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PREFACE

it was on 8 September, 1965 that the World Congress of Ministers of Education 
met in Teheran to discuss the problem of illiteracy for the first time at the 
International level and took a number of important decisions to deal with this 
problem on a global scale. Since then, this day has become historic and is being 
observed every year as the International Literacy Day.

This day has special significance for all of us in India in view of the enormous 
problem of illiteracy still persisting in our country. Since its inception, the National 
Literacy Mission has been making a relentless struggle to eradicate illiteracy 
especially in the most productive age-group of 15 35.

We have had some successes on this front during the last decade as revealed by 
the Census of India 1991 — while l 18.13 million persons have become literate, 
only 22.10 million persons have been added as illiterate. Thus, there was a near 50 
per cent increase in the number of literates as compared to an increase of 7 per 
cent in the number of illiterates.

It is also noteworthy that during the last couple of years, because of the new 
initiatives undertaken by the National Literacy Mission, several areas in the 
country have achieved either full literacy or are in the process of achieving full 
literacy. For example, the entire state of Kerala has been declared fully literate; the 
Union Territory of Pondicherry and two districts in Karnataka — Bijapur and 
Dakshina Kannada — have also acquired this status. So is the case with the 
districts of Midnapore and Burdwan in West Bengal. A number of other districts in 
the country have undertaken Total Literacy Campaigns and it is hoped by the end 
of current year most of them would be achieving full literacy status.

Towards Total Literacy’ reflects the different aspects of the countrywide 
literacy endeavour for achievement of Total Literacy. We are happy to bring out 
this compilation of articles on the auspicious occasion of International Literacy 
Day.

1 am grateful to all our contributors for their valuable views and suggestions. I am 
also thankful to Shri G. Sivaswamy, Deputy Director and other members of the 
Publication Unit for their effort in bringing out this publication and for its printing.

September 8, 1991 a .K BASU
DIRECTOR
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LITERACY AND THE 
POSSIBLE DREAM

P au lo  F re ire

There is a more or less w idespread and 
naive belief in the power of institutiona­
lised education in transforming reality. 
Som e of my critics think that I share this 
assumption. It is not systematic education 
which som ehow  moulds society, but on 
the contrary, society which, according to 
its particular structure, shapes education 
in relation to the needs and interests of 
those w'ho control the pow'er in this 
society.

No soc ie ty  is o rgan ized  on the basis 
o f its actual educational system  which, 
hav ing instilled  a certain  im age o f 
man, w ou ld  then ensure the proper 
function ing o f society. On the contrary, 
the educational system  is created  and 
recrea ted  by the socia l practices 
w h ich  constitute a g iven  society.

W e cannot deny the tremendous role 
which the educational system has in 
preserving and reproducing the social 
model which guarantees its survival, or 
ignore the fact that those who go through 
this system do not all obtain the same 
results. But this does not authorize us to 
attribute to the educational system a 
power which it lacks, namely, of creating 
a society; as if it were a larger entity than 
the latter.

For example, it is not bourgeois 
education which created the b ou rgeo i­
s ie—that em erged from a concrete 
historical situation. And it is precisely for 
this reason that a bourgeois system of 
education could never have been establi­
shed if the bou rgeo is ie  has not been in 
power. In other words, a radical trans­
formation of the educational system is 
contingent upon the radical transfor­
mation of society. Education is both an

expression and an instrument of society. 
But since social transformations are not 
mechanical, but historical facts, which 
constitute human situations, they involve 
practical actions which require a certain 
level of education.

Many people naively believe, I repeat, 
that such an education is inherent to the 
systematic education of the very society 
which they propse to transform. In reality, 
the role o f systematic education, in the 
repressive society from which it stems 
and on which it acts as an agent of social 
control, is to preserve that society. 
Consequently, to conceive of systematic 
education as an instrument of liberation is 
simply to invent the rules of the gam e 
and, as w e  pointed out earlier, to endow  
education with an autonomous capacity 
for transforming society, the very process 
without which liberation as a permanent 
aspiration is meaningless.

This simple-minded reasoning is not 
only an instance of alienated consious- 
ness, in which reality takes on the 
appearance of illusion, and illusion that of 
reality, but it also reinforces this alienation. 
In this case, the reality is precisely the 
non-autonomy of systematic education, 
that is, of schooling, in the process of 
social transformation. From the naive 
point of v iew  which 1 have just referred to, 
the illusion becom es a ‘real possibility’, 
and any recognition of the real state of 
affairs is characterized as ‘destructive 
pessim ism ’. Yet those who liberate 
them selves by examining these illusions 
critically are anything but pessimistic; on 
the contrary, by acquiring a progressively 
clear perception of the dynamic relations 
between society and education, these
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people have no reason to assume a 
negative position.

Clarity of perception, which is no free 
gift, but is labouriously acquired through 
conscious action, leads us to discover the 
true role of education in the process of 
liberation, that is, to discover the functions 
and the different but connected modes of 
education corresponding to the different 
but also connected moments in the 
process of liberation.

1 think it would be useful to go over 
som e of the affirmations 1 have m ade so 
far. What exactly was I trying to say when 
I referred to the different but connected 
forms that a liberating education must 
assume in the different but connected 
moments of the process of liberation?

First of all, it seems important to' 
emphasize the fact that things like 
liberation, oppression, violence, freedom 
and education, are not abstract categories, 
but historical ones. Thus, when l speak 
about men or women, 1 am  referring to 
historically situated human beings, not to 
abstract ideas. 1 am referring to people 
whose consciousness is intimately linked 
to their real social lives. Furthermore, 
since 1 cannot prefigure a historical era of 
absolute freedom, I refer to liberation as a 
permanent process in history. Similarly, 
the true and permanent revolution is a 
revolution which both has been and is no 
longer, since in order to be it must be in a 
process of becoming.

Now  the process of liberation, and thus 
the educational action which must 
accom pany it, varies with respect to 
methods, strategies and content, not only 
from one society to another, but also 
within a single society, in relation to its 
historical situation. It also varies with 
respect to the actual power relations 
existing in society, the level of confron 
tation between classes in the process of 
liberation.

The liberating effort of education is one 
thing in a society where the socio­
econom ic cleavages are clearly visible,

where the contradictions are obvious, 
and the violence of the dominant class on 
the dominated classes is crude and 
primary; it is quite another thing in a 
h igh ly m odern ized  capitalist soc ie ty  
which enjoys a high level of ‘social well- 
being’, where existing contradictions are 
less easily discernible, and the ‘mani 
pulation of conciousness’ exerts an 
indisputable influence in masking reality. 
In the latter case, much more so than in 
the first, and for obvious reasons, the 
educational system becom es a highly 
sophisticated instrument of social control.

Educational action is yet another thing 
in a society which has undergone a 
radical transformation, in the first example, 
that is, in a society which has not 
e x p e r ie n c e d  revo lu tion a ry  transfor 
mations, and where the class character of 
society subsists, whether its contradic 
tions are apparent or not, it is quite naive 
to imagine, as w e mentioned earlier, that 
a systematic education will help change 
that society’s structures. In such a society, 
a truly liberating education will corres 
pond closely to the process of consciously 
organizing the dominated classes in view  
of transforming the oppressive structures. 
Consequently, such an education can 
only provide a lucid awareness of one’s 
situation through the critical analysis of 
reality, which presupposes concrete and 
practical action within and on that reality.

In the other case, in which a new  
society is beginning to em erge from the 
revolutionary transformation of the old 
one — not a mechanical transformation, 
but a painful, difficult one—things can 
happen differently; all the more so that 
the new  power structure is better 
equipped to reject the temptation of 
‘consumerism’ which essentially charac­
terizes the capitalist m ode of production. 
With the appearance of new  human 
relations, based on a different material 
reality, and in this case over-coming the 
old dichotomies typical of bourgeois 
society, such as between manual and 
intellectual work, between practice and



theory, and of course between teaching 
and learning, a new  system of education 
can em erge. The education'of liberation 
which at an earlier stage corresponded to 
a process of organizing the dominated 
classes or groups in order to transform 
oppressive structures, without which 
liberation is impossible, here becom es a 
systematic effort to serve the ideals of the 
new  society. These ideals are, of course, 
antagonistic to the beliefs of the old 
dominant class, which feels oppressed 
simply because it can no longer oppress 
others. It is only to the extent that the new 
pow er structure consolidated itself and 
that new  social relations em erge that the 
nostalgic yearning for power of the old 
dominant class will progressively dis 
appear.

W hereas the task of the educational 
system in the old society was to maintain 
the status quo, it must now  becom e an 
essential elem ent in the process of 
permanent liberation. It is thus impossible 
to deny, except intentionally or by 
innocence, the political aspect o f edu 
cation. The basic problems of education 
are not strictly pedagogical, but political 
and ideological.

1 have insisted on the impossibility— 
which is evident to m e—of considering 
the educational system as an instrument 
of social transformation. I do not, however, 
deny the use of making serious efforts 
within this system.

The problem encountered by all edu 
cators w ho embark on the path of 
liberation, at any level; within or outside 
the school system, though inevitably 
within society (that is, strategically outside 
the system, but tacitly in it), is that of 
knowing what to do, how, when, with, 
whom, why, for and against whom.

For this reason, w henever I have had to 
deal with the problem of adult literacy 
programmes, as now, I have never 
reduced it to a set of techniques and 
methods. 1 do not want to underestimate 
or overestimate their importance. But

methods and techniques, which are 
obviously indispensable, are always 
created and re-created in the context of 
their real application. What seem s 
fundam ental to m e is the clear-cut 
position  w h ich  the teacher must 
assum e in relation to the po litica l 
option ; this im p lies  va lu es  and 
princip les, a position  w ith  respect to 
the ‘poss ib le  d ream ’ that is to be 
accom plished . It is impossible to 
dissociate techniques and methods from 
the possible dream ’. For example, if a 
teacher opts for capitalist modernization, 
then adult literacy programmes cannot 
go  beyond, on the one hand, enabling 
persons to read texts with no regard to 
content, and on the other, increasing their 
chances of selling their labour on what is 
not accidentally called the ‘job market’, if 
the teacher opts for another solution, then 
the essential task of the literacy prog­
ramme is to help illiterates to discover the 
importance not of being able to read 
alienated or alienating stories, but of 
making history, while being fashioned by 
it.

Risking to seem  artifically symmetrical, 1 
would venture to say that in the first case, 
learners’ will never be asked to evaluate 
critically the conditions of their mental 
training, to reflect on the causes of their 
situation, to take a fresh reading’ of the 
reality which is presented to them as 
absolute and to which they are simply 
forced to adapt. Here thought and 
language are severed from objective 
reality; the techniquesof absorption of the 
ruling ideology are never mentioned; 
knowledge is something 'o  be ‘consum ed’ 
and not something that is continually 
m ade and remade. Illiteracy in this 
context is sometimes considered as a 
bad w eed ’ or as a sickness, which is w hy 
w e  hear about it as a ‘blight’ which must 
be ‘eliminated’.

In the general context of class society, 
illiterates are treated as chattels, as 
oppressed individuals who are refused



the right of existence, and are treated 
accordingly while learning how  to read 
and write. Furthermore, they are not 
asked to learn things which they can use 
to increase their knowledge as they 
becom e aware of their own liitations, but 
to passively receive a ‘prefabricated 
know ledge’ that has been established 
once and for all.

In the other case, however, learners are 
asked to think, in this approach, know ­
ledge does not com e as a formula or a 
‘slogan’. Rather, it is a fundamental w ay  of 
being for individuals who work to re­
create the world which they inherited 
and, in this process of construction and 
reconstruction, remake themselves. They 
are because they are in a process of 
becoming.

A s  a crea tive  act, learn ing h o w  to 
read and w rite  n ecessarily  im p lies, in 
this approach, a critical understanding 
o f reality. Illiterates are ca lled  to se ize  
ex is tin g  k n ow led ge  for them selves, 
based  on their concrete  p ractice  in the 
w orld . Thus, these new  avenues to 
know ledge surpass the old limitations 
and, by demystifying false interpretations, 
reveal the causes of facts. W hen the 
separation between thought and lang 
uage and reality no longer exists, then 
being able to read a text requires a 
‘reading’ of the social context from which 
it stems. It is not enough to know 
mechanically the meaning o f ‘Eve saw  
the vineyard’. It is necessary to know 
what position Eve occupies in the social 
context, who works in the vineyard, and 
who profits from this work.

