Teaching to Hate
RSS Pedagogica Programme

The RSSBJP has attempted to effect a radical departure in the existing educational ethos
through the use of both state power and the instruments of ‘civil society’. This
article looks at schooling as part of the RSS agenda to create certain notions of citizenship and
identity, first examining the textbook debate and then through ethnographic fieldwork in
RSS schools in Chhattisgarh.

NANDINI SUNDAR

and reproduce themsel ves, debates over schooling systems —

availability, cost, curriculum, language, pedagogical tech-
niques — are, at heart, debates over the style and content of this
imagining. Increasingly in India, RSS notions of citizenship,
nationhood and patriotism have cometo becritical to thisdebate.
This paper is an attempt to explore some of the RSS/BJP's
educational interventions and their implications for the future
production of ‘citizens, first, at the national level through the
textbook debate and then, through ethnographicfieldwork inRSS
schools in Chhattisgarh.

The RSS haslong recognised the centrality of education to any
project of gaining power and reorienting the political arena. Its
educational front, Vidya Bharati, runs one of the largest private
networks of schools acrossthe country, catering mainly to lower
middle class students.! Other RSS fronts providing education
include the Vanvasi Kalyan Ashram (VKA), which speciaises
in hostels for adivasi children among other activities; Sewa
Bharati (for dalits), and the Ekal Vidyalaya Foundation which
runs single teacher pre-school centres where children are taught
basicreading, writing, Sanskrit and ‘ sanskars' or good behaviour.

In terms of debating the nation’s past or portraying contem-
porary society through state produced textbooks, the RSS/BJP
agenda may seem not very different from that of conservative
governmentsel sewhere: forthem, social science, especially history,
is intimately connected with inculcating national identity and
patriotism [Nash, Crabtree and Dunn 2000; Hein and Selden
1998; Nelson 2002; Kumar 2001]. The‘nation’ isidentified with
dominant groups in society and only narratives that value the
role of these groups positively are seen as patriotic. Patriotism,
in this version, also means extolling the virtues of one's own
country over that of others and glossing over its negative phases
[Nash, Crabtree and Dunn 2000:15]: In the US, this involves
describing America as a consistent defender of freedom and
democracy al over the world and minimising discussions of
davery or the extermination of native Americans[Hellinger and
Brooks 1991], in Japan it means glossing over wartime atrocities
[Nelson 2002], and in India it takes the form of glorifying
Hinduism and minimising caste oppression. |deological conflicts
over the shape and content of history or civics textbooks in-
evitably involvedebatesover theemphasisgivento certain people
— dominant groups versus women and minorities — or certain
periods in history over others.

Intermsof the pedagogy transmitted by the RSS' own schools,
however, the more relevant model for comparison appears to be

I f schools are one of the modes by which nations imagine
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fascist schooling, although there are significant differences in
that the RSS' control over the state is still far from complete,
and isfurther complicated by the country’ s federal structure and
the creation/reinforcement of distinct religious and ethnic popu-
lations through separate schooling systems. Under fascism, in
additionto curricular content, much attentionisfocused on extra-
curricular activities and the everyday rituals that punctuate the
school day such asassembly, attendance, uniforms, etc [for some
early work see Kandel 1935; Mann 1938; Minio-Paluello 1946].
As against the mere silencing of the diverse cultures and con-
tributionsof women, minorities, or workersfoundin conservative
visions of education, the fascist school curriculum involves an
activemanipulation of historical evidenceinorder tofoster hatred
for and violence against minorities. While conservative school
curriculaoften denigrate peopleof other countries, fascist school -
ing isalso marked by the construction of enemieswithin. Finaly,
while fascist schools do not have a monopoly on militarist
education,? preparing children for national ‘defence’ isintrinsic
to the fascist project [Giles 1992; Wolff 1992].

Textbooks War

While the quality of textbooks has been pedagogically patchy
in the past [Kumar 2001: 52-54] and the extent to which govern-
ment schools have been really secular can be debated,3 Murli
Manohar Joshi’s regime as HRD minister, marks a qualitative
turning point in Indian education. One of the first illustrations
of thiswastheNCERT’ s2000-2001 National Curriculum Frame-
work for School Education, which bears quoting in detail:

Traditionally, India has been perceived as a source of fulfilment
— material, sensuous and spiritual, consisting primarily of an
agrarian society, the social design of which emphasised self-
sufficiency, contentment and operational autonomy for each
village...The social matrix was congruent with the economic
design based on the principle of distributive authority given to
eachvillageunit.....A sizeablesegment of thecontemporary Indian
society seemsto have distanced itself from the religio-phil osophic
ethos, the awareness of the social design and the understanding
of the heritage of the past...the structure of the authority of the
Indian agrarian society has been disturbed. An individual in the
formal work system could exercise authority over those who were
otherwise his superiors in age and in the societal structure. In
the agrarian society, successive generations followed the occu-
pation as well as the goa sets of the family or caste at large.
However, technological developments later introduced new pro-
fessions and consequently new goal sets emerged. In contrast to
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thejoint and extended family system, the society now iswitnessing
the phenomenon of nuclear families, single parents, unmarried
relationshipsandsoon. [NCERT 2000:3-4] (sic) (emphasisadded).

Despite the formulaic appeal in the very next paragraph to the
“national goals of secularism, democracy, equdity, liberty, fra-
ternity, justice, national integration and patriotism”, it isimpos-
sible not to note the sense of loss and dismay that greets the
changes in this idealised agrarian society — the loss of caste
authority, for example, when alow caste person isin aposition
of bureaucratic power, or when women are no longer bound by
the patriarcha joint family.

