national struggle against the colonialist regime. In this, they are
almost unanimous in voicing their preference for the one leader
who, in their minds, used violence and led a passionate struggle
against authority and British rule. Gandhi is clearly not the
preferred choice. It is in fact Bhagat Singh who is the most popular
leader among students: an overwhelming 56.47 per cent of students,
with girls and boys almost equally, placed him at the top. The
reasons they give for their choice point to the ideals of aggression,
violence, fearlessness within an overall language of social ac-
ceptability, viz, the value of “sacrifice” for the nation-state:
– “Because he sacrificed everything he had for the sake of the
country”.
– “He was young, aggressive and filled with courage. If he would
not have been hanged then we would have achieved independence
much early. He was filled with passion and was the best.”
– “Because he was the follower of the Hindi slogan: ‘lato ke
bhoot baton se nahin maante’ ”.
– “Because he was a revolutionary who believed in an armed
struggle against Britishers.”
– “Because he made so many sacrifices for the country. At such
a tender age, fighting for the country and remaining hungry for
more than two months is really great. He was a true patriot.”

Very few students, only 16.47 per cent of the total sample,
point towards Mahatma Gandhi and his practice of non-violence
for freedom from the colonisers. Although he is valued for the
“ideal” of non-violence that he pursued, Mahatama Gandhi is
also discredited because of his total aversion to violence which
for the students has its appropriate place in achieving one’s goals.
– “Because he always used that values which were ideal. There
is one thing that I dislike about him is that he always disliked
violence. Something which can be done by non-violence can also
be done by violence.”

The attention to recounting the uses of violence is striking in
the students’ responses. The use of the phrase ‘laton ke bhoot,
baton se nahin maante’ (those used to kicking cannot understand
through talk and communication) suggests that there is a rec-
ognition of the other (the enemy) as the one who is given to free
use of violence and can therefore only recognise violence which
then acquires legitimacy and becomes acceptable and even
necessary for the protection of the nation-state. At this moment,
the ideals of “goodness” and the place of “mental peace” (vis-
à-vis, e g, the havan) in students’ lives is far removed from their
articulation of their commitment to the protection of the country
through resorting to any method. Textbook teaching which is
about government education does not really prepare students for
such expressions of support of violence but these methods
nonetheless find a prominent place in the student culture that
remains committed to its own values which may be derived from
their everyday life but which are also reorganised, re-shaped, and
redefined according to their goals.

The complexity that is characteristic of a heterogeneous student
culture is revealed in this encounter with a student in Best School.

Mohit Bhalla is in class 9 and is 14 years old. He is of average
height and thinly built. He is not very “smart”, as the student
culture would describe him, and prefers to be “simple” as com-
pared to other students who have either some kind of bracelet
on their wrist or rings on their fingers. Mohit was born in Delhi
and lives in a middle class housing colony not far from school.
He is the younger son of two boys in his family. His father died
when he was in class 3 and he lives with his mother and maternal
grandmother. His elder brother stays close by and is studying
to be a computer engineer. Mohit has been in this school from
class 6. Earlier he was in a convent school and had to leave due
to certain practical considerations. He feels very lonely at times
being alone in the home with no companion of his own age. His
mother goes to the office and returns late in the evening. He is
very fond of English action movies and listed his favourite ones
as Jurassic Park, Anaconda, Terminator-2, The Mummy. He
loves to play cricket in the playground near his home. The children
with whom he plays are from different schools, and he is quite
comfortable with them. But he considers them only playmates
and does not discuss his problems with them. He has got only
one close friend with whom he shares all his problems and the
daily activities in school.

Communication with his family members is somewhat re-
stricted and it is only when they have dinner together that they
talk about his school, his friends and teachers. Mohit says, “I
don’t get free time. After returning from school, instead of
sleeping in the afternoon I sit and do my homework. Then I go
to play. After playing when I come back to home, I watch TV
and then I go to bed at 9.30 pm, so that I can get up early in
the morning and come to the school. I read only the school
textbooks and not any other books. Next year I would be ap-
pearing for the board exams so there is lot of pressure on me
to do well both from my home and from the teachers”. His
mother’s expectations are unrelated to academic achievements:
“My mother doesn’t ask me much about my studies. She only
wants me to be a good human being. Whenever my brother
comes home, he does ask me about my studies”. Mohit defines
the characteristics of a good human being as: “To respect our
elders and to maintain friendly relations between all”. Respect
as a virtue is enshrined in the minds of students as the primary
responsibility towards constructing the self through developing
“good” character and building “good” citizenship.