Those who defend the neutrality of 
adult literacy programmes are right in 
accusing us of political acts when w e  try 
to clarify the reality in the context of such 
a programme. But they also falsify the 
truth in denying the political aspect of 
their own efforts to mask reality.
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LITERACY AS AN  
ACT OF MEANING

Raja Roy Singh

Once regarded as the inculcation 
of m echanical skills, literacy work  
with adults is increasingly seen as 
an educational process based on 
dialogue
Adult illiterates w ere long regarded as 

people w ho w ere  suffering from a kind of 
disease from which they could be cured 
by learning to read and write. They were 
thought to be devoid  o f higher order 
cognitive characteristics and to lack the 
capacity for abstraction, reasoning and 
symbolization. Shackled to their im m e­
diate experience, they had no conception 
of past or future. They w ere  mentally 
ta b u la  rasa  and som ewhat childish. The 
acquisition of literacy was a leap across 
the great divide from the "illiterate 
mentality” to the “literate mentality”.

These myths have been extremely 
potent. They helped to create a psy 
chological climate in which society is 
seen as divided into a dominant class and 
a subservient mass. This attitude, whether 
implicit or openly held, ga ve  rise to 
methods of teaching literacy in which 
adult illiterates are seen as passive 
objects to be salvaged by the literacy 
process, in which they need not intervene 
until they have mastered the salvationary 
words in the right w ay and at the right 
time. This “salvationary” literacy practice 
is almost exclusively based on the 
technical drills of reading and writing and 
often uses the sam e methods and texts 
which are used for children in their early 
grades at school.

It is often forgotten that many illiterate 
adults have an oral cultural heritage which 
is profoundly important to them and that 
the ways in which their oral traditions are 
stored, renewed and transmitted have

shaped their perceptions and the langua­
ges in which they think. Furthermore, in 
most of the societies to which they 
belong, literacy is not new. In some cases 
it has formed part of creative and religious 
life for centuries.

These adults have acquired an array of 
educational experiences, com petences 
and values in their families, in social 
groups, in places of work and entertain 
ment, and in acts of worship. They have 
had to learn lessons relating to com m u­
nity life and understand the values and 
rules associated with their occupations. 
All these experiences give meaning to 
their lives and all of them involve un­
interrupted language learning. Literacy 
work that does not recognize these facts 
and sets out to' teach adults to read and 
write by rendering them meaningless to 
themselves is an exercise in sterility and 
serves the econom ic and social forces 
that, marginalize people and deprive 
them of their voice.

Literacy is only authentic if it adds  
meaning to people’s lives and helps 
them to understand real-life problems. 
If there is no link between literacy 
practice and the situation of the 
learners, there w ill be indifference, 
resistance and rejection.

Literacy as a Dynamic 
Process

Radically new  ideas and perspectives 
on literacy have been developed  in 
recent decades. Literacy is no longer 
v iew ed  as a simple concept bound up 
with the coding and decoding o f signs in 
which the main problems are technical. 
The literacy process is no longer concei­
ved  of as a training process which
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concentrates exclusively on “implanting” 
specific mechanical skills; it is now 
recognized as an educational process, as 
an unfolding ot human potential.

The exponents of these new  approa 
ches do not use the same terminology 
and emphasize different aspects of the 
literacy process but they have certain 
points in common.

Firstly, they recognize that adult learners 
have a central role in the process and 
should be active in defining their learning 
needs and the goals which they serve.

Secondly, they regard learning as a 
continuous, integral and deepen ing 
process of critical awareness of the self 
within and the world without.

Thirdly, they see diversity and not 
uniformity or homogeneity as the true 
charcteristic of literacy action.

Fourthly, this “dynamic literacy process” 
finds its full expression in engaging and 
participating in authentic social change 
and developments.

As the Brazilian sociologist and educator 
Paulo Freire has said, “The literacy 
process must relate speaking the word  
to transforming reality and to man’s 
role in the transformation.”

The com m on schem e which breaks 
down the literacy process into stages— 
pre-literacy learning to read and write, 
post-literacy—distorts understanding of 
the process.

Literacy proceeds from the learner, and 
the impetus for it has its origin in a 
diversity of sources in which the situations 
of the learner have a profound influence. 
In the ultimate analysis, the “literacy 
n eed ” arises in the individual or social 
group with a realization, how ever inarti­
culate, of a sense of disharmony or 
incompleteness in its particular social 
“universe” of relations, meanings and 
interpretations. As the individual or group 
becom es consciously aware of the 
disharmony of its own closed “universe”, 
the literacy process as a reaching out to

new  m eanings and interpretations 
begins, transforming the individual/group 
into learners.

The Role of Dialogue
Learning to read and write is not an 

isolated act, nor is its goal only the 
acquistion of certain coding and decoding 
skills. Indeed, it is a relatively easy task for 
an adult to “alphabetize" himself if he 
sees a worthwile purpose to it. It is part of 
a larger human process in which 
perceiving, knowing, reflection and action 
are interwoven. Not least, it is an act that 
transforms the learner in the very process 
by which the learner becom es aware of 
the need and possibilities of change. 
A long the path from the first stirring of a 
sense of disharmony to a state of self 
appraising comprehension, the learner 
becom es aware of the “necessity” to learn 
to read and write and thus to enter a 
w ider field of participation and sharing.

The prime method in the dynam ic  
literacy process is that of dialogue. 
Whether it is used in identifying the 
generative themes or in heightening 
awareness or in developing instruc­
tional texts and methods, dialogue  
defines the relationshp between the 
learners and the teacher, between  
them both and the realm of knowledge, 
and between the oral and written 
means of communication. One of the 
creative insights of profound signifi­
cance that dynam ic literacy practice 
has contributed to the general educa­
tion process is the restoration of 
dialogue to a central role in education. 
The mediation of the dialogue process 
establishes between learners and 
educators a relationship of equality. In 
encourages the learners to raise 
questions and unmask problem s relat­
ing to significant aspects of their lives.

Literacy action proceeds from, builds on 
and com es to fruition in a deepening 
human awareness, what in Freirian terms 
is known as conscientization. Its best 
expression is an accompanying sense of

6



growing autonomy and freedom.
Literacy action which proceeds from 

the learner is inconceivable in any but a 
decentralized way. This means a decen ­
tralized developm ent structure capable of

responding to the diversity of needs at the 
local level and, most important, capable 
of creating the mechanisms at the local 
level through which the literacy process is 
sustained.



LITERACY—AN UN­
ENDING DEBATE

Prof. R am la l Parikh

Even after 44 years of Independence 
and despite 1990 having been observed 
as the INTERNATIONAL LITERACY YEAR 
by the United Nations, the debate, 
whether literacy is an apriori need for the 
people of India, continues unabated, in 
the International Literay Year several 
solemn declarations w ere made in our 
country promising to eradicate illiteracy in 
about five years, atleast for the 15 35 age- 
group, that accounts for over l io  million 
persons. But these declarations have not 
led to a national resolve to g ive top-most 
priority to this fundamental need of 
millions of our people. The National 
Literacy Mission (NLM) established in the 
year 1988, tried to transform itself as one 
of the five technological missions through 
which eradication of illiteracy from India 
was to be secured in the shortest possible 
time. But the literacy m ovem ent in India 
continues to be the victim of the cynicism 
of som e of our intellectuals and peda­
gogues who are never tired of questioning 
the need for literacy itself when they find 
even  som e apparent inadequacies in the 
achievem ents of the literacy movement. 
Instead of working for alternatives, som e 
of them even  relish the denigration of the 
literacy m ovem ent itself.

Gandhiji had warned as far back in 
1939, that “Illiteracy of the masses was 
India’s sin and shame and must be 
liquidated.” This was a virtual indictment 
on the handful of educated elite w ho had 
the privilege of access to education, but 
who never thought of sharing it with the 
community. That literacy is a basic 
m in im um  need for the vast m asses in 
rural and urban areas, still continues 
to be questioned. Th is is a m ost tragic 
ph enom enon  o f our nation-build ing

endeavour. Is it not enough  to sh ock  us 
that in term s o f literacy, India ranks as 
the 59th country o f the w orld , and 
n early  50% illiterates are in India and 
this num ber con tinues to g ro w  rap id ly  
du e to unrestrained popu lation  grow th  
and m ass ive  drop-outs o f upto 80% in 
first 4 years o f e lem en ta ry  edu cation? 
On the other hand, the ach ievem ents in 
crossing the threshold point o f 70% 
literacy, by most of the South Asian 
countries like Sri Lanka, Indonesia, 
Burma, Malaysia, Vietnam, etc. in less 
than two decades should be an eye- 
opener to us. When will the consciences 
of our educated w ake up? It was 
expected that the NLM’s definition of 
literacy would reduce the necessity of 
further debate on the very need and 
concept of Literacy. Th e  u n en d in g  
concep tu a l d ebate w ithou t w ork ing, to 
fin d in g  out p oss ib le  w a ys  through 
w h ich  these concep tu a l postures can 
b e  im p lem en ted , im pairs  the v e ry  
cause o f literacy. In 1979, w hen the 
NAEP was launched, it was received with 
indifference and cynicism, and even  
before it could stabilise, it was wound up. 
Literacy was included in the RMNP 
programme, and later it was removed. 
Again it was brought into the 20-Point 
programme. The National Literacy Mis­
sion which is barely two and a half years 
old also seem s to be facing a critical 
challenge to its need and existence. 
There seem s to be an itching eagerness 
to find fault with the literacy m ovem ent 
rather than finding concrete alternatives 
that are applicable on a mass scale. A 
class of researchers and pedogogues has 
em erged, w ho are always anxious to 
establish the inadequacies of this
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programme, which are so obvious that 
they hardly need to be investigated.

To our great dismay and agony the 
latest statement denigrating the value of 
literacy has (may be unknowingly) com e 
from a very respectable Review  Commi­
ttee on National Policy on Education. The 
Committee is headed by one of our most 
distinguished and original thinkers and 
educationists, Shri Acharya Ramamurti. 
There are som e most eminent education 
ists in the Committee who have given 
their w hole life for education of our 
people. 1 have great respect for all of them. 
The Committee’s perspective paper on 
Education, under the title “Towards an 
Enlightened Human Society” is a very 
illuminating document. The paper has 
suggested many w elcom e changes in 
our education system, both in content 
and structure. Decentralisation of edu­
cation management, opening up and 
non-fomalising the school system , 
comm on school system, integration of 
S.U.P.W. in every subject, reduction of 
public examinations, developing Indian 
languages, vocationalisation of the entire 
Secondary Education from the beginning, 
are all most welcom e thrusts.

But one feels seriously disturbed and 
shocked to find that in this most elevating 
paper, despite its statement that the 
Committee does not intend to romanticise 
illiteracy, the total effect of Para-7 of the 
prologue and Para-5 of Focus on issues is 
nothing less than romanticisation of 
illiteracy as it gives the clear 
impression that literacy is dispensible  
and that an enlightened and human  
society can be achieved without the 
total eradication of illiteracy. It seem s 
Adult Literacy and Adult Education are 
being considered as two alternatives from 
which one is to be chosen. When there is 
an- inescapable need of declaring 
relentless war on illiteracy, the Commit­
tee’s exhortation to avoid disproportionate 
emphasis on literacy campaigns, sounds 
very odd and negative. It will be readily 
admitted that there is a great scope for

improving the content and methodology 
of literacy campaigns. But adult literacy 
and adult education are not alterna­
tives; they are two stages in education.
Literacy is the first stage, an entry-point 
and a tool for acquiring information in the 
modern knowldge-based society. In the 
contemporary age where know ledge is 
power, how can w e ignore the need to 
equip the large mass of our people with 
the tools of literacy? Does it need 
evidence to prove that illiteracy has 
proved to be a serious impediment and 
deprivation for the large mass of our 
people? Has it not contributed to the 
perpetuation of their lack of em pow er­
ment?