A PIL pleading that the NCERT had not followed the correct
procedures for consultation with the states before preparing the
curriculum and that it sought to introduce religious teaching was,
however, rejected by the Supreme Court.? Article 28 of the
Constitution stating that no religiousinstruction shall beprovided
inany educational institutionwholly maintained out of statefunds
wasinterpreted by thejudgeto allow for teaching about religions.
In addition, Justice Shah expounded on the necessity of religion
“for controlling wild animal instinct in human beings and for
having civilised cultural society” (sic) (p 31).

The NCERT then released its history and socia science text-
books. Although textbooks in other subjects have dso been criticised
[see for instance, Menon 2003] they have not earned the same
kind of attention ashistory texts—in part because of the centrality
of history to the RSS's own project of rule. In a logic where
the past is seen as determining current identity, rights to citi-
zenship, and raising questions of historic reparation and justice,
the teaching of history is inevitably deeply political [see also
Nash, Crabtree and Dunn 2000; Kumar 2001]. What Hitler laid
down for theteaching of history in Mein Kampf might well apply
tothe RSS agendatoday: “History isnot studied in order to know
what hasbeen, but one studieshistory inorder tofindinitaguide
for the future and for the continued preservation of the nation
itself” [Quoted in Kandel 1935:65]. In part, the greater focus on
history is aso due to the strength and sophistication of contem-
porary historical scholarship in India, and its success in chal-
lenging colonial and communal narratives [for one perspective
on why history isthe major terrain of dissension, see La 2003].

The NCERT socia science/history textbooks are not only
shockingly low on both grammar and fact, but also reflect many
of the RSS's pet themes — e g, the urge to prove that Indian
civilisation is synonymous with Hinduism, which in turn is
synonymouswiththe* Vediccivilisation’ .5ThisVediccivilisation
is portrayed as the fount of all things great in the world, while
all the evils that beset India are traced to foreigners — Muslim
invadersand Christian missionaries. In thetextbook on medieval
India, the exactions of the Sultanate Rulers or the Mughals are
exaggerated and portrayed in anti-Hindu terms, and their con-
tributionsto society, culture and polity areignored. Theideathat
the Babri masjid was built on an earlier temple is given textua
sanctity: “the sites (for Babur's mosques) were carefully
selected...Ayodhyawasrevered asthe birthplace of Rama’ [Jain
2002:134]. It is not difficult to see the parallels with the version
of history coined by the RSS's late chief and ideologue
M S Golwalkar, in We or Our Nationhood Defined: “Ever since
that evil day when Moslems first landed in Hindusthan, right
up to the present moment the Hindu nation has been gallantly
fighting on to shake off the despoilers’ [1939: 12].

In his remarkable book, Prejudice and Pride, Krishna Kumar
compares Indian and Pakistani textbooks on their narrative of
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the freedom struggle, and finds both lacking in important ways.
Inprojecting thefreedom struggleasasecul ar progression, rudely
interrupted by partition, and by focusing mainly on political
events and personalities, the earlier NCERT textbook on modern
India, Kumar argues, did not enable children to understand the
processes and sociological factors that led to communalisation
and partition. Nor do they get a sense of why a secular Consti-
tution meant so much for India's leaders [Kumar 2001]. In the
new NCERT textbook for class IX, however, there is even less
attempt to understand ideals and processes — instead, the blame
isclearly assigned. Contemporary Indiaspendsconsiderabletime
on the role of the Muslim league in causing partition, and the
perfidy of the communistsfor supporting the Alliesin the second
world war, while omitting any mention of the RSS or the Hindu
Mahasabha’ s contribution to communalism and partition. There
is no word on Gandhi’'s assassination by RSS sympathiser,
Nathuram Godse. With such remarkable passages as “The task
of the framers of the Consgtitution was very difficult. Their
foremost job was to ensure the integrity of the country taking
into account the presence of Pakistan within India herself”,
children are easily led to see Muslims as fifth columnists and
not fully Indian. Much of this is again presaged in Golwalkar:

Inthiscountry, Hindusthan, theHinduracewithitsHindu Religion,

Hindu Culture and Hindu Language (the natural family of Sanskrit

and her offsprings) complete the Nation concept; that, in fine, in

Hindusthan exists and must needs exist the ancient Hindu nation

and nought else but the Hindu nation. All those not belonging

to the national, i e, Hindu Race, Religion, Culture and L anguage,
naturally fall out of the pale of real ‘Nationa’ life...All others
are either traitors and enemiesto the National cause...[Golwalkar

1939; 43-44].

Contemporary India covers the scope of world history from
the 15th to the 21st century in 10 pages, presumably on the
assumption that 14-year-olds cannot cope with more. The prob-
lemis not, however, just dumbing down, but passages like this:
“The German nationalism which had developed a superiority
complex about the purity and antiquity of its so-called Aryan
blood was smarting under the humiliating terms imposed on it
under the Treaty of Versailles. The German frustration gavebirth
to the personality of Adolf Hitler who created the Nazi party.
The ideology of the Nazi party was a sort of fusion of German
nationalism and socialism. Therising tide of German nationalism
was seething with an ardent desire of revenge. The Germans
readily accepted Hitler as their leader and surrendered to his
dictatorship” (p 10). There is no mention of the holocaust, and
perhapsthisis not surprising in the light of what Golwalkar had
to say on the subject:

To keep up the purity of theraceand its culture, Germany shocked

the world by her purging the country of the semitic races — the

Jews. Race pride at its highest has been manifested here. Germany

has also shown how well nigh-impossible it is for races and

cultures, having differences going to the root, to be assimiliated
into one united whole, agood lesson for usin Hindusthan to learn

and profit by [Golwalkar 1939:35].