Mohit wants to become a “pilot” when he grows up: “By
becoming a pilot I will finish the enemies of the country and
there won’t be any infiltration”. Infiltration by Pakistani nationals
worries Mohit a great deal and he constantly reiterates his desire
to “protect” the nation from disloyal and vile enemies from
across the border. Becoming a cricketer is another favourite: “By
playing well I can make India win the game”. The loyalty is
clearly to the nation-state. “I will change the whole structure/
map (nakshaa) of the country.”

Contrary to the school practice of ‘havan’ and its attendant
religious discourse, Mohit does not believe in outward religiosity
and says, “Mind is temple itself. My mother asks me to go to
the Hanuman temple every Tuesday but I personally feel that
if we don’t go to the temple and just remember God silently
(‘maun’) then also he will listen”. Mohit has participated in the
havan twice, “I used to sit just because I am asked to sit. I just
think that my exams would be better, there should be peace in
the country and my family members be happy forever. But it
is not that if I sit in the ‘havan’ then my exams will be better
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because I have to write the exams and God won’t come to write
the exams for me”.

Defining citizenship Mohit said that “we are Indians first and
then we belong to Delhi”. In response to a query about global
citizenship, he asserted, “I am first an Indian. But this does not
mean that I won’t respect other religions or another country’s
flag”. According to him, “a good citizen”, therefore is, “not only
one who obeys the rules of one’s own country, respects the Indian
flag and Indian Constitution but also who respects his/her parents
and elders is helpful to the needy and also one who keeps one’s
city clean”, he added. He does not consider himself a good citizen
as he confessed, “I don’t keep my city clean but I would like
to be one and would take India to number one position”.

At Mohit’s home, the drawing room has a portrait of Mohit’s
father. The adjoining walls have pictures of Mahatma Gandhi
and the Hindu God, Vishnu. Mohit’s mother has kept the picture
of his father and Vishnu on the wall. His father had bought the
picture of Mahatma Gandhi, when he was alive. Mohit says his
brother is a great admirer of Mahatma Gandhi as he used the
method of non-violence for India’s independence. But Mohit
himself rates Bhagat Singh as the greatest freedom fighter because
he was brave and helped India achieve independence through
violent methods which Mahatma Gandhi could not have done.
Mohit had seen none of the recent Hindi films on Bhagat Singh;
rather, he had read about him in a book.

Mohit’s comments on the bomb blast in two cinema halls in
Delhi indicates his complete adherence to strict boundaries between
nation-states, and self and the other, especially in the fraught
circumstances of the Hindus and the Muslims in the context of
India and Pakistan. The newspapers later reported that that the
terrorists arrested for this act were in fact from the Punjab but
this does not deter Mohit from expressing his strong views: “Yes
I came to know about the incident from the TV. news. Now these
things will happen if we allow the bus service to Pakistan. And
now they are saying that they will start a train from India to
Pakistan. This will make the process of infiltration much more
easier for the terrorists. It very often comes in the daily newspaper
about the infiltrators who come from Pakistan and are caught
over here. There should be a strict vigil on the boundaries of
our country, otherwise again there will be Muslim rule”.

Mohit is clear about his goal: “Taking India to number one
position means that India should be leading in all fields. There

should not be anyone suffering from hunger and poverty.
Everyone should lead a happy life. If these problems are solved
then there would be development in the country. There should
be improved standards of science and technology. Our country
is now labelled as third world; it should come under the category
of first world. By becoming a pilot I will try to bring India into
number one position. I won’t be able to eliminate hunger and
poverty but I will keep a strict vigil on the boundaries of the
country so that no one from Pakistan would dare to see our
country. One more thing, in our country, corruption is growing
at an alarming rate, which I would like to combat. I won’t be
able to tackle the problem in the whole country but I would see
that there wouldn’t be any corruption in the airlines department.
If anyone is found to be corrupt then he/she should be given
punishment so that others won’t dare to involve themselves in
corruption”.

In this complex display of constructing the self in the familial
sphere, the space of the school and the peer group, students like
Mohit emphasise their constructions of citizenship and selfhood
defined from parameters that emerge from multiple sites. These
sites give rise to contradictory messages and emotions that confront
each other through an assemblage of symbolic metaphors like
“the mind is a temple” to more fierce statements about the
effectiveness of violence in dealing with the past, in the lionisation
of Bhagat Singh, and with the present in the maintenance of the
boundaries, through keeping the Muslims (or Pakistanis) out.
This then is the critical pedagogy that prevails in the students’
constructions of citizenship as a result of several factors. There
is a complete and utter lack of appropriate methodology or content
in the teaching of citizenship education; the pedagogic encounter
in different sites enables students to frame their own notions
through the media, through texts circulating in the student culture,
through the books they read and conversations with peers, through
the familial space. These notions are based on “agential” defi-
nitions of the boundaries of the nation-state, the “good” citizen
and the “good” self. They do however serve to offer a somewhat
frightening picture of the possibilities of the “practice of freedom”
and of the failure of citizenship education as these emerge through
the voices of students and teachers at Best School.