It is true that our people have a very 
powerful common sense, but it is 
equally true that their exploitation has 
been perpetuated because of their 
inability to read and write. They 
continue to be deprived of their minimum 
wages, and even  their access to the 
measures or limiting the population and 
to health services etc. Tim e and again 
Kerala’s high literacy rate is quoted to 
demonstrate the role of literacy as an 
effective instrument of people’s em power­
ment. The masses continue to be 
deceived  in several spheres as they 
cannot go beyond thumb impression, 
even  while exercising their right of 
franchise. How can w e then think of 
leaving adult illiteracy to its own fate? 
How can w e  hold that those w ho missed 
the bus of literacy due to socio-economic 
handicaps and the consequent inability 
to join or continue in school, should 
continue to be penalised as illiterates for 
their entire life? Are not the numbers of 
the adult illiterate in the age group of 15 
plus staggering? There are about 245 
million illiterates in the 15 plus age-group, 
and nearly l 14 millions am ong the youth, 
age-group of 15-35. This is therefore not 
m erely a question of adult literacy but 
substantially a question of youth-literacy. 
Nor should w e forget the fact that 2/3 of 
our illiterates are women.
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Is there not a serious fallacy in the 
argument that Universalisaiion of Primary 
Education will solve the problem in the 
future? There is abundant evidence in the 
experience of the last 44 years to show 
that when parents are illiterate they do 
not encourage their children to go to 
school, they even  discourage them from 
going to school. The question is not what 
is more important — primary education or 
adult literacy. Both are essential and both 
are two sides of the sam e coin. There is no 
need to put one against the other as 
though they are alternatives. Even literacy 
per se is a must for all whether children or 
adult-youth. It is an universal minimum 
requirement in the contemporary age, 
atleast for all those who are in the age 
group of 15 to 35 or 40. Literacy shuld be a 
‘first thing first’ programm e and the 
acquisition of reading and writing skills 
should be given in the shortest possible 
time, and in the simplest and most 
unsophisticated manner, through nation­
w ide door to door mass-campaign. 
Formal pedagogic methods may not 
work well. But learner oriented, communi­
ty-based and time-bound peripatatic 
approach has a much greater chance of 
success.

As literacy is an entry-tool, the process 
has never been conceived as a terminal 
point with the acquisition of the basic 
skills of three R’s. Education in any form is 
a life-long process. Once the people ’s 
confidence is generated in their ability to 
use the tool of the three R’s a very rapid 
and widespread access to reading books 
meant for neo-literates should follow. 
Thus, the three R’s have to be applied 
simultaneously for a true comprehension

of their ability towards one ’s own 
empowerment. The JSN of NLM is a 
w elcom e innovation. But it is too marginal 
and needs to be strengthened much 
more. These and the non-formalisation 
and secular communicisation of all 
educational institutions, will ensure 
sustenance of literacy 

Th e  tim e-factor is so cru c ia l in this 
that adult literacy cannot be kept 
w a itin g  until a natural d em and  is 
generated  or until un iversa l p rim ary 
education  is ach ieved . W e have lost 
more than four decades in debating the 
concept and methods of literacy and 
researching its failures. It is high time that 
educational establishments are obliged to 
undertake the responsibility of securing 
basic literacy to all people in their 
surrounding community, say, within an 
approximate radius of one kilometer of 
their location, a year or two and continue 
to work for their further education through 
community-centres located in every 
school or college. The ‘Educated’ in India 
must first perform this fundamental duty 
to the people. Even researchers need to 
gain a first-hand experience of conducting 
literacy work before they even  design 
their investigation. H ow  can w e  afford 
the luxury o f p ro lon ged  deb ate  on the 
v e ry  need  and con cep t o f literacy 
w hen  m illion s  o f illiterates con tinue to 
sw e ll at an in com p reh en s ib le  speed? 
This plea is not intended to justify 
inadequacies of existing literacy pro­
gram m e or to oppose any'type of debate 
on form of methodology of literacy. What I 
am con cern ed  is that n ow  atleast all 
shou ld  p lead  the p riority  need for 
literacy.
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LITERACY AS  
EMPOWERMENT

Lalita Ramdas

As w e  stand on the threshold o f a Decade 
for Literacy, it is a time for critical reflection 
on  ou r past e x p e r ie n c e s  in A d u lt 
Education and Literacy practice, if the 
future is to fulfil the promises that have 
been made.
Today, w e  are facing a growing problem 
of illiteracy — both functional and 
absolute. Surprisingly it is not only limited 
to the develop ing world, but is also to be 
seen in industrialised countries. It is trufy a 
paradox that in an era where w e  have 
seen som e of the swiftest and most 
sophisticated developm ents in sciences 
and technology, w e are also silent 
witnesses to the phenomenon of millions 
and millions of human beings w ho 
cannot read and write. This is clearly 
unacceptable in a milieu where the 
written word is increasingly becom ing a 
vital medium of information exchange 
and communication.
For som eone like myself, w ho has 
worked for over a decade in the field of 
Literacy and Development at the grass 
roots, the spectre of growing illiteracy in 
m y country (namely 50% of the world’s 
illitrates nearly l billion people), raises 
som e  u ncom fortab le  and d isturb ing 
questions.
W ho are these people w ho  remain 
Illiterate today?
What is their place and visibility in the 
mainstieam?
What factors and forces — Social, 
Economic and political prevent people  
from access to learing?
These questions deserve honest answers. 
And the experience of most o f us adult 
educators points to a symbiotic relation 
ship betw een  illiteracy and the margin

alisation of people — be it social, 
econom ic or political. This linkage is very 
clear in countries and societies like ours 
where w e do not have to look too far 
beyond our own doorsteps to see that it is 
those who are poor and exploited, who 
are also powerless and illiterate.
It is in this context therefore that Literacy 
as Em powerment’ becom es particularly 
significant in determining the strategies 
requ ired  to com b a t m ass illite racy  
wherever it is to be found.
LITERACY, DEVELOPMENT  
AND POWER
Whether in India and the third world, or in 
the advanced industrialised first world, it 
is necessary for us to analyse and 
understand the historical reasons w here­
by large sections of people developed 
into more or less powerful societies. The 
impact of colonialism; the rise of capita­
lism; and the phenom enon of the 
industrial Revolution; all these have 
contributed to the present imbalances in 
the world, and which in turn influence 
and patterns of developm ent and literacy
— illiteracy. Large areas o f Asia, Africa, 
and S. America were ruthlessly exploited 
by European colonisers seeking wealth, 
leaving a legacy o f mass poverty, hunger, 
ill-health, unemployment and illiteracy. 
There was also a concentration of wealth 
and pow er in the hands of the small elite 
and in post independence time it is this 
sam e elite that continues to wield 
phenomenal economic, social and poli 
tical clout today. The structures of a 
stratified and unequal society have not 
changed despite a socialist constitution, 
and a democratic electoral system. 
Herein lies the biggest contradiction — the
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masses have been successfully used by 
the political machinery as vote banks, 
thereby providing the illusion of power, 
but in fact, there is no real power in the 
hands of the people at large. 
EMPOWERMENT AND 
LITERACY REDEFINED 
If this nation is to truly w age a successful 
battle against illiteracy in the ten years 
ahead, it is essential that w e stop viewing 
illiteracy anti illitrates as a bundle of data, 
statistics and numbers. By so doing, we 
tend to distance ourselves from the true 
nature and the ugly face of the Reality 
which lies at the root of the problem of 
mass illiteracy.
“500 m illion  illiterate in India by the 
year 2000 AD.”
It makes dramatic headlines, but is also 
encourages us to shrug our shoulders 
and turn away from the problem, 
because it is too large, too difficult and too 
abstract if seen as a gam e of numbers. It is 
all too easy to see this as the responsibility 
of som eone else 'out there’ — the govern­
ment, the politicians, the social workers, 
the educationists. Anyone except our­
selves! It is hard to accept that you and I, 
and our children have got our own 
education at the cost of many of these 
others who could not affort the luxury of 
‘studying’ for ten or twenty years, leave 
alone for a minimum period at primary 
school. Perhaps w e ought to force 
ourselves to ask the question W hy so 
many human beings in today's world are 
denied the fundamental human right to 
read and write? Do such large numbers of 
people Voluntarily chbose to remain 
illiterate? W ho are they?
Both Empowerment and Literacy need 
careful redefinition. Today the word 
E m pow erm en t has itself becom e co­
opted as part of radical' jargon which 
used freely and indiscriminately and is 
capable of innumberable interpretations 
depening on who you are, and your place 
in the complex socio-economic pyramid.
I shall therefore, attempt to project this

word em powerm ent? form the percep­
tions of those who are themselves 
illiterate and powerless, because of 
economic, social and political margina­
lisation in every sense of the word. We 
also need to understand that people are 
not poor because they are illiterate but 
that they are illiterate because they art" 
poor.
W hy Should W e B ecom e Literate? 
When the National Adult Education 
Programme was launched in 1977-78, 
Satyen Maitra of the Bengal Social Service 
L e a g u e  put to g e th e r  the s tro n g ly  
articulated v iew s of a group of illiterate 
learners in the form of a prose-—poem 
c a l l e d  “ W h y  S h o u l d  W e  B e c o m e  
Literate?’ This powerful and moving 
testimony of the people's perception and 
questions is as relevant today as when it 
was written. It is an eloquent and clear 
definition of both Literacy and Em­
powerment.
Let us look  at W ho these p eo p le  are by 
g iv in g  them faces and nam es and 
vo ic e s  and using the language o f the 
poem  from  the Bengal learners.
Ganga works in 6 to 8 houses in my 
colony — washing clothes, cleaning uten­
sils, sweeping and swabbing floors day 
after day. Ten to tw eleve hours of poorly 
paid labour, followed by the endless 
domestic chores from which there is no 
escape — all this to eke out an existence 
with which to feed herself and her three 
children. She began working at the age of 
seven, never went to school, and now is 
forced to put her own girls to work. She 
asks:

‘What kind of people are we? We are
poor, very poor
But w e are not stupid.
That is why, despite our illiteracy,
W e still exist.
But w e have to know.
W hy w e  shou ld  b ecom e literate?” 
Can Litearcy help us live 
a little better? Starve a little less?
Would it guarantee that the mother
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and the daughter won't have to share 
the same sari between them.
Whould it fetch us a newly thatched 
roof
over our heads?”
Salim — a fisherman from Kerala, spends 
most of his life in his little catamaran — or 
boat, to bring in a meagre catch of fish, 
after the big trawlers have plundered the 
best of the wealth of the sea. He cannot 
read and write. He was out fishing with his 
father from the time he was a little boy 
and his own sons do likewise. He went to 
literacy classes, but gave up very soon. 
And like many other learners from other 
parts of the country he lias this to say: 

"What they taught us was useless 
To sign one s name means nothing.
To read a few words mean nothing.
We agree to join the classes 
if you teach us how not to depend 
on others any more.”
“Why do our teachers feel so superior? 
They behave as if w e are ignorant fools 
As if w e  are little children.
We are not empty pitchers.
We have minds of our own 
We can reason things out 
and, believe it or not 
We also have dignity.”

Shanti rolls beedis in Andhra, as does 
Hira Bai in Maharashta. Both live in 
backward villages; their husbands have 
left for the city in search of jobs. They 
have to feed themselves and their 
children. The local school has no building 
and no teacher, so their children hardly 
study. They will be tomorrow's adult 
illiterates. A local NGO started night 
classes and both women went for a while. 
But they too have questions:

"We don't get a square meal 
We have few clothes 
We don’t have proper shelter 
And to top it all, floods come 
And wash away everyting.
Then comes a long spell of drought 
drying up everything.
Would it help if we become literate?

We are weak and ill very often.
Will the programme teach us 
How to take care of our health, 
anc 1 \ >ecome .strong?
If it does, then we shall come.
Would literacy help us know the laws 
that have changed the status of 
women?
And the laws that protect the tribals 
amongst us?"

Bhim Singh came to the city from 
Eastern UP in search of a job so that he 
could send money back to his parents, 
wife and children who could barely get a 
vield out of their small tract of land. He 
breaks stones in the quarries from dawn 
to dusk and barely gets a minimum 
wage. He is too exhausted physically, and 
justifiably sceptical of the literacy classes:

"Would it help us know
how to raise our yield, and increase
our income?
And from where could w e borrow 
money
on easy terms, and what benefits 
Would we get from the co operatives? 
Would w e get better seeds, fertilisers 
and all the water w e  need?
Would w e get proper wages?
And this we think is learning for living."