State Failure in Schooling

The ‘success of the RSS agenda on education must be seen
inthewider context of state schooling. Despite climbing govern-
ment statistics on the number of schools opened, teachers hired
or childrenenrolled, themicrolevel reality remainsgrimincentral
India PROBE (1999) found widespread teacher absenteeism,
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leaking roofs, non-existent toilets, no drinking water, no black-
boards and no educational materials such as textbooks, maps,
etc. Adivasi and dalit children face additional problems such as
thelanguage gap between students and teachers, bl atant discrimi-
nationor at thevery least unequal treatment by teacherscompared
to upper caste students, and general condescension which makes
theeducational experienceparticul arly alienatingfor thesechildren
[Nanda 1994, Nambissan 2000, PROBE 1999: 50-51].

Teachers, especidly in adivas areas, often blame parentsfor not
sending their children to school, either because they are too
‘backward’ torealisetheimportance of schooling or becausethey
need to send their children to work. PROBE, however, indicates
that parental motivation to send their children to school is high
across the country. The problem is redlly the cost of schooling
(uniforms, etc), as well as the poor quality of education and the
sense of inferiority generated in adivasi/dalit children that
makes it notworththeexpense[ PROBE 1999, Haimendorf 1982:
133-134].6

In other words, even among those populations historically
distanced by the schooling system, there is a strong desire for
education as a means to challenge existing social inequities and
tolay claimto theattributes of citizenship that the state promises.
One consequence of this widespread demand and the lack of
matching state initiative has been the considerable increase in
private schooling, both of the religious non-profit and the sup-
posedly secular profit-making variety. In many places, parti-
cularly urban or semi-urban areas, this has exacerbated social
differentiation, with the poor being confined to vernacular
government schools and anyone with the slightest ability to pay
sending their children to private schools, preferably ‘English
medium’ ones. Increasing class and communal divisions, pro-
moted through differential schooling, thus diminish the promise
of a more meaningful common citizenship held out by higher
literacy levels [Vasavi 2000].

Jashpur District, Chhattisgarh

Textbooks are only a small part of pedagogical practice, and
their reception often depends on the specific setting in which
they are taught. As Luykx (1999:xxxiii) tells us: “educational
processes...arefundamentally, cultural processes’. Thissection,
accordingly, aims at fleshing out this notion of pedagogy as
cultural interpellation, based on fieldwork conducted in
Chhattisgarh, primarily but not only in Kunkuri, a block head-
quarter in Jashpur district. Like other small urban concentrations
inapredominantly adivasi belt, Kunkuri hasasignificant number
of government staff and traders, (mostly Marwari and Jain but
also some Muslims). The surrounding villages are populated
largely by Uraon cultivators, many of whom are now Christians.
Kunkuri is known as something of an educational centre in the
district, primarily because it is home to one of the oldest Jesuit
boarding schools in Chhattisgarh, the Loyola boys high school,
and now has a proliferation of schools. In the late 1940s, the
VKA was founded here to counter Christian proselytisation,
setting in motion a process of competitive schooling. In recent
years the Jesuits have also started a co-educational English
medium day school inthe Loyolapremises. A Catholic girlshigh
school, Nirmala, run by the Order of St Anne's, has a small
boarding house attached to it. Kunkuri has two government high
schools with hostels (one for girls and one for boys), as well
as a government middle school. It also has a Saraswati Shishu
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Mandir (run by Vidya Bharati), which is at present only from
primary to middle school but has plans to expand to high school.
The Shishu Mandir has no hostel, but some of the students stay
in the VKA hostel. Some VKA hostellers go to Loyola as well.

The schools are distinctive not just in terms of their extra
curricular content, but the social composition of both students
andteachers(Tables1-3). BoththeCatholicsand the RSS practise
some degree of boundary policing of their own communities.
The Catholic schools cater mostly to Christian adivasis — the
children of both peasants and salaried government employees.
Large scalerecruitment to thearmy and to the Assam teagardens,
from the second world war onwards, encouraged by the Church,
brought greater prosperity and aso increased income differen-
tiation among the local adivasis. Many of the Uraonsin thisarea
have been able to take advantage of reservations for STs and
Loyola graduates are estimated to occupy about 20-40 per cent
of government postsin Raipur. In addition to the priests, almost
al theteachersare Catholic. Many businessfamiliestraditionally
sent their boys to Loyola, because it was the best education on
offer in the area. However, now that the government school and
Saraswati Shishu Mandir aso have good results, many business
parents have switched to these.

Theclientele of the RSS school ispredominantly lower middle
class Hindu families — government employees, small business
owners and traders, who can afford the fees of Rs 80-250 per
month (depending on the class and the locality). In caste terms,
the RSS base among OBCs — who feel threatened by Uraon
educational progress and resent reservations—isreflected in the
preponderance of OBCs over adivasis among both students and
teachers. Unlike other Shishu Mandirs where the children are
amost totally Hindu [Sarkar 1996: 245], the Kunkuri school has
approximately 16.4 per cent Christians and Muslim students.
Most of these Christian adivasi children belong to families with
one parent in a government job, since only they can afford the
fees. The Kunkuri Viyda Bharati principal claimed that their
parents sent them because they were taught disciplineand culture
in addition to their regular school courses, but this clearly needs
further investigation.”