Students are not mindless robots, or docile bodies, mechani-
cally taking dictation in civics classes from the teachers but also
have rather well-defined ideas of what being a good Indian citizen
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means to them. Although students often reiterate “official” and
familial definitions of the ideal citizen, they are also quick to
assert their divergence, not directly, because their perspective
must be in adherence to the official line, so they voice the homilies
given to them at home and in school. But in their discussions
about contemporary issues or the past, where national honour
and identity are at stake, they voice their “own” perspectives on
“good” citizenship and how they will set about achieving their
goals. Resistance to domination clearly takes on an aspect of
reproduction to the extent that although students diverge from
“official” definitions of “goodness”, they reiterate the values of
a dominant culture that emphasise particular aspects of sameness
and difference, and a culture of violence that is seen as providing
the only solution to achieving national goals and personal ends.
It is therefore not enough to locate agency in relation to social
structures alone but to understand it also as it is embedded in
social and cultural relations (cf Lister 2003). Students’ construc-
tions of self and other, as gendered selves, of themselves as “ideal”
citizens, emerge from their experience of multiple and complex
relations at social and cultural levels. It then becomes critical
for pedagogic practice to create the possibilities of an engagement
with these relations, through debate and discussion, for example,
in the school curriculum itself. This includes not only changes
in the content of textbooks but also in pedagogic practices both
within and outside the space of the school. Government education
is an essential component of citizenship education as also is
understanding the past and the present in the life of a nation
from the everyday experience of students, as boys and girls,
Hindus, Muslims or Christians, and “good” or “ideal” citizens.
It is only then that agency and the “practice of freedom”
take on meaning and transformative potential beyond the
divides of self and other, friend and foe, my country and the
“enemy”, and other such dichotomies. The recovery of agency,
in this sense, we may conclude, is essential to the development
of what we might tentatively suggest is a new mind, unburdened
by the hurt and divisions of the past and moving toward a truly
global future.

Email: jyashmin@vsnl.com

Notes
[This article has benefited from the comments of participants at various
fora where an earlier version was presented: LSE-DSE workshop on State
and Society held at the Department of Sociology,  Delhi School of Economics
in December 2005; the South Asia Institute, University of Heidelberg on
July 7, 2005 and the seminar on Exploring Identities and Anxieties of
Youth, organised by the Goethe-Institut Colombo in association with
the South Asia Institute and the Department of Sociology, University of
Colombo on December 2, 2005. I am grateful to everyone for their
suggestions; and to Pranta Pratik Patnaik for his invaluable help in data
collection in 2005.]

1 “Truth”, Foucault argues, “is to be understood as a system of ordered
procedures for the production, regulation, distribution, circulation and
operation of statements. ‘Truth’ is linked in a circular relation with systems
of power which produce and sustain it and to effects of power which it
induces and which extend it. A ‘regime’ of truth” (1980: 133).

2 Will Kymlika outlines four virtues which he considers essential to citizenship
education: “public-spiritedness, including the ability to evaluate the
performance of those in office, and the willingness to engage in public
discourse; a sense of justice, and the capacity to discern and respect the
rights of others, and to moderate one’s own claims accordingly; civility
and tolerance; a shared sense of solidarity or loyalty” (1997:3).

3 It is suggested that there is a tendency to collapse “character education”
into “citizenship education” although the former is clearly concerned with

the moral upliftment of the individual in and beyond the school. Citizenship
education, on the other hand, is concerned with “the exploration and search
for and abuses of moral thinking and conduct principally as it emerges
from, and relates to, social and political frameworks” [Davies, Gorard and
McGuinn 2005:347].

4 Fieldwork was conducted at this school for a period of two months in
2005. Civics lessons in Class 10 were observed, and interviews were
conducted with teachers and students. A questionnaire was also completed
by 85 students in two sections of Classes 9 and 10.

5 On the significance of rituals in school life, see Bernstein (1977), McLaren
(1986), Thapan (1991).

6 I have found Bourdieu’s concept of habitus particularly useful in
understanding how society reproduces itself through both objective structures
and individual subjectivities (Bourdieu 1977); Habitus is also a much
discussed and debated concept. See, among others. Thapan (1988), McNay
(1999), Kauppi (2000), Lawler (2004).
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