Devi is a child bride — forced under a 
ghunghat and into responsibility at an 
age when our daughters are in school 
and singing and dancing in relative 
freedom.
The list is endless, the names and faces 
are those that w e  see, and meet and yet 
ignore, e v e ry  day, the o v e rw o rk e d  
woman, the urban slum child, the beaten 
wife, the exploited tribal, the bonded 
labourer, the migrant worker—one and all 
in their own way and in their own 
languages are asking the same questions: 

“They say that the new programme 
Promises things like this.
But is it only writing on a scrap of paper? 
It is only Ike one of those very many 
past promises that were never kept?
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Will this programme teach us how to 
think
and work together?
Will 'doing' he made a part of ‘learning’? 
If all this is done, all of us 
will join the literacy classes.
It will then be
learining to live a better life 
We want a straight answer.
Then w e shall decide whether 
We should becom e literate or not.
But if w e find out that w e 
are being duped again 
with empty promises 
We will stay aw ay from you.
We will say
‘For 'God's sake, leave us alone’/'

The challenge to each of use is clear and 
unmistakable. What are its implications in 
terms of future literacy strategies'?
FUTURE STRATEGIES — LESSONS OF 
THE PAST
Any crusade for literacy will have to be 
considered first as a political project and 
not merely as an educational one. As 
Paulo Freire has said, “this kind of 
crusade or campaign in not i\ pedagogical 
program with political implications; rather 
it is a political project with pedagogical 
implications.’ Let us also understand the 
context in which I use the word Political’, 
since it is so easily misinterpreted! it is 
perhaps best understood as explained by 
Fr. Cardenal,. the Jesuit Director of the 
Nicaraguan Literacy Crusade.
“Politics is the science that is concerned 
about all the people who live in our 
nation—Politics, in its true sense, is a 
science completely opposed and antago­
nistic to the selfish, egocentric attitude 
which gives rise to exploitation — W e 
belive that politics is the art of assuring 
that all people in this nation progress. W e 
believe that our education is not only 
political but is based on the political sense 
that attempts to build a world of justice 
and community — is concerned with 
transforming the degrading living condi­
tions to which fellow human beings are

subjected —and is part of the noble quest 
and struggle* of humanity for dignity and
justice."
Most of us parcitioners in the field have 
realsied that no education Is or Can be 
politically Neutral. You are either For oi 
Against certain structures and vested 
interests in society, and that translate.1- 
into a clear vision of the kind of society w< 
want to build. Therefore, working foi 
literacy goes well beyond the teaching ot 
the three R’s. It means working with, anti 
enabling people to challenge and change 
unjust laws, violence and oppression in 
the family, exploitative situations at work. 
It means taking stands yourself, and 
enabling and em powering others to take 
stands, it means teaching children, 
wom en and others to learn to ask 
questions rather than blind acceptance - 
be it of the teacher’s words or the written 
word. It means redesigning content, re 
examining matierials and curriculum, re 
evaluating our training and com m uni­
cation techniques, to be able to reach out 
in a language and idiom which makes 
the learners and their lives central, and 
which is relevant to their needs.
In Conclusion
A relationship of equality, participation 
and mutual respect is a basic pre 
requisite for any work in adult education 
and literacy. This alone could reinforce 
the democratic progress and further 
em power people. The collective experi 
ences of many groups and countries 
provides enough data to tell us that 
people are capable of learning and 
wanting to learn — but they have to be 
c o n v in c e d  that th e ir  p la c e  in the 
economic, social and political life of the 
society and nation is equal to that of every 
other citizen. This equality must be 
experienced and not merely remain as a 
constitutional paper promise. Literacy 
must em pow er for organisation and 
resistance, so long, in their ab ility  to 
bring about change in p ow er relation 
ships in the w or ld  around them.



W hile  id eo log ies  and m eth odo log ies  
m ay differ, a fundam ental p rom ise 
remains: n am ely  the factor o f fairlay, 
justice and d ign ity  for all. If L iteracy 
can enab le  e v e ry  wom an, e v e ry  man 
and e ve ry  ch ild  in this soc ie ty  to walk 
w ith  heads held  high, to be fearless 
and con fiden t — that then is the real 
defin ition  o f L iteracy as a tool for 
Em pow erm ent. Heading and w riting 
sk ills should em p ow er p eop le  to read 
and w rite their world, understand 
what goes on it that w orld , and w here  
necessary, transform  that world.



MAGNITUDE OF THE 
PROBLEM OF 

ILLITERACY IN 
INDIA

P r e m  C h a n d

M E A N IN G  O F  IL L IT E R A C Y

To determine the magnitude of illiteracy, 
it is essential to define the meaning and 
scope of illiteracy. According to the latest 
Census definition, a person is deem ed  as 
literate if he or she can read and write 
with understanding in any language. A 
person who can merely read but cannot 
write is not literate. Any person who is not 
literate according to the above definition 
of literacy, is an illiterate person. In the 
earlier censuses, it was the practice to 
work out literacy rate taking into account 
the total population. At a later stage, 
effective literacy rates w ere also worked 
out with reference to the population aged 
5 years and above. 1991 Census has, 
however, for the first time brought out 
literacy rates for the population aged 7 
years and over in its Provisional Popu­
lation Totals itself.
S C O P E  O F  T H E  P R O B L E M

The 1991 Census, on the request of 
Department of Education, Government of 
India, treated children of the age-gruop 0-6 
(below  7 years), as illiterate since the 
ability to read and write with under­
standing is not generally achieved by the 
children of this age. It is worthwhile in this 
regard to know the practice followed in 
som e of the Asian countries. Pakistan 
which worked out literacy rate for total 
population as well as population of 
5 years and above during 1951 and 1961 
Censuses changed to agegroup  of 
lO years and above for 1972 and 1981 
Censuses. Bangladesh takes into account 
population aged 5 years and above.

Literacy rates in Nepal are based on the 
population aged 6 years and above. In 
Thailand and China, literacy rates are 
based on population of age-groups of 
lO years and above and 12 years and 
above respectively. Vietnam adopts the 
age group 7 to 50 years. Different 
practices are fo llow ed in different 
countries. Count down of illiterates starts 
from 5 years of age to 12 years of age. 
However, the UNESCO Office of Statistics 
collects, compiles, collates and projects 
literacy/illiteracy rates only for the adult 
population aged 15 years and above. In 
this article, I propose to present the 
magnitude of illiteracy in India with 
re ference to (a) Total Population
(b) Population aged 5 years and above
(c) Population aged 7 years and above 
and (d) Population aged 15 years and 
above. Available census data has been 
used. I have also m ade som e estimates/ 
projections to make comparable data 
available for the country as a whole.
T O T A L  P O P U L A T IO N

Population of the country is increasing 
rapidly. It has gone up from 361 million in 
1951 to 844 million by 1991 at an 
exponential growth rate of about 2% per 
annum. At this rate it m ay cross the 
lOOO million mark by 2000 AD. Increasing 
educational facilities have not been able 
to keep pace with the growth of 
population. Number of literates has gone 
up during this period from 60 million in 
1951 to 364 million in 1991. But still 
number of illiterates of all age groups has 
also simultaneously increased though at
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a decreasing rate from 300 million to 
480 million. The table below  gives the 
decadal growth of population and 
literacy/ illiteracy during this period :
D ecadal Growth o f Popu lation  & 
Literacy/ Illiteracy 1951-1991—In d ia -  

Total Popu lation
(In millions)

Year Population Literates illiterates
1951 361.1 60.2 300.9
1961 439.2 105.5 333.7

(21.6) (75.2) (10.9)
1971 548.2 161.4 386.8

(24.8) (53.0) (15.9)
1981 685.2 247.6 437.6

683.3* 246.5* 436.8*
(24.6) (52.7) (12.9)

1991 843.9 364.2“ 479.7
(23.5) (47.7) (9.8)

N.B. : F ig u re s  in  B ra c k e t in d ic a te  p e r  
c e n ta g e  o f  d e c a d a l g ro w th .
* Revised on the basis of interpolated 
data for Assam.
** Relates to age group 7 and above  and 
inc ludes estimates for .J&K. There' are no 
literates in 0 6 age group.

It is observed that during 198 1 -9 1, while 
population grew by 23.5%, number of 
literates in c re a se d  b y  47.7% and the 
number of illiterates also increased by 
9.8%. Over the decades, number of 
literates is increasing by morethan 50 per 
cent, increase in the number of illiterates 
w'hich is around lO per cent has also 
been causing a great concern. It was in 
this context that the following statement 
was m ade in the publication, “C hallenge 
o f Education — A  P o lic y  Perspec tive .” 

“I f  th e re  is  no  c h a n g e  in  th e  ra te  o f  
g ro w th  o f  p o p u la t io n  a n d  th e  ra te  o f  
s p re a d  o f  lite ra cy , th e re  w o u ld  b e  5 0 0  
m ill io n  il lite ra te s  in  In d ia  in  th e  y e a r  
2 0 0 0  AD. “
This statement made in the year 1985 

still holds good. But since this data, 
pertaining to total population, does not 
represent the real situation of illiteracy, w e  
may look into this problem with refernece

to other age-groups also.
AGE GROUP 5 YEARS AND OVER 

Though the provisional population 
totals and the Primary Census Abstracts 
for 197 1 and 1,981 Censuses indicated 
literacy rates for the population of all age 
groups, the children below the age of 5 
years were considered as illiterate by 
definition and the literacy question was 
not canvassed for them. Age group data 
was not available at the time of 
publication of Provisional Population 
Totals and the Primary Census Abstracts. 
The so called "Effective Literacy Rates' 
were separately worked out after the' age 
group d e l t a  became available. But the 
literacy rales for the total population were 
mostly used. Number of literates and 
illiterates of the age1 group 5 and over and 
their percentage to the corresponding 
population for the different census years 
is given 1 )elow :
Num ber o f literates/illiterate:- and 
their percen tage to co rresp on d in g  
popu lation  1951-91 — A ge group 5 and 

over
Un millions)

Y ea r L ite r a te s 111 ite r a te s

1 9 5 1 5 5 .3 2 4 6 .6
118.3) (81 .7 )

1 9 6 1 1 0 5 .5 2 6 7 .2

(28 .3 ) (71 .7 )

1 9 7 1 1 6 1 ,4 3 0 7 .2

(34 .4 ) (65 .6 )

1 9 8 1 * 2 4 6 .7 * 3 5 0 .8 *

<41.3) (58 .7 )

1 9 9 1 3 6 4 .2 ** 3 7 6 .0

(E s tim a te d ) (49 .2 ) (5 0 ,8 )

* Including estimates tor Assam 
** Relates to age group 7 and above. No 
literates in age group 0-6. Estimates for 
J&K included.
N.B. : F ig u re s  in  b ra c k e ts  in d ic a te
p e rc e n ta g e  to the  c o rre s p o n d in g  p o p u  
la  t ion.

It is observed from the above table that 
the number of literates is the same except 
for 1951 as given in first Table. This
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phenomenon is explained by the fact that 
during these censuses, all children below  
the age of 5 years were considered as 
illiterate and were not included among 
literates (two prec eeding table's). Number 
of illiterates has substantially gone down 
by excluding the chileiren below  5 years 
e)f age. This has also resulted in slightly 
higher literacy rates as the" rates have 
been worked out with reference to the 
corresponding population of age group 5 
and over while the number of literates 
has remained the same. Magnitude of 
illiteracy has gone elown from a staggering 
figure of about 480 million to 376 million. 
This is based on an estimate of about 104 
million children of below  5 years of age' 
forming 12.3% of the total population. 
Exact data will be" available after the age 
group data is analysed and published. 
AGE GROUP 7 YEARS AND ABOVE 

According to Provisional Population 
Totals of 1991, literate population aged 7 
velars and above for lnelia excluding 
Jammu & Kashmir, where Census has not 
taken place was 361.7 1 million. By 
adding an estimated 2.53 million literates 
for J&K, the total number of literates for 
India com es to 364.24 million. This forms 
52% of the estimated population of 700.47 
million of the age group 7 and above. 
Number of illiterates of this age group 
forming 48 per cent of the estimated 
population as given above com es to 336 
million. Compared to the estimated 
illiterates of 314 million in 1981 of the 
corresponding age group including 
estimates for Assam and J&K, the 
absolute number of illiterates has gone up 
by about 22 million and the decadal 
growth rate works out to 7 per cent. Table 
below  indicates change in literacy/ 
illiteracy situation eluring 1981-91 for the 
population aged 7 years and above.

Change in L iteracy  Situation 
for Popu lation  A ged  7 years and a b o ve

(in millions)

Year Literates Illiterates Percentage 
of Literacy

1981* 242.0 314.2 43-5
1901* 364.2 336.2 52.0
Increase in
1991 over
1981 122.2 22,0 8.5

(50.5) (7.0)
(Figures in paranthesis indicate percen­
tage of decadal growth)
* Include estimates for Assam  and J&K.

Of the 364 million literates of the age 
group 7 and above, number of fem ale 
literates is only 132 million. The ratio of 
fem ale literates to male literates is 4:7. 
205 million illiterate fem ales form 61* of 
the total illiterates. Literacy rate am ong 
them is only 39.4 per cent as com pared to 
63.9 per cent am ong males.