Out of 26 teachersinthe ShishuMandir, only seven arewomen,
of which one is a Christian Uraon, while the bulk are from the
OBCs. Although the minimum qualification for aprimary school
teacher inthe VidyaBharati network ishigh school certification,

Table 1: Social Composition of Students of Loyola, Saraswati
Shishu Mandir (SSM) and Government Schools (2001-2002)

Scheduled Scheduled Other

General Total

Tribes Castes Backward
Class
Loyola (6-12) 1042 37 162 42 1283
Loyola Hostel (6-12) 422 - 47 4 473
Loyola English Medium (1-5) NA NA NA NA 270
Loyola English Medium (6-9) NA NA NA NA 124
SSM Primary (1-5) 100 50 140 105 395
SSM (Middle and High 6-10) 50 30 316 10 406
Govt Boys High school hostel 143 10 25 - 178
Govt Boys Total 287 46 216 23 572

GB Middle (6-8) 49 13 25 2 89

GB High (9-10) 134 15 114 12 275
GB Higher (11-12) 104 18 77 9 208
Govt Girls High (9-10) 134 19 86 20 259
Govt Girls Higher (11-12) 42 7 31 19 99

Note: Loyolastarts from the sixth, SSM goes up only to the 10th, the government
girls and boys schools have classes from 6-12. The figures for government
girls middle school were not available, and nor was the detailed breakup
for Loyola English medium school.
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alittle more than half (14 out of 26) are postgraduates. Recruit-
ment is through written exams, followed by an interview, a 7-
day training period, and then another exam. By completingayear-
longtraining courserunby VidyaBharati at the Saraswati Shiksha
Mahavidyalaya in Jabalpur, teachers can get extra increments.
Becoming ateacher in one of the VidyaBharati schools, (unlike
many students who come to these schools simply to get a good
education), generally requires prior and special commitment to
the Sangh agenda, which isfurther reinforced by theideological
training they periodically receive. However, teaching in these
schools is aso seen as a job — and given that teachers are paid
less than the government scales, many of them would be happy
to switch to government jobs.8

The government schools are divided roughly evenly between
adivasisand OBCsintermsof students. However, approximately
only one third of the teachers are adivasis (12 out of 31). Since
government schools do not charge fees, unlike the Catholic
schoolsor the RSS school, they tend to attract the poorest adivasi
students or those students from business families, particularly
girls, for whom schooling is seen as just away of marking time
before they get married or take over the family business. The
level of disciplineisgenerally muchlower ingovernment schools,
withacorresponding declinein passpercentages. Extracurricular
activities are also noticeably limited compared to the religious
schools. The government boys school has recently acquired a
strict principal, who has ensured better results, leading to a
corresponding increase in enrolment.

While pass percentages are an inadequate reflection of school
performance, becausethe resultsare not weighted by factorssuch

as the numbers enrolled, dropout rates, and the caste, class and
gender composition of students, the following table provides a
rough comparison. Both the government schools and Loyolahad
on average between a 100 and 200 students, while the SSM had
on average less than 50 students per year.

In sum, while religion evidently plays a role, the ultimate
criterion for parents in selecting schools appears to be exam
results and cost of schooling. In the public perception, RSS
schools fare well on results and are affordable for the lower
middle classand thus manageto attract arange of children whose
parents are not necessarily committed to the Sangh agenda.
Children who graduate from these schools, however, seem to
end up with a strong sympathy for the Sangh.® The following
section, based on ethnographic observations in the Kunkuri
Shishu Mandir attempts to explain why this is so.

Saraswati Shishu Mandir

The first Saraswati Shishu Mandir was set up in 1952 in
Gorakhpur, Uttar Pradesh, although a Gita school had been
established by Golwalkar in 1946 at Kurukshetra, Haryana. As
the number of schools grew in different states, an all-India co-
ordinating body, called Vidya Bharati, was set up with its
headquarters in Delhi. The Vidya Bharati educational mission
isfounded on the objective of training children to seethemselves
as protectors of a Hindu nation:

The child is the centre of all our aspirations. He is the protector
of our country, Dharma (religion) and culture..... To relate the
child with his land and his ancestors is the direct, clear and

comprehensive nor exhaustive.

East Northeast Social Science Workshop

The Eastern and North Eastern Regional Centres of the Indian Council of Social Science Research (ICSSR)
jointly propose to hold a workshop on Development, Deprivation and Democracy in Eastern and North Eastern
India: An Alternative Perspective in Shillong on July 8-10, 2004.

The workshop will explore such themes as the specific trgjectories of historical development in the above regions,
the sections who have benefited or been deprived in the process, whether democracy has been deepened or
weakened, what kind of inequalities have been generated, has there been overexploitation of natural resources,
what distinctive role have the women played, what are the ethnic and cultural implications of development and
has any alternative paradigm of development been developed or practised? The themes suggested are neither

The workshop will bring together doctoral and post-doctoral scholars (below the age of 35) from all the disciplines
of the social sciences working on related topics with a specific focus on Eastern and North Eastern India. Scholars
affiliated to institutions in Eastern and North Eastern India are especialy encouraged to apply. Selected participants
will present their research work for discussion by senior scholars in the field drawn from leading institutions in
India, including members of the Centre for Studies in Social Sciences, Calcutta, and NEHU faculty.

