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Democratic values andthe
role of educational institutions

TﬁlNK What is the point of democracy is a quesﬁon that should not be ignored by teachers

The great Banyan was shielding
them from the sun. It wasn’t yet
blazinginlate March, butitwas
hot out in the open. Two little
girls were swingingand slipping
fromits danglingroots.

Tooyoungtobealoneathome
while their parents were out
earning their daily wage, they
had accompanied their siblings
to school. They were also too
youngtobeinclass1andso, had
afreerunofthe premises. When
1 encountered them, they had
decided to occupy the chabutra
(dais) over which the Banyan
grew. There was a mazaar
(grave) onone corner of the cha-
butra which itself was near the
entrance at the western edge of
thq school quadrangle.

Lakshmi and Mary accosted
nie without interrupting their
swinging, interrogating me in
taudem Clinging to the roots,
thqy were at my eye level. Once
tHey were satisfied thatI wasnot
ateacher, they challenged meto
beat them at their game.

.AsIwas climbing up the cha-
butra, they shouted together,
“Babakagharhai, joote utaarke
aa0” (It’s a holy man’s home,
take off your shoes and come). I
slipped offmy shoes, climbed up
and played with them for a few
minutes, and then wanted to
leave. They asked me whether I
was leaving because I was
thirsty. I said the head-teacher
was waiting for me, and in uni-
son they said he wasagood “sir”.

Atanother school I had visited
earlier, students of class 6 sized
me up within 20 minutes.

No child was left out of the
banter. When they asked me my
name, I said, “Mohandas Gan-
dhi”. Many started shrieking
that the Mahatma was dead.
Then I said, “Narendra Modi”

a.nd they rolled over with laugh-
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Mussalman hain?” one of the
kids asked. Othersrepeated the
question, asking me ifTwas Mus-

_ lim. Why did they think I was, I

asked, and they pointed at my
chin, “Aapki daadhi hai (You
have a beard)”. My reply that I
was indeed one paused the ban-
ter, puzzlement visible on their
faces. Then one of them shouted,
“Nahin aap Mussalman nahin
ho!” (no, you're not), the asser-
tion echoing around the class.
How did they make that conclu-
sion? Theresponse was instanta-
neous, “Kyunki aap achche
aadmi ho” (because you're a
good man).

In the school w1th the great -

Banyan, Isatatthe backof class
8. They were discussing elec-
tions, not the politics, but the

electoralprocess Therewasdxs—

are not equal today, but democ-
racy will get us there. For exam-
ple, reserved constituencies are
away to achieve such equality.
Infact,democracy isnot the best
way but the only way.

I pressed them, but why are
weequal? Thatquestionledtoa
five-minute conference among
the children. Once they con-
cluded, they faced me and
declared, “Kyunki sab insaan
andar se achche hote hain”
(because all humans are good
from within).

Even Muslims? I asked. And
they laughed loudly. Why?
Becauseit wasaridiculous ques-
tion, “Mazaar waale baba sabse
achche thhe; sabinsaanachche
hote hain” (The holy man of the
grave was the best; all humans
aregood) They spoke with pride
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animatedly about caste and gen-
der equity, and thoughtfully
about superstitions. I then left
for the nextschool.

Last fortnight when I wrote
about schools being temples of
democracy, Ireceived twokinds
of criticism.

First, that many of those who
embodied anti-constitutional
values were highly educated. -
Second, that the metaphor of the
temple was dangerous, since the
word of theschool could become
gospel, underminingall critical
faculties. Temples are among
our most potentinstitutions and
cannot be held hostage, neither
as a metaphor by fears, nor in
reality; but this deserves a
detailed response. ¢

The first criticism is a mis-
reading of that piece (or perhaps
it lacked clarity). Schools must
be temples of democracy, but
only a relatively small propor-
tion today are effectively that.
Many are theantithesis. Nowon-
der that some of the most edu-
cated are the most bigoted. Many
are also comically unaware of
their own state, wallowing in
material success with smug self-
beliefin their being paragon citi-
zens. The contrast between the
twoschoolsis representative of
our education system. We need
to make all our schools like the
one with the chabutra.

Educationanditsinstitutions
cannot bear the entire burden of
developinga vibrant democracy,
but their roleis significant.

The two little girls lay flat on
the chabutra as I was leaving.
“Baba ko namaste kar ke jao”
(say goodbye to Baba), they com-
manded, and Iobeyed.

AndthenIleft. With Lakshmi,
Mary and the mazaar under the
great Banyan—thenational tree
oftherepublic of India—it wasa
real temple of democracy.
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