Census data 1991 gives number of 
literates for the age group 7 and above. 
But the corresponding population for this 
age group has not becom e available so 
far. The Registrar General’s Office has 
worked out literacy rates on the basis of 
estimated population. On the basis of 
these literacy rates and the number of 
literates given in Provisional Population 
Totals, estimated population has been 
worked out for different States/Union 
Territories. On the basis o f these estimates 
of population and the number of literates, 
number of illiterates has also been
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worked out. State/Union Territory wise 
breakup of the estimated population, 
number of literates/illiterates and per 
centage of literacy for 7 years and above 
age population is given below.

( In million")

S. State Popula­ Literate Illiterate Percent-
No. tion* age of 

literacy
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

i. Andhra Pradesh...... ....55.07- 24.84 30.23 45.1 1
2. Arunachal Pradesh - ...... 0.68- 0.28 ..... 0.40 --41.22
3. Assam..................... .... 18.03- 9.63 ..... 8.40 53.42
4. Bihar....................... ....69.68 26.86 42.82 38.54
5. Goa......................... ......1.02 ..... 0.78 ..... 0.24 76.96
6. Gujarat.................... ....34.91 21.26 13.65 60.9 1
7. Haryana.................. ...  1 3.43 7.43 ..... 6.00 55.33
8. Himachal Pradesh —......4.29 2.73 ..... 1.56 63.54
9. Jammu & Kashmir"- ......6.33 2.53 ..... 3.80 - — 40.00
lO. Karnataka............. ... 37.64 -21.07- — K5.57- 55.98
11. Kerala.................... 25.01 22.66-..... 2.35 90.59
12. Madhya Pradesh—... 54.07- — 23.49 -  30.58 43.45
13. Maharshtra........... ... 67.88- -42.80 25.08 — 63.05
14-. M anipur................. ......1.47- ..... 0.90 0.57 -  60.<Hi
15. M eghalaya............ ......1.43 .....0.69 ..... 0.74- 48.26
16. M izoram ................ 0.57 0.46 ..... 0.1 1 81.23
17. Nagaland............... 1.0 1 0.62- 0.39 6 1.30
18. O rissa .................... ... 26.59- -  1 2.9 1 13.68 — 48.55
19. Punjab................... ...  17.42 9.95 7.47 -—57.14
20. Rajasthan.............. 35.09 13.62 -21.47 -38.81
21. Sikkim ................... .......0.33 ..... 0 .19 ......0.14 -  56.53
22. Tamil N ad u .......... .... 47.68- -3 0 .3 8 - 17.30 63.72
23. Tripura................. .......2.27 1.37 0.90 60.39
24-. Uttar P radesh ...... 1 12.37 46.87 - - 65.50 --41.71
25. West Bengal .... 56.69 -32.72 - 23.97 - - 57.72
26. A  & N Islands...............0.23- ..... 0.17 ......0.06-- -  73.74
27. Chandigarh.......... .......0.54 ..... 0.43 ......0.1 1 - 78.73
28. D & N  Haveli......... .... 0.1 15 -0.045 ......0.07 39.45
29. Daman & D iu ....... .......0.08-..... 0.06 ......0.02 -73.58
30. D e lh i..................... .......7.82- ..... 5.95 ......1.87 - - 76.09
31. Lakshadw eep ..... .......0.04 ..... 0.03 ......0.01 -79.23
32. Pondicherry........ .......0.68- ..... 0.51 ...... 0.17 ...74.91

India 700.47 364.24 336.23 52.00

* Estimated on the basis of literacy rates.
** Estimated.

It is obvserved that half (53.3%) of the 
illiterates of the country are concentrated 
in four States of UP (65.50 million), Bihar 
(42.82 million), Madhya Pradesh (30.58 
million) and Andhra Pradesh (30.23 
million) each of these having more than
30 million illiterates. Another 7 States 
having illiterates betw een  l o to 30 million 
each, Maharashtra (25.08 million), West

Bengal (23.97 million), Rajasthan (2 1.47 
million), Tamil Nadu (17.30 million), 
Karnataka (16.57 million), Orissa (13.68 
million) and Gujarat (13.65 million) 
account for another two-fifths (39.2%) of the 
total illiterates. Only 10.5 per cent of the 
illiterates of the country reside in the 
remaining 2 l States/UTs. Literacy rates 
on the other hand indicate that 10 States/ 
UTs namely, Bihar (38.54%), Rajasthan 
(38.81%), D&N Haveli (39.45%), Jammu & 
Kashmir (40%), Arunachal Pradesh (4 1.22%), 
Uttar Pradesh (41.7%), Madhya Pradesh 
(43.45%), Andhra Pradesh (45.11%), 
Meghalaya (48.26%) and Orissa (48.55%) 
have yet to reach the national level and 
are having more illiterates than literates. 
AGE GROUP 15 YEARS AND ABOVE

To compare the magnitude of illiteracy 
in India with the world situation or with 
som e other developing countries of the 
world, it is essential to analyse literacy/ 
illiteracy situation for adult population 
aged 15 years and above. Census data on 
literacy brought out in the Social and 
Cultural Tables gives literacy rates by 
different groups. These tables are nor 
mally published after 6 to 7 years of the 
year of conducting the census. Data from 
1981 Census on the basis of Social and 
Cultural Tables becam e available only 
during 1987. For 1991 also this data will 
not be available at least for one or two 
years. The same has therefore been 
estimated on the basis given below.

Expectation of life at birth in India is 
increasing slowly and definitely. Conse 
quently the proportion of older population 
is increasing and that of younger 
population is decreasing. Children below  
15 years of age formed 42% of the 
population in 1971. In 1981 their propor­
tion went down to 39.5% and it was 
projected to be about 36% for 1991 by the 
Expert Committee on Population. On the 
basis of this projection, population of the 
age group 15 and over in 1991 works out 
to about 540 million. Literacy rate in this 
age group improved between 67  per­
centage points during each of the
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decades ! 9 6 1 -71 and 197 i -81. Assuming 
that the increase during 198 l 9 1 was also 
at least 7 percentage points, the literacy 
rate for this age group for 19 9 1 works out 
to about 48%. No. of literates and illiterates 
for 199 1 on this basis com es to 259 
million and 281 million respectively.

Population of the age group 15 and over 
and literacy/illiteracy situation for census 
years from 1951 to 1981 and estimates for 
1991 are given in the table below  : 
L iteracy/Illiteracy position  o f the adult 
popu lation  aged  15 years and ab ove  

—India 
(In millions)

From the above table it is observed that 
number of literates and the literacy rates 
for 15 and over age group population has 
also increased substantially during the 
last four decades. But the number of 
illiterates also continues to grow. Our 
estimates of literacy for the age group 15 
and over also tally w'ith the projection of 
illiteracy situation made by UNESCO 
Office of Statistics in this regard. They 
have estimated that in 1990 India has 280 
million adult illiterates of the age group 15 
and over which form* 5 1.7% of the 
corresponding population. According to 
these estimates, India has the highest 
number of illiterates in the world consti­
tuting 29.1% of the total estimated 962.6 
million illiterates of the world. These 
projections also indicate that India and 
China taken together contain 502 million 
illiterates which com es to 52% of the world 
toial. Table below' gives an idea of the 
magnitude of the illiteracy in India when 
the size of illiteracy of the other nine

countries of the world having H) million or 
more illiterates aged 15 and over is 
compared.
Countries w ith  10 m illion  and m ore 

illiterates aged 15 and over
(In millions)

Country Illiteracy Rate Illiterates
India 51.7 280.00
China 26.5 222.00
Pakistan 65.1 43.00
Bangladesh 64.7 42.00
Nigeria 49.2 29.00
Indonesia 22.9 27.00
Brazil 18.7 18.00
Egypt 51.5 16.00
Iran 46.0 15.00
Sudan 72.8 10.00
Subtotal 10
countries *- 702.00
World Total 26.9 963.00

The table indicates that even though 
the illiteracy rate is lower than countries 
like Pakistan, Bangladesh and Sudan, the 
magnitude? of the illiteracy in India in 
terms of number of illiterates is the- 
highest in the world. Number of illiterates 
in any other country except China is 
possibly le?ss than the? number of illiterate's 
in the State of Uttar Pradesh in India.
CONCLUSION 

India has made? substantial progress in 
improving its literacy rates. However, the 
fact still remains that India is having 
largest number of illiterates of the world. 
Rate e:>f high growth of population and 
steep drop out rate* at the- primary stage? 
are mianly responsible for this size of the* 
problem of illiteracy in India. Though the* 
enrolment at the primary stage (Class I — 
V) is 97.3 million and forms 99.96% of the 
population of the age" group 6 1 l , the" high 
rate of drop out (only 50 children out of 
lo o  e?nrolk'd in Class I reach Class V) 
force's e'ntry of illiterate? childre.'n to the' 
adult age group of l 5 1 9. This high rate of 
drop out was re'flecte'd in the' statemt'nt 
made' in the projections of the illiteracy in 
the age group 15-19 by the Office' of

Year Population Literates Illiterates Literacy
Rates

1951 215.34 41.48 173M 1926
1961 258.86 7L86 187.00 27.76
1971 317.83 10832 20951 34.08
1961* 40330 16453 238.77 40.78
1991
Estimates)

540.00 259.00 281.00 48.00

Incluele estimates for Assam.
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Statistics UNESCO :
B u t w h a t is  p a r t ic u la r ly  s tr ik in g  is  the  

p re d o m in a n c e  o f  Ind ia , w h ic h  b y  itse lf 
a c c o u n te d  fo r  37% o f  th e  W orld  T o ta ls  in  
1970, a n d  w ill a c c o u n t fo r  54.90% in  the  
y e a r  2000. .. In  s p ite  o f  re la t iv e ly  h ig h  
a n d  in c re a s in g  e n ro lm e n t ratios, the  
p r im a ry  s c h o o ls  in  In d ia  a re  fa il in g  to 
re d u c e  th e  f lo w  o f  il lite ra te  y o u th  in to  
th e  ra n k s  o f  a d u lt  illite ra tes".
It is at this stage that w e have to see that 

the children from the age group 614 do 
not enter adulthood wihout being literate 
and if at all they enter, they are m ade 
literate through the adult education 
programme as soon as it is possible to do 
so. Programmes of nonformal education 
for the age group 9 14 and the total 
literacy campaigns for the adult popu­
lation of 15-35 age group taken up by the 
Government are the steps in this direction. 
The number of illiterates for the year 1990 
91 as estimated in this article and 
projected by UNESCO Office of Statistics 
are based on the past trend. It is, however, 
hoped that their number will be less than 
280 million when the efforts of 1981 91 
decade are reflected in the actual data to 
be published through the Social and 
Cultural Tables of 1991.



PREPARATION OF 
NEED-BASED POST 

LITERACY  
MATERIALS

—A FEW OBSERVATIONS—
—S a ty en  M aitra

There has been a significant conceptual 
developm ent of adult literacy from alpha­
betization to enhanced awareness and 
functional literacy which, to use the 
UNESCO definition, is “required for 
effective functioning of the literacy group 
and community and also for enabling 
them to continue reading and writing and 
calculation for their ow n and their 
community’s developm ent”. To attain this 
ob jective in a successfu l literacy 
programme, w e should have as a 
necessary concomitant, provision for 
adequate quantity of graded post-literacy 
materials. A  programme of large scale 
adult literacy should not be started 
unless there is an assured supply of 
post-literacy and follow-up materials.

In India, a tremendous thrust to the 
spread of literacy is given with the help of 
the National Literacy Mission which, 
happily, has taken cogn izance of the 
importance of post-literacy by setting up 
Jana Sikshan Nilayams which are meant 
to cater to the needs of the limited literates 
to help them reach the stage of the new  
reading public.

The library system in the country is also, 
to a certain extent, going to be revam ped 
to m ake it responsive to the reading 
interest of the neo-literates. All these are 
praiseworthy measures. But in our 
country .(and in most of the other Third- 
World countries), there is a w ide  
distance between what is prescribed  
or recom m ended and its actual im ple­
mentation. One of the major fallacies in

our thinking is that w e tend to think that 
reality is pliable and will adapt itself 
som ehow  to the measures which w e 
consider desirable—as if there is a 
spontaneous relationship between good 
intentions and their translation into 
practice! This happens because w e  are 
nurtured, as Walter Lierman says ‘in a 
climate of educational optimism’. Unfor 
tunately, the prescriptions continue to 
remain at the verbal level and corres 
ponds minimally to the object level.

W e should peer closer to the level of 
reality and try to identify som e of the 
problem s and constraints which are 
responsible for this dichotomy bet 
w een the prescription and action. A 
few  of these, by no means exhaustive, are 
stated below.