ICSSR-NERC will provide accommodation and hospitality during the workshop and bear the expenses of road
or 3-Tier AC rail travel for participants from outside Shillong. Those interested may apply with their CV and paper
proposal (within 300 words) by May 17, 2004 to Mr. Prabir Basu, Joint Director, ICSSR Eastern Regiona Centre,
R-1, Baishnabghata Patuli Township, Calcutta - 700 094, or by e-mail at cssscal @vsnl.net
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unambiguous mandate for education. We have achieve the all

round development of the child through education and sanskar,

i e, inculcation of time honoured values and traditions.1% (sic)

(emphasis added)

The Vidya Bharati schools are funded through fees and private
donationsfromrichtradingfamiliesor other wealthy sympathi sers,
including NRIs.X The RSS claims to take no government aid
in order to maintain the spirit of voluntarism and avoid govern-
ment restrictions. However, periods of RSS expansion certainly
seem to show an uncanny correlation with having a BJP govern-
ment in power.12

Inwhat follows, | shall describedifferent aspectsof theschool’s
culture — focusing particularly on the extra curricular markers
and makers of identity. To an extent, RSS practices may be seen
asaperfectly legitimatereactionto thewidespreadinternalisation
of Christian missionary educational practices under the guise of
‘modern’ and ‘secular’ education. For instance, while many
government schools have started making girls wear salwar
kameezs, boys invariably wear shorts or pants, and in the more
elite schools, girls generally wear skirts. Teachers are addressed
as ‘Sir or ‘Maam’ or ‘Miss.” In the Vidya Bharati schools,
however, care is taken to use purely ‘Hindu’ cultural markers.
Although the students' uniforms are similar to those of children
at other schools (blue kurtasfor girlswith white sashes and khaki
shorts/pants for boys), here teachers also wear uniforms. Even
more unusually, while women have always borne the burden of
upholding tradition through sartorial conservatism (in this case
white sareeswith red borders), here maleteacherstoo flaunt their
indigeneity by wearing whitedhotisand kurtasunlikethewestern
pant/shirt that has become ubi quitous among urban menin India.
The use of Sanskrit terms to address teachers (‘ Acharya), the
practiceof touching their feet asamark of respect, and thenaming
of classroomsafter Hindu sages(* Vashisht kaksh', ‘ Vishwamitra
kaksh’), also markstheschool out asaspacewhereHindu Dharma
and Hindu sanskars are asserted with pride, where tradition is
saved andtransmitted asagainst the' deculturation’ or ‘ christanity
and westren mores' (sic) that convent schools lead to (Vidya
Bharati website).

Inadditiontothetwo national days(January 26 and August 15),
the Vidya Bharati schools celebrate their own roster of special
days, such as the birthdays of Shivaji and Jijabai, Vivekanand,
DeenDayal Upadhyay, and Savarkar. Significantly, Gandhi Jayanti
isnot celebrated, although in recent years, hetoo is being appro-
priated. Shikshak diwas or Teacher’s day (celebrated by the rest
of India on September 5 on the birth anniversary of the former
president and educati onist Sarvapalli Radhakrishnan) is cel ebrated
onthesupposed birthanniversary of theSageVyasa, while Krishna
Janmashtami stands in for children’s day, normally celebrated
in India on Nehru's birthday, November 14. Myth and history,
the birth and death anniversaries of actual historical figures and
those of mythical characters are thus seamlessly conflated and
inscribed in the child’s consciousness through the regime of
annual holidays, celebrations, morning prayers, aswell asthrough
the content of history and ‘cultural knowledge' textbooks.

A similar process of conflation (of real and mythical events/
people), elision (of non-Hindu persons and things) and abuse
(of facts) isevident in avariety of spheres. The ' Ekatmata Stotr’,
which students recite to start the school day names the places
associated with Hindu sacred geography, Hindu mythological
figures, the sacred books of Hindus, Jains, Buddhists and Sikhs,
Hindu saints and poets, Hindu kings and queens and finally RSS
leaders like Hegdewar and Golwalkar. Another example is the
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Sanskriti Gyan Pariksha, a‘cultural knowledge’ exam whichiis,
on the face of it, a disinterested test of knowledge about the
country’s geography, history and culture, in question-answer
format. All students in RSS schools take this, for which they
get a certificate. Among other RSS fantasies [see Sahmat 2001
14-18], is one section on Ramjanmabhoomi (pp 13-14):

Q: Which Mughal invader destroyed the Ram temple in 15827
A: Babur

Q: From 1582 till 1992, how many Rambhakts sacrificed their
lives to liberate the temple?

A: 3,50,000.

Deeply contested issues are thus turned here into ‘facts'.
Needlesstosay, neitherintheEkatmataStotr or the Gyan Pariksha
Primer, are there references to anything Christian or Muslim and
theversionof Indian culturethatisproducedisthusanexclusively
Hindu—upper caste(mostly northern) —culture. Thisbothreflects
andreinforcesaphenomenoninwider cultural practiceand media
representations, whereaMuslim or Christian presenceisfar rarer
than it used to be.