First, w e  need to raise the ‘sights’ a little 
and try to plan_preparation of materials 
to cover all sections of the limited 
literates so that even outside the ‘protec 
ted’ structured situations of adult literacy 
centres, these are acceptable and are 
^able to stand on their own without any 
kind of props.

Second, w e have to remem ber that 
mere availability of materials does not 
ensure their proper utilisation. Cons 
cious efforts need to be made to 
encourage self-reading by the learners 
even  during their literacy courses through 
organisation of reading clubs, debates, 
discussions etc.

Third, there is a great urgency to create

22



a literate en v iron m en t in the rural 
milieu. To a certain extent, this can be 
clone by using posters and putting up at 
different points — boards with messages 
on health, family welfare, environment 
protection, national integration, w om en ’s 
equality et al with the help of the NSS, 
NCC, NYKs and other volunteer groups. 
The JSNs can take a big lead in this 
direction. The concept is nothing new. It 
has been tried out in several places. But 
these fragmentary and isolated efforts 
must be consolidated to form a common 
feature in the countryside. This would not 
only develop the faculty of ‘learning by 
sight’ but would also stimulate the urge to 
reading by the community.

Fourth, there is a dearth o f n ew s­
papers and periodicals for the limited 
literates. Newspapers are essential 
becduse they ensure daily contact with 
the printed words with varied materials 
and can be habit-forming in a very short 
time. The SRCs, with the help of the DRUs 
can and should help in bringing out such 
printed local newspapers.

Fifth, JSNs and Village Community 
Education Centres (which may be called 
miniJSNs) should regu larly  organ ise 
discussions, reading clubs (including 
newspaper reading) etc. to develop 
reading habit am ong the people. Discu- 
ssions and debates can give a big fillip to 
the use of books.

W e have yet to make a proper su rvey 
to ascertain the read ing interests of the 
neo-literates, but a few  suggestions can 
be ventured.
—W e should plan for a multi-media 

education materials and not only for 
printed books. Each rrTedium has its 
own advantage and imaginative 
combination of different media can be 
very effective to bring about any 
behavioural change. *

—We should be chary of preparing only 
the need-based materials, especially 
when the needs are listed according to 
our own perception.

-Developm ent-linked contents can come 
under two categories:
When imprvement is possible through 
the readers' own effort — these include 
preventive health measures, better 
nutrition, improved intra-family relation 
ship, gender equality et al.
Where efforts need to be supported by 
others — for example, in the areas of 
agriculture, irrigation, coope ratives etc., 
the learners can do very little without an 
active counselling group. Preferably 
improvements and innovations sugges 
ted in the books should be within the 
easy reach and grasp of the learners.

— Dissemination of information without 
the developm ent of a scientific and 
rational attitude has its limitations. 
There is a great need to dis-adapt the 
learners from their previously held 
beliefs and superstitions and to re adapt 
them to the needs of a changing 
society. In this area, printed medium 
suggesting a few  ‘do's’ and ‘don’ts’ is not 
so effective as role plays, popular 
theatre, puppet plays etc.

—W e should bear in mind that the 
readers living in a grim situation need 
also to be entertained and taken out of 
their own gritty surroundings even  for a 
brief spell. To do that, w e can draw 
upon store houses of our own rich 
literature and re-write them simply 
and/or persuade our writers to write for 
these people after being given proper 
orientation about the prospective 
readers, their reading ability and the 
milieu in which they live.
There should be constant evaluation of 

the materials which are produced. There 
should be pre-publication evaluation as 
well as post-publication evaluation, it is 
only when the readership growls to a 
significant number, proper feedback  
from the readers can be expected. Before 
that, any query as to the reading interests 
is likely to elicit replies which would be 
sensitive to prompting and not be very 
dependable.
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Firm points of triangulation are nece the neo-literates. Unfortunately, the points
ssary before a proper survey is m ade at present are not very firm and \ve need
about the reading needs and interests of to fix these points strongly
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WHY KEDARI 
CRIED? DOES 

ANYONE CARE?
Lak sh m id h ar M ishra

In the first w eek  of November, 1990 I 
a lo n g w ith  m y  c o l le a g u e s  had  the 
o cca s io n  to w 'atch a film  m a d e  by 
Ms. Nalini Singh. It was a happy coinci­
dence that the Producer and Director was 
also present. The occasion was a seminar 
on “Education  for all in Uttar Pradesh” 
as a prelude to formulation of a concrete 
action plan for a project to be funded by 
the World Bank. The film is about the story 
of launching a mass campaign for total 
literacy in the district of Bijapur in North 
Karnataka. The district is known for its dry 
and semi-arid conditions as also for 
bundles of fads, taboos and die-hard 
obscurantist ideas and practices. Amidst 
these negative indicators there are couple 
of silver linings such as a young and 
energetic Collector—Shri T.M. Vijaya 
Bhaskar and equally energetic and 
dynam ic Chief Secretary, Zilla Parishad— 
Shri Vidya Shankar, a rich folk culture and 
tradition and above all its people who 
despite poverty, social backwardness 
and econom ic deprivation represent one 
of the finest specimens of hum anity- 
simple honest and guileless. It is precisely 
on account of this human resource—a 
reservoir of incredible goodness that the 
District Administration and the Zilla 
Parishad w ere encouraged to light the 
candle of literacy amidst the accumulated 
gloom  and assumed on their shoulders 
the m assive responsibility of injecting a 
little cheer and joy in the lives of 5 lakhs of 
illiterate adults who for no fault of theirs 
w ere deprived of the access to educa 
tional opportunity at one of the most 
formative and impressionable years of 
their life and yet who w ere in need of it.

Kedari Sh ivappa Jivajigol belonged to 
this unfortunate group of men and 
women. Of 20  years of age, he cam e from 
a family of agricultural workers in 
Babaleswar village of Bijapur taluka. All 
members in his family—father, mother, 2 
brothers and 2 sisters w ere illiterate. On 
account of poverty, two o f Kedari’s 
b ro th ers  had  a lr e a d y  m ig ra te d  to 
Maharashtra. Kedari very much wanted 
to go to the school along with other boys 
and girls of his age but was not allowed to 
do. Kedari’s family had 4 acres of non­
irrigated land but the prospects of 
agriculture in dry and semi arid conditions 
were not very bright and the family had 
barely enough to keep their body and 
soul together. Poverty increased with 
advancement of years and the culture of 
helpless dependence on others also 
acquired deep roots. This led to a process 
of social alienation which by itself was 
intimidating and painful. Kedari started 
sliding lower and lower on the ladder of 
human development; he and his family 
members started sinking deeper and 
deeper into a quagmire. It is at this point of 
time that the campaign for total literacy 
cam e as a streak of light, as a breath of 
fresh air. Kedari who wanted to attend the 
school along with others in his young 
days but could not do so due to the 
reluctance of his parents saw’ in the 
campaign a golden opportunity to learn 
and through learning to allow his 
personality to flower to its full bloom. The 
campaign kindled the desire in him to 
learn and to join the mainstream as the 
proud member of a literate society.
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The Producer and Director in course of 
shooting of the film had the occasion to 
interview Kedari:
“Kedari, did you go  to the school at your 
schoolgoing age?”
“NO”.
“W hy did you not go  to the School?"

Com ing from a rank outsider thes6 
words pierce through Kedari like an 
electria current. He receives a jolt. His 
anguish deepens. But the moment of his 
anguish also becom es the moment of his 
resolve. He perceives the need for literacy 
and internalises the need. In a moment of 
d eep  hurt and intense agony, he reflects 
on himself, on the existential reality of the 
situation in which he has been helplessly 
p laced and on the causes which have led 
to his present predicament. He makes up 
his mind to be a literate being, a whole 
being and decides to join “Saksharata 
A b h iya n ” of Bijapur. Luckily for him a 
literacy class was being conducted at 
A kku lon i (street) at Babaleswar which 
w as next to his house. Shri H.S. Kaggod 
becom es his Instructor. The instructor is 
not very much different from' the learner. 
Both com e from the sam e social back­
ground, sam e cultural milieu, the same 
life style, the only difference being that the 
instructor had access to educational 
opportunity of som e level while the 
learner did not have.

Today Kedari is an altogether different 
being. Access to the World of Letters has 
transformed him, his thought process and 
lifestyle. After 6 months of intensive 
learning, he has improved his cognitive 
faculties and learning skills and feels 
m ore resillient and confident than ever. 
His motivation to learn has been height­
ened  and he has developed a critical 
awareness of himself, of the world around 
him the forces which envelop and shape 
his daily life and the sym m etry of his 
existence. He feels that he has acquired 
the wherewithal to identify the roots of his 
predicament and the ability to overcom e 
them. He says in a moment of his resolve

“I shall never allow any of the children in 
m y family to be an illiterate m ember. I 
shall persuade and cajole all children of 
my family (my 2 sisters in Bijapur and 2 
brothers w ho have migrated to Maha 
.rashtra) to be fully educated.”

W H Y did Kedari cry? Kedari cried 
because the questions put to him by an 
outsider reminded him of his past, o f his 
poor social background, of the state of his 
utter helplessness for which he could not 
go to school despite a burning desire in 
him to do so. He cried because he was not 
very confident that he could learn at an 
advanced age after having been a 
wastrel in the most formative years of his 
life. He cried because he felt his male ego  
was hurt by the individuals around him 
w ho did not care to understand his 
background and psyche before putting 
the question. He cried because of the 
callousness, insensitivity and wanton 
cruelty of the society which knows how to 
hurt, to deprive and dem ean  without 
bothering to create opportunities for 
survival and growth.

(II)
Kedari is not alone in this process of 

social isolation, econom ic deprivation 
and victimisation by a harsh and soulless 
system. T h e Human Developm ent Report, 
19 9 1 goes to show  that on a global plane 
about a billion adults cannot read or write 
and 300 million children are not in 
primary or secondary school. More than 
l million peop le still live in absolute 
poverty and one fifth of the population still 
goes hungry everyday. Over 14 million 
children die each year before reaching 
the fifth birthday and 180 million children 
under five suffer from serious malnutrition, 
1.5 million people still lack basic health 
care and over 1.5 billion peop le do not 
have safe water and over 2 billion lack 
safe sanitation. While this is the general 
global scenario, the situation in which 
w om en  are placed i$ still worse. Half the 
rural w om en over 15 are illiterate, 
w om en ’s w ages are still only two thirds of
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men's wages, half a million wom en die 
each year from causes related to 
pregnancy and child birth, wom en are 
often denied the right to decide whether 
or when to have children as also the right 
to own, inherit or control property. Girl's 
primary enrolment rates are a little half 
that of boys with a participation and 
retention rate much lower than that of 
boys.

(Ill)

Reverting back to our country, a land of 
bewildering cultural variety and unity w e 
inherited a system characterised by great 
disparities based on caste, class and 
gender divide. The colonial era character­
ised by a hierarchical society based on 
statusquoist and acquisitive principles 
with a strong instinct for self preservation 
and without an egalitarian philosophy 
believed in exclusiveness which pre 
vented the spread" of education and 
equity in access to educational oppor 
tunities. It was believed, and most 
unfortunately, that knowledge is sacred 
and only the upper caste elite had the 
exclusive access to it. Secondly, it thrived 
on a feudal agricultural society character 
ised by a simple subsistence econom y 
with limited needs which did not perceive 
the need for universal education and 
literacy. The? limited need for education 
was in the context of colonial administ 
ration which did not go beyond the 
requirement of clerks, scribes and 
munshis.

Education as an inalienable human 
right, as a tool of equality qr liberation had 
not fired the imagination of either the 
rulers or the administrators of the colonial 
era and, therefore, it was futile to expect 
that education as a tool of social mobility 
and cornerstone of developm ent could 
pervade, influence and animate the 
system which thrived on inequality and 
repression.