More than just a site for the transmission of Hindu cultural
traditions, however, the school is portrayed as atemple. Starting
with the name itself, Saraswati Shishu Mandir, the practice of
leaving shoes outside the classroom, the chanting of Sangh
shlokas in Sanskrit to mark each transitional point such as the
break for recessor theend of theschool day, therichvisual display
of calendar art posters of Hindu gods and goddesses!3 — all
reinforce the notion of learning as an act of faith or religious
devotion which precludes any kind of critical questioning. As
against being a space where children can transcend their
religiousidentities and begin to learn about other cultures or
develop faculties for critical enquiry, the school becomes an
extension of the kind of religious discourse that is imparted
in temples. This should not be confused with the rote learning
for which Indian schools in general are notorious, but give

Table 2: Loyola Hostel (2001-2002)

Non-Tribals

Tribals Christian Non-Christian

422 51 409 64

Table 3: Saraswati Shishu Mandir (2001-2002)

Christians Muslims Hindus Total
Primary school (1-5) 44 (al tribal) 37 314 395
Middle and High 20 30 356 406
Total 64 67 670 801

Table 4: 10th Grade Results: Percentage of Those
Who Passed the Exams

Y ear SSM Loyola Government Girls Government Boys
1991-92 NA 48 22 62
1992-93 NA 63 45 32.4
1993-94 NA 47 15.05 19.6
1994-95 NA 35 6.8 24.3
1995-96 NA 58 24.4 20.4
1996-97 59 66 23.4 51
1997-98 52 49 20.2 25.5
1998-99 51 NA 26.4 59.4
1999-2000 93.84 NA 28.4 52.3
2000-2001 NA 67 18.1 47
Note: | have selected the 10th Board Exam results because this is the only

class for which | have figures for al the schools. The Saraswati Shishu
Mandir only started its Xth class from 1996-97. The percentages have
been calculated on the basis of those who sat for the exams.
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the sense that the functioning of the school is primarily to keep
areligiousidentity alive. Textbooks maintain the emphasis on
devotional zeal — with the history textbook for class V, for
example, referring constantly to ‘Mother India from whose
womb many brave sonswere born, who worshipped her and died
for her, with the Gita in their hands and Vande Matram on their
lips (pp 27-28).

Most of the Vidya Bharati schools are affiliated to the Central
Board for Secondary Education (CBSE) or their local State
Boards. In general, these schools follow the syllabi (and the
textbooks) published by the NCERT. Earlier, there were obvious
contradictions between officia texts which said that the Aryans
came from central Asia and the RSS assertion that they are
indigenous to India, or those which give Gandhi pride of place
in the freedom struggle and the RSS denigration of Gandhi as
a‘'dushtatma for ‘appeasing’ Muslims. Individual teachers may
have perfected sophisticated pedagogical techniques for getting
around this[Mody 2002], but perhapswhat enabl ed thetwo belief
systems to coexist is the emphasis on teaching in order to get
marks and pass exams. The revised NCERT textbooks do much
to aleviate this problem, in that they broadly reflect RSS ideo-
logy, yet they are still inadequate in that they cannot openly talk
about the Sangh.

Vidya Bharati therefore brings out its own textbooks, which
‘supplement’ and ‘ correct’ the history that istaught in the official
books, working as much by selective emphasis on certain figures
as against others, as by crude propaganda against Muslims and
Christians. ‘Itihas ga raha hain’ (history is singing) for class V
blames'internal disunity’ for theinvasionsby the Turks, Mongols
and Mughals, but notes that even in the medieval period the
‘freedom struggle’ waskept alive[Singh 1997: 9]. Any evidence
of Hindu-Muslim collaboration is seen as betraya by Hindus
[Singh 1997: 78]. The connection between such views and the
RSS violence against Hindus who helped Muslims during the
2002 Guijarat genocide is obvious [Sundar 2002: 117]. Christian
pastors are described as one of the main instruments of colo-
nialism [Singh 1997: 27], thus strengthening the association in
children’s minds between Indian Christians and anti-national
activities. One of the centra planks of the RSS is the equation
of ‘holyland’ with ‘motherland’— and the claim that because
Muslims and Christians have their Meccas elsewhere, they are
not fully loya to the country. The text exhorts children to
remember who they are so as not to become slaves again and
asks rhetorically, “Whose is this country? Whose motherland,
fatherland and holyland is it? Whose customs and festivals are
celebrated according to the agricultural rhythms and climate of
this land? Which people is it who call Sivgji, Ranapratap,
Chandragupta, Bhagwan Ram, Krishna, Dayanand their great
leaders.” It then goes on to afervent description of the greatness
of the RSS founders, Hegdewar and Golwalkar, and the need
for anorganisationliketheRSSto build Hinduunity [Singh 1997:
77-81].

In addition to the prescribed curriculum, VidyaBharati schools
teach five extra subjects al of which are thought to contribute
to the development of sanskar or character formation: ‘moral
education’ which includes stories about great men, songs, in-
struction on honesty, personal hygiene, etc; physical education
which includes learning to wield a stick, dumbbells, and martial
arts; yoga; music; and Sanskrit (from kindergarten onwards and
not just from the third as in government schools). ‘Vedic
Mathematics' is introduced in the third standard.
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While the schools attempt to inculcate Hindu sanskars, they
aso borrow liberally from elite school organisational formslike
student groups for self-governance (Bal Bharati for classes 6-8;
Kishore Bharati for classes 9-11 and Kanya Bharati for girls).
These groups are assigned responsibility for the library, singing
practice, celebration of national days, etc. During the Kanya
Bharati sessions, girls learn sowing and cooking so that, as one
teacher in Raipur explained, they can be good housewives and
mothers “like Jijabai (who exhorted her son Shivgji to war) and
Lakshmibai (who strapped her child on her back and fought the
British in 1857).”

In order to achieve more complete indoctrination, a constant
attempt is made to wrest control over the family’s socialisation
functions. Unlike the usual practice of calling parents to school
for parent-teacher interactions, teachersfrom the Shishu Mandirs
go to students' houses and tell their parents about the children’s
performance, activities planned by the school, and other matters.
They also have an annual gathering of parents. Children serve
as messengers by taking home pamphlets about RSS or Vishwa
Hindu Parishad activitiesfor their parents. Teachers keep an eye
out for promising students or volunteers who can go on to RSS
summer camps (officer training camps) and receive further
ideologica training. According to the principal of one of the
Shishu mandirs, about 2 per cent of the students from middle
and high schoolsgo to these campsevery year [for theimportance
of camps to fascist education, see Schiedeck and Stahlman,
1997].

If Vidya Bharati schools stopped at transmitting a religious
identity per se, they might be little different from Catholic
schools, whose daily routine is also marked by morning and
evening mass, whichiscompulsory for Catholicsbut not for non-
Catholics. What marks the transition to fascist schooling, how-
ever, is the overriding emphasis on the physical ‘defence’ of
religion couched in broad nationalist terms. At the end of the
school day, the teacher asks ‘Hamari Mata kaun hai’ (who is
our mother?), to which the students reply, hands raised, fists
clenched: ‘Bharat Mata, Bharat Mata'. The teacher then asks
twice‘Iski rakshakaun karega’ (who will protect her?), towhich
they shout back twice ‘Hum Karenge' (we will).

At Republic Day celebrations in a Saraswati Shishu Mandir
school in Raipur in 2002, the same slogan was repeated after
the national flag was hoisted. The rest of the programme was
along succession of speeches on terrorism, self-defence and the
need to fight Pakistan, thusinscribing blood and guts asthe very
essence of patriotism. For instance, the female student (leader
of Kanya Bharati) who was conducting the programme said that
the 24 spokes in the Ashok chakra in the centre of the Indian
flag “reminds us that we should be 24 hours aert in the defence
of the country”. After a display of physical exercises, lezium,
gymnasticsand yoga, honouring the country’ smartyrsand Hindu
dharm’s*four godsandfour castes’, primary school children sang
a song about the need to fight the ‘neighbouring country’ and
demolish it as brave children of Savarkar, a theme which was
reiterated by thechief guest’ saddressat theend of theprogramme.
In between was a speech in English on ‘terrorism’, another one
by a fifth grade girl in Hindi on September 11 and December
13, which pitted the “conservative, fundamentalist, terrorist
Muslim community” on one side versusthe ‘ powerful American
community’ on the other. Indialay in between, with its belief in
‘vasudeva kutumbkam’ (the whole world is one family). A high
school boy gave a speech in Chhattisgarhi on ‘defence’ and the
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‘danger for Hindus' facedwithenemiesbothoutsideandinside the
country (i e, Muslims). One very small girl talked about how the
Constitution laid down rights and duties for all, but some people
only thought of their own rights and did ‘injustice’ to the rights
of others. On the face of it this was an unexceptional exercise
in reminding people of their civic duties, but in the light of the
RSS discourse on government ‘ appeasement’” of minoritiesat the
expenseof the' mgjority’, acquiresaclear anti-Muslimor Christian
bias. Indeed, the fact that Pakistan and Indian Muslims are never
explicitly namedbut referredto only as* theneighbouring country’
or terrorists paradoxically serves to strengthen the message —
since the RSS can then take recourse to the claim of pure
‘nationalism’. Students claim they aretaught only about ‘ Indian’
cultureand deny that they aretaught to hate other communities. 14
They don' t realisethat theversion of Indian culturethey aretaught
is such a strongly Hindu and anti-minority one.

Interspersed between the speeches were catchy songs describ-
ing the victory of Hindu kings like Rana Pratap against the
Mughals or comparing Hinduism to aseainto which al religions
flow. The entire programme was prefaced and suffixed with an
aarti to a picture of ‘Mother India’ represented in Hindu terms
by the goddesss Durga against a map of India

While Republic Day is inevitably an occasion for a display
of patriotism, a moment when schooling reveals its connections
to state projects, and the constitutional ideal of secularism and
sovereignity isreiterated (however imperfect the practice), inthe
hands of Vidya Bharati, such occasions become weapons to
destroy this fragile constitutional existence. If children are
schooled, it isonly to become better soldiersfor aHindu nation.
Even the leaders of the groups into which students are divided
for extracurricular activitiesare called ‘ senapatis  (generals). For
the RSS, as for the Nazis, “education is never for its own sake;
its content is never confined to training, culture, knowledge, the
furtherance of human advancement through instruction. Instead
it has sole reference, often enough with implication of violence,
to thefixed idea of national pre-eminence and warlike prepared-
ness’ [Mann 1938:6; see also Kandel 1935: 12-13].