Consequently, the country which was 
once the cradle of civilisation and culture 
had the dubious distinction of having

hardly five percent rate of literacy in 19 0 1 
Shri Dadabhai Naoroji, the veteran free 
dom fighter was the first to put forth the 
demand for universalisation of primary 
education before the Indian Commission 
on Education in 1882 but the plea went 
unheeded. Yet another distinguished 
freed om  figh ter—Shri Gopal Krishna 
Gokhle made a fervent but unsuccessful 
appeal for universal education and 
literacy before the Imperial Legislative 
Council in 1910 and 1912. In 1937, 
Mahatma Gandhi put forth his schem e of 
basic education under which education 
of 7 to 8 years duration was to be 
provided for all children. Its content was 
built around socially useful productive 
work. The proposal which was the first 
indigenous effort to develop a national 
pattern of education was endorsed by the 
W ardha Education Con ference but not 
by the Imperial Government. The proposi­
tion that it is the obligation of the state to 
provide free and compulsory basic 
education to all children in the age group 
of 6 to 14 years had to wait for its 
acceptance till introduction of the ‘Sergent 
Plan' by Sir John Sergent, the then 
Education Adviser to the Governor 
General of India. The Sergent Plan had 
envisaged realisation of the goal of free 
and compulsory basic education over an 
unduly long timespan of 40 years. The 
timespan was patently unacceptable to 
the nationalists but the spirit of the 
Sergent Plan eventually cam e to be 
reflected in Chapter IV of the Constitution 
i.e. in Article 45 of the Directive Principles 
of the State Policy; “The State shall 
endeavour to provide within a period of 
10 years from the com m encem ent of this 
Constitution for free and compulsory 
education for all children until they 
complete the age of 14 years".

(IV)
Since attainment of independence the 

political and national commitment to 
universalisation of elementary education, 
nonformaJ education for school drop outs 
and for adults who did not have the
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opportunity to go to school and continuing 
education ior developm ent has demon 
strated itself beyond doubt. These major 
components of education have all along 
te en  treated as integral part o f a larger 
syndrome, as mutually supportive and 
interdependent, one supporting and 
reinforcing the other. The national 
commitment has been evident in 
increase in the number of educational 
institutions (primary, upper primary, 
secondary and higher secondary), 
increase in the number of teachers, 
increase in the gross enrolment of the 
number of students as also increase in 
the overall outlay in elementary, primary 
and nonformal education. Illustratively, 
the primary schools increased from 
2,09,67 1 in 195a51 to 5,37,399 in 1986-87 
(an increase of 156*). During the sam e 
oeriod the number of m iddle schools 
increased from 13,596 to l ,37,196 (more 
than ten fold increase). The number of 
teachers increased from 5,37,918 in 1950 
51 to 15,22,108 in 1986-87 at the primary 
level and from 85,496 in 1950-51 to 
9,79,073 in 1986-87 at the middle level. 
Equally appreciable has been  the pro 
gress achieved in enrolment o f children, 
illustratively, the total enrolment in classes
I to V increased from 19. l million in 1950 
51 to 89.9 million in 1986 87. The gross 
enrolment ratio at the primary stage 
registered increase from 42.6 in 1950-51 
to 95.6 in 1986 87. In terms of outlay, there 
has been a massive increase from Rs. 93 
crores in 1951-56 to Rs. 905.00 crores in 
1980-85 and Rs. 2972.63 crores in 
1985-90.

The above, however, does not reveal 
the full story. -Beneath the gloss and 
dazzle of statistics which John Kurien 
goes to term “myths”, the sisyphean 
realities are quite different. Despite a 
phenomenal expansion in the formal 
school system, only about half the child 
population in the age 6— 14 years is able 
to regularly attend, participate and 
complete elementary education. The 
Fifth All India Educational Survey

conducted in 1986 shows that there are 
stili as many as 5 crore or l/3rd of the 
15 crore children in the group 6— 14 years 
who are not enrolled in school. Even 
more striking, it reveals that out of every 
lOQ children admitted in Class 1, only 
49 com plete the primary stage and only
31 the upper primary or elem entary level

The number of working children has 
been variously estimated. In 1983, the 
National Sample Survey Organisation 
(NSSO) put the number of working 
children i.e. those children w ho work for a 
subsistence at 2.1 crores. However, the 
Operations Research Group (ORG) an 
independent organisation commissioned 
by the Ministry of Labour to make an all 
India study of working children estimated 
working children at 4.4 crores in the sam e 
year. In estimating the number of working 
children, the O.R.G. took into consideration 
children w ho are engaged in activity that 
does not earn them w ages but which 
nevertheless keeps them working on a 
whole time basis—girls who perform 
household duties, fetch fuel and water, 
look after siblings, boys who assist 
parents in household entrepreneurial 
activity, rear cattle and assist in farming. 
These working children form the majority 
of those who cannot get education 
through the vast school network - before 
they com plete 14 years o f age.

What are the causes and factors which 
contribute to this unfortunate situation? 
Before attempting a reply it is worth 
analysing the incidence and magnitude 
of child labour in India, its characteristics 
and peculiarities and how it has negated 
the laudable goals enshrined in the 
Constitution in respect of universalisation 
of elementary education.

(V)
Article 24 of the Constitution provides 

that “no child below  the age o f 14 years 
shall be em ployed in any hazardous 
em ploym ent”. Article 39 (e) and (f) of the 
D ire c tiv e  P r in c ip les  o f S tate P o licy  
requires each State to direct its policy
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towards ensuring that health and strength 
of workers, m en and w om en and the 
tender age of children are not abused’. 
The citizens are not forced by econom ic 
necessity to enter vocations unsuited to 
their age or strength’, children are given 
opportunities and facilities to develop  in a 
healthy manner, and ‘are protected 
against exploitation’.

In furtherance of this objective a 
number of legislations such as the 
Factories Act, the Mines Act, the Motor 
Transport Workers Act, the Apprentices 
Act, the Plantation Labour Act, the Shops 
and Commercial Establishment Act, the 
Beedi & Cigar Workers (Conditions of 
Employment) Act and the Employment of 
Children Act have been enacted. The 
central focus in all these legislations is to 
restrict the minimum age of entry to 
em ploym ent and to regulate the condi­
tions of child employment. This has been 
the subject matter of study of a number of 
committees such as the National Commis­
sion on Labour (1969), the Committee on 
Employment of Children in India (1977), 
the Gurupadswamy Committee on Child 
Labour { 1979) and the report of the 
National Seminar on Child and Law  
(1982). In several of its judgements and 
most notably the Asiad case, the Supreme 
Court has expressed its anxiety and 
concern over em ploym ent of children in 
hazardous operations at a tender age 
which have shaken our guilty conscience. 
The incidence of child labour, however, 
persists and is growing in its number and 
intensity. There are certain peculiarities 
which distinguish em ploym ent o f child 
ren labour from em ploym ent of other 
sections of the working population. These 
are:

Em ployment of child labour appears to 
have som ewhat disappeared from the 
organised sector.
Em ployment of child labour appears to 
be primarily confined to the unorga­
nised, semi-organised and informal 
sectors such as small plantations, hotels 
and restaurants, beedi-rolling. cotton

ginning and weaving, glass and bangle 
making, carpet weaving, brick kilns, 
stone quarries, building and construc­
tion, handlooms, handicrafts, garages 
and workshops.
They are both wage-em ployed and self- 
employed. The latter category (beedi- 
rollers, ragpickers etc.) are in effect 
em ployed by the contractors and 
middlemen.
Working children are by and large 
em ployed at their hearth and hom e or 
near the place of stay, there are 
instances of children being w eaned 
aw ay by m iddlemen from their native 
place either by force or with the implied 
consent of their parents.
Child labour is basically a phenomenon 

found in developing countries generally 
associated with poverty and deprivation. 
In the communities belonging to lower 
income groups in develop ing countries 
like India, it is difficult to run a family on 
the income of the parents if the latter are 
daily rated or piece rated or casual or 
contract labourers and are unsure of 
stable avenues of durable employment. 
In such cases, the incom e of working 
children though small in itself assumes 
much more value. They are encouraged 
and persuaded to undertake a variety of 
jobs, both hazardous as well as non- 
hazardous.

The sam e factors which g ive  rise to 
em ergence of child 'labour as an eco­
nomic phenom enon are also responsible 
for its perpetuation and for the failure of 
non-formal education. There are primarily 
four constraints which em anate from our 
general policy towards child labour, 
em ployer’s callousness and insensitivity, 
parental indifference, overall social 
structure and milieu characterised by 
caste and stratification factor. These may 
be elaborated in the following sequence: 
G enera l P o licy  T o w a rd s  Child  
Labour—

At the international level, the UN 
Declaration of the Rights of the Child
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m ade on 20.11.59 lays down that the 
child shall enjoy special protection and 
shall be given opportunities and facilities 
by law and by other means to enable him 
to develop  physically, mentally, morally, 
spiritually and socially in a healthy and 
normal manner and in conditions of 
freedom and dignity.

in pursuance of this Declaration 
followed by the announcement of the UN 
Children’s Charter, the International 
Labour Conference has adopted as many 
as 18 conventions and series of recom­
mendations, the latest in the series being 
the Minimum Age Convention (No. 138) 
and Recommendation (No. 146). These 
provide comprehensive standard and 
policy guidelines on the elimination of 
child labour and the protection of working 
children.

The Government of India have so far 
ratified 6 out of 18 conventions adopted 
by the international Labour Conference 
for protection of working children and 
young persons and have enacied as 
many as 15 legislations to prohibit 
em ploym ent of children in different 
sectors. The existing policy has been 
characterised by an admixture of total 
prohibition of em ployment of child labour 
below  a particular age and regulation of 
their em ployment by specifying certain 
conditions of service.

This has introduced an element of 
am bivalence in interpretation and imple­
mentation of law. On the one hand, it 
speaks of prohibition of child labour in 
hazardous occupations. On the other 
hand, it acknow ledges that child labour is 
a harsh reality, that its abolition is not easy 
in the present socio-economic context 
and therefore, measures should be taken 
to improve and ameliorate the working 
conditions of children instead of advo­
cating elimination of child labour.

Conceptually, there may not be any­
thing seriously wrong in adopting certain 
policy postulates such as putting a ceiling 
on the age of employment, improving the

conditions of work, regulating the hours of 
work and payment of w ages and 
developing supplementary programmes 
including non formal education pro 
gram m es for working children. The real 
problem lies in enforcement of these 
welfare provisions due to the prevalence 
of contract labour system. This system is 
open ended and there are numerous 
layers and sublayers. Most of the sub 
contractors are themselves uneducated 
and have scant regard for dignity of 
labour. The stratified structure in the 
contract labour system is primarily 
responsible for exploitation of child 
labour. In such a system the profit margin 
gets distributed amongst a number of 
intermediaries and therefore, denial of the 
barest minimum reasonable facilities and 
amenities to the em ployed children to the 
extent of dehumanisation becom es inevit 
able. Besides, the working environment 
of working children by itself m ay not at all 
be congenial to provide facilities and 
amenities for non-formal education.

E m p loyer ’s A ttitude—
The education of working children is 

generally discouraged by employers. 
They regard a child worker as a labourer 
who works for lower wages, who is easily 
pliable and who does not involve the 
em ployer in trade union problems and 
w ho particularly in jobs which require soft 
hands is more efficient than an adult 
worker. Employers in the organised 
sector do not wish to iose the juvenile 
work force and, therefore, discourage 
education of working children, instead, 
they impress on the children on the need 
to hard work and at times may even give 
false hopes of upwards lift in career if the 
children continue in the present job. 
There is yet another dimension of this 
problem. Most of the em ployers in the 
unorganised or informal sector and 
particularly in rural areas belong to the 
upper strata of the society. They harbour 
a general notion (though mistaken) that 
the workers start asserting their rights and

30



would refuse to submit to authority if they 
pind their children w ere educated. The 
em ployers in an agrarian society are also 
against education of the unlettered rural 
masses on the ground that this will lead to 
deterioration o f labour relations and 
usurpation of the system of easy supply 
of labour.

The working class itself is unsure of the 
outcome of mass literacy for its members 
and their children. On the whole, there is 
no proper understanding or appreciation 
o f the d a m a g e  ca u sed  to ch ild ren  
by subjecting them to relentless hard 
manual labour—whether it is in hazardous 
or non-hazardous occupations.
Parental Attitude—

In most of the cases, parents feel that a 
job, even though it is for a short period, is 
more beneficial than spending years in 
school. They believe that 4 to 5 years 
spent on a job at a very small w age would 
better pay off than spending these years 
in school. Moreover, education is not 
v iew ed by the parents as promise for a 
job. Since family environment is not very 
conducive to build-up academic skills, 
they fear that children would simply 
becom e a liability. This v iew  is reinforced 
by their observation that a large number 
of educated youth are unemployed.