Conclusion

This article looks at schooling as part of the RSS agenda to
create certain notions of citizenship and identity. The RSS/BJP
has attempted to effect a radical departure in the existing edu-
cational ethos, through the use of both state power (packing state
educational institutions with its own ideologues), and the instru-
ments of ‘civil society’ (creating its own network of schoolsin
order to feed into awell developed cadre structure). Inevitably,
the ‘success’ of ideological reproduction through schooling
depends on avariety of factors such as the degree of conformity
of the child's lived experience with the dominant ideology, or
the extent to which this ideology is reinforced through wider
cultural practices and political developmentsin society. So far,
children going to RSS schools have tended to come from upper
caste Hindu backgrounds and schooling has merely reinforced
existing sympathies [Sarkar 1996: 246], but as the RSS expands
among dalits and adivasis, their relationship with the Sangh’s
messageisbound to be somewhat different. The RSS educational
and political agenda includes both absorbing subaltern groups
into aHindu fold to fight against ‘ minorities' and using violence
against these same groups in order to perpetuate the existing
social order.15
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In keeping with Gramsci’s idea that the content of education
must be seen to be disinterested to become hegemonic [Forgacs
1988: 313-18], RSS schools are popular with a wider circle of
parents beyond the strictly converted, primarily because they
perform the requisite educational function of producing ‘good
examresults’, which appeal sto middle class parentsand children
in a certificate-and-degree-oriented economy, and in a context
where state school s suffer from gross neglect and under-funding.
While such non-RSS parents may not desire an overtly Hindu
education, here the discipline and sanskars become a bonus
becausethey aretagged onto successin exams. Girls, especialy,
welcome the training in ‘values' they get — the idea that girls
must study and perhaps even have careers but never abandon
their primary duty to their family.16

The degree of militarisation that accompanies this training
varies across genders. The confidence instilled in both boys and
girls can quickly turn into aggression and chauvinist attitudes
towards non-Hindu ‘ others’. As conversationswith SSM alumni
showed, with boys, thisisalso directed against girls and women,
with the non-conventional or non-Hindu woman becoming an
object of both prurient interest and disgust.

The Sangh’ sappeal liesinitsability to conceal its own warped
and petty version of Hinduismwithin Hindu cultureat large. Non-
RSS parents need to realise, however, that the RSS pedagogical
project is distinct from al other schools in the harnessing of
pedagogy to a clear political end. Although in the past Jesuit
schools had proselytising zeal, now schools like Loyola act
primarily as channelsfor general, middle class mobility. In RSS
schooling, curricular and extra-curricular messages such as
uniforms, functions or cultural knowledge exams al serve to
remove non-Hindus from the discursive space of the nation.
Whenthey appear itisonly asinsoluble‘ problems’ for the Hindu
body poalitic. Coupled with the emphasison militarism — physical
training in knife and stick wielding, the repeated exhortation to
‘defend’ the ‘nation’ —the stage is set for internal civil war. The
tragedy is that, imbricated in the banality of exams and results
and the middle class desire for service jobs, this is legitimised
as just an dternative form of education. Ell

Address for correspondence:
nandinisundar @yahoo.com

Notes

[I'am grateful to Krishna Kumar for his advice when starting out on this
research, Tanika Sarkar, the participants at the workshop on Revolution and
Pedagogy, Ohio State University, audiences at the Centres for South Asia
in Cambridge, Edinburgh and Oxford for their comments]

1 As of March 2002, Vidya Bharati had 17,396 schools (both rural and
urban), 2.2 million students, over 93,000 teachers, 15 teacher training
colleges, 12 degree colleges and 7 vocational and training institutions
www.vidyabharati.org

2 Militarised education is found in other contexts, e g, pre second world
war British public schools; see also Benei 2003 on military schools in
Maharashtra.

3 Forinstance, the government boys school in Kunkuri celebrates Saraswati
Puja. Much depends on the predilections of individua principals and
teachers.

4 Judgment by Justice M B Shah, D M Dharmadhikari, and H K Sema
in Writ Petition (Civil) No 98 of 2002, Aruna Roy and others vs Union
of India and others.

5 Habib et a 2003; see also the riposte by Lal et a (2003), which brings
the debate to a new low.

6 For similar conclusions about the role of schooling in generating feelings
of inferiority and thus reproducing structures of class, gender and

1611



ethnicity elsewhere, see McCarthy and Crichlow 1993; Brown et al 1997.

7 A more likely reason is that Loyola starts only from middle school and
the Loyola English medium is slightly more expensive.

8 They get between Rs 1,250 — Rs 1,800 per month as basic pay, depending
on whether they are primary or higher secondary school teachers. The
managing committeefor eachlocality decidesonhow muchitisable to pay.

9 Interviews with graduates of the Saraswati Shishu Mandir, studying in
the government girl’s high school and in Loyola schoal.

10 www.vidyabharati.org

11 South Asia Citizens Web and Sabrang Communications (2002).

12 The principal of the Saraswati Shishu Mandir in Rohinipuram, Raipur
said that although Vidya Bharati work began in Chhattisgarh in 1968,
they received a new impetus in the 1990s (coinciding with the BJP-led
Sundarlal Patwa government). Reports of government patronage — gifts
of prime land in the capital to RSS organisations at very low rates —
made newspaper headlines in late 2002.

13 Unlike government schoolswhosewallsare bare, save perhaps one poster
of Saraswati or Ganesh over the blackboard, or Catholic schools which
have a cross in each classroom, the Saraswati Shishu Mandirs have a
proliferation of calendars and posters with pictures of gods/goddesses.
Ram in his martial pose is particularly popular.

14 Interview with ex-students of SSM, now at the Government Girls Higher
Secondary School, Kunkuri

15 In the Gujarat genocide of 2002, dalits and tribals were mobilised by
the VHP to loot, burn and kill Muslims. In October the same year,
however, in Jhgjjar, Haryana, aVHP mob lynched fivedalitsfor allegedly
skinning alive cow, followed by one of their leaders declaring that the
life of one cow was more important than that of five dalits.

16 Interview with ex-students of SSM, now at the Government Girls Higher
Secondary School, Kunkuri.
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