One of the com m on beliefs in India ever 
since inception of the formal education by 
British is that education helps one to get a 
white-collared job. Parents feei that if a 
child does not get white-collared job 
when he completes high school, he 
would remain unemployed as he refuses 
to take up manual work or a blue collared 
job. In order to avoid such a situation, they 
prefer the child to take up a job in early 
childhood.
Working Children’s O u tlook -

Like their parents, working children 
look upon their job as training for skill or 
an experience for getting better jobs at 
higher wages. Most of them regard 
schooling as a boring and drudgerous 
experience. They feel that the curriculum

is not job-oriented and does not motivate 
them or help in prospects of employment. 
Besides, once a child gets a job, he does 
not want to be dependent on his family. 
Schooling for him implies dependence on 
the family for about 5 to 7 years. Working 
children often regard their em ploym ent 
as a means to help and support of their 
younger siblings.
Social Factor—

A survey conducted by Shri Poromesh 
Acharya, Professor of Management in 
Indian Institute of Mangement, Calcutta in 
connection with a research project 
captioned ‘‘Problems of education in the 
weaker sections of the rural community” 
goes to show that there is a close co 
relation between eudcational achieve- 
me'nt (in terms of literacy and enrolment) 
and agrarian class structure. There is also 
a co-relation between educational achieve­
ment and caste status and income level. It 
goes to show that literacy and enrolment 
rates decline very steeply in accordance 
with the hierarchical order of the agrarian 
society. At the primary level, 84. l 1% of the 
to ta l n u m b er o f e n ro lle d  s tu d en ts  
belonged to the 3 upper-strata of the 
agrarian society, nam ely—jotedars, rich 
peasants and middle peasants. At the 
secondary level, 98.76% of the total 
number of enrolled students belonged to 
the 3 upper strata. It is pertinent to note 
that ioo% of the children in the age-group 
6-1 1 years belonging to jotedar families 
were found to be enrolled in contrast to 
5.66% of the children of the sam e age- 
group belonging to agricultural labourers. 
It was observed that 25.17% qf the total 
number of non-enrolled children in the 
age group of 6 to lO years are gainfully 
em ployed as child labour while 98.67% of 
the working children belong to the three 
agrarian classes—agricultural labourers, 
poor peasants and lower m iddle 
peasants.

The survey goes to show that the upper 
strata of the rural society in West Bengal 
has reaped almost all the benefits of the 
gigantic expansion of the educational
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facilities. Not only their children are the 
sole beneficiaries but even as teachers 
they have appropriated a major chunk of 
the huge expenditure incurred by the 
State for expansion of the educational 
facilities. The vast expansion of the 
educational facilities has infact helped to 
heighten the differentiation in rural 
society rather than reduce it. The resultant 
incongenial social condition has made 
the process of universal education even 
more complicated.

(VI)
Tw o scenarios em erge from the above 

analysis. One is dealing with the problem 
of enrolment of the non-enrolled, laying 
down minimum levels of learning, 
ensuring participation in the entire 
teaching learning process for a sufficiently 
long duration which will ensure retention 
of both the cognitive and non-cognitive 
skills acquired through schooling. The 
second is dealing with the problems of 
access of working children to the formal 
school system and laying down strategies 
for educating working children as also 
formulating long term developm ent 
measures for working children, in both 
again, special measures will have to be 
prescribed for girls, members of SC and 
ST whose needs are somehwat different 
from those of boys.

In regard to the first, w e need to 
concentrate on the 3 main components of 
UEE. These a re :
Universal A ccess  —

This presupposes that a primary school 
of NFE centre is available to all children 
within a walkable distance and that they 
are able to join it. The All India 
Educational Survey indicates accessibil­
ity of 94% of rural children in 6-11 age 
group to primary schools within a walking 
distance of l Km and 85.3% of rural 
children in the sam e age group to upper 
primary schools within a distance of 
3 Kms. It should be possible to provide 
schooling (either formal or non-formal) to 
the remaining 6% and 14.61% of the rural

population in the next 5 to to years. 
U niversal Participation  —

Access by itself may not ensure 
participation which would mean enrol 
ment of all children, upto approximately 
14 years of age in a primary/upper 
primary school or NFE centres and their 
retention till they complete at least 5 years 
of schooling or its equivalent through 
nonformal courses or compressed courses 
in respect of children w ho are nearing 
14 years of age. Universal participation 
presupposes organisation of target speci 
fic measures to ensure that children who 
are left out receive due attention — girls, 
SC/ST children, working children etc. 
U niversal A ch ievem en t —

It is essential to em phasize that along 
with universal enrolment and retention, 
children of school going age attain the 
p re d e te rm in e d  m in im u m  le v e ls  o f 
learning and are provided opportunity for 
effective development.

All these have been simply stated but 
their implications need to be understood 
with much greater depth and intensity. It 
is also necessary to have an indepth 
understanding of the factors which do not 
make universal access or participation 
possible and lay down specific measures 
in that direction. Illustratively, and as has 
been said earlier, parental attitude is a 
major factor which may make or mar the 
prospects of universal access and reten 
tion. Equally unfortunate is the attitude of 
most of the conservative and illiterate 
parents who look upon education of girls 
as a greater liability. They perceive the 
role of the girl child in the family primarily 
for discharge of household chores and 
looking after the younger siblings.

W e have to counter these attitudes and 
make a beginning to inject the right 
attitude and right approach through a 
variety of ways.

One of the w ays is to enact role plays, 
simulation exercises, skits and folk plays 
before the parents and particularly the 
illiterate and the conservative to inject a
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positive attitude in their mind that girls are 
as important an asset as boys, they are 
endowed with as much intelligence, 
ingenuity and resourcefulness and ability 
to work as those of boys and that a 
functionally literate child is an asset and 
not a laibilty to the family. The mass 
campaigns for total literacy where environ­
ment building and dem and generation 
constitute key activities could be an 
important tool or instrumentality for 
sensitising the parents and generating a 
heightened awareness in them to v iew  
education in its correct perspective.

Simultaneously a host of measures will 
be needed to bring about a qualitarive 
change in the overall environment of 
schooling and to create conditions which 
will make universal enrolment and 
retention possible. This would mean 
provision of a minimum 2 room school 
building with library, toilet, gam es and 
sports facilities, dealing with the problem 
of teacher's training, ensuring that the 
teachers open the school in time and do 
not remain aw ay from the village where 
the school is located, that they accord a 
humane and sensitive treatment to 
children belonging to SC, ST, minorities 
and backward classes and also girls in co­
educational schools, that the school 
managem ent is accountable to the 
village community and inspires confi­
dence in the community by its overall 
dispensation etc.

In identifying the special needs of the 
children of the disadvantaged groups 
belonging to the SC, ST, minorities and 
backward classes, the close corelation 
b e tw e e n  ed u ca tion a l a ch ie vem en t, 
agrarian class structure, caste status and 
income level will have to be kept in view. 
A n  in te g r a t e d  p la n  n e e d s  to  b e  
formulated which would keep in v iew  
both the educational and habitat needs 
and other basic needs such as health, 
hygiene, sanitatin, nutrition etc. and 
which would impart a holistic character to 
the entire programme.

The tribal areas have their own habitat,

cultural and cognitive specificities and w e  
cannot ignore them while drawing up a 
plan of educational developm ent o f tribal 
children. Designing the school building in 
tune with the architecture of tribal homes, 
identifying candidates from amongst the 
ST and upgrading their skills through 
condensed courses instead of inducting 
teachers from plain areas, flexible school 
timings in conformity with the season for 
collection of minor forest produce and 
introducing bilingual primers for tribal 
children could be som e of the illustrative 
components of this strategy which will 
bridge the gap between the hom e 
environment and the school environment 
and generating a positive attitude and 
interest in the minds of tribal parents that 
the school is a community institution 
attuned to their needs and it is worth 
sending their children threto.

in dealing with the problem of girls’ 
enrolment and retention a host of 
measures will have to be thought of such 
as improving accessibility of girls to 
schooling by opening up more schools 
exclusively for girls, increasing the number 
« f  NFE centres for girls, increasing the 
number of wom en teachers, instructors 
pnd supervisors, prodiving residential 
accommodation to wom en teachers in 
rural areas and appointing husband-wife 
teams in interior and inaccessible pockets.

There is a basic dichotomy in our 
thinking and action in dealing with the 
problems of working children as also in 
providing a suitable package of non 
formal education for them which will be 
relevant to their cognitive and non- 
cognitive needs. The first dichotomy 
stems from the fact w e  have accepted 
child labour as a harsh reality and have 
enacted legislations to improve the 
working conditions of children but so far 
only lip service has been paid to 
eradication of child labour. This aspect 
has been rather exhaustively dealt earlier 
and it is worth repeating that no talk of 
Vegulation of the working and living 
conditions of child labour will m ake any
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sense until and unless w e  have been 
able to put an end of the pernicious 
contract labour system.

The dichotomy in NFE also arises from 
the fact that most of the programm es for 
providing free and compulsory elem ent­
ary education are addressed to depen 
dent children and not working children. 
Most o f the State Governments have 
treated NFE rather casually and have 
demonstrated their lack of faith and 
confidence in its efficacy. There is equal 
lack of trust amongst functionaries and 
families o f children who are expected to 
benefit from it. This lack of confidence is 
shared by a large cross section of the 
society which v iew s it as a second rate 
programme for the poorer sections of the 
society.

A  number of corrective steps need to be 
introduced to restore the trust and 
confidence of governm ent functionaries 
and above all the community in the 
efficacy of the programe as also to bring 
about a  qualitative change and improve 
ment in the content and process of the 
programme. To start with, the curriculum 
and content o f the NFE programme 
needs to be designed in such a manner 
that it is in conformity with preferences, 
felt needs and interests o f working 
children; it need not be an extension of 
the formal system of education, it should 
be as. simple and nonthreatening as 
possible. Secondly, the curriculum and 
content of the ongoing formal school 
system often promotes a culture of 
acquiscence and submissiveness. What 
w e  are looking forward to is a culture 
which will break children aw ay from 
submissiveness and acquiscence and 
promote the ability to think, ponder and 
wonder, reflect, analyse, question and 
internalise all issues as objectively as it 
should be. This would require a curri­
culum and content altogether different 
from what w e  have today and this 
change is relevant as much for NFE as it is 
for the formal system. Thirdly, working 
children who missed the opportunity to

enter school or dropped out after being in 
the school for a year or two need 
condensed and quick study courses for 
their sensitive minds. This which is 
otherwise known as the ‘Madhya Pradesh 
Model' provides com petence in language 
and mathematics of the sam e level as in 
primary education. The programme is run 
for l -‘/2 to 2 hours in the evening for about
2 years. The responsibility of running the 
NFE Centre rests on a locally selected 
Instructor who is given a short duration 
training. The preparation and use of 
condensed courses for all relevant subjets 
is imperative to popularise education 
am ong working children. Today this is the 
most w idespread NFE programme in the 
country. Fourthly, our schools generally 
function on a single point entry system 
and a sequential curriculum which 
expects a child to rise from one standard 
to a higher standard at yearly intervals. 
Grown up children w ho missed the point 
of entry for one reason or another find it 
almost impossible to enter school. The 
provision of multiple entry points in 
schools can increase the enrolment of 
working children and prevent the 
incidence of heavy wastage.

Fifthly, it has been observed that 
parents/guardians of working children 
and children them selves look for the type 
of education which would improve the 
earning prospects of children. Formal as 
well as vocational education could be 
combined to prepare working children for 
a vocation, to upgrade their skills and to 
provide them literacy and general 
education.

Sixthly, working children w ho work for 
long hours would be tired out and would 
hardly any time or energy for study. 
Studies have shown that the average 
duration of work for a working child in 
Greater Bombay is about 11 hours a day. 
They can be motivated to join NFE only if 
there is som e relief from long hours of 
work. This would be possible not merely 
by statutory regulation of the hours of 
work but by an empathetic: and sensitive
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handling of the issue by employers. As a 
matter of fact, the employers, parents and 
working children them selves must 
develop  a positive consensus to continue 
education with em ployment and to 
provide wherewithal for such combi­
nation.

Eventually unless children are liberated 
from the vicelike grip of their employers 
i.e. contractors, subcontractors and sub 
subcontractors no meaningful educa 
tional programme can be organised for 
them and no programme of education 
can be meaningful unless it is relevant to 
the life of children. Writing on the 
formidable problem of motivating and 
sensiting the parents to send their 
children to school, Mr. Hodgson Prat, 
Inspector of Schools, South Bengal had 
observed in 1857. “The poorest classes, 
those who form the mass do not want 
schools at all because they do not 
understand the use of education, because 
they are too poor to pay schooling fees 
and subscriptions, and because the 
labour of their children is required to 
enable them to live. The middle and 
upper classes will make no sort of 
sacrifice for the establishment o f any but 
English schools."

After nearly 44 years of lopsided 
educational developm ent since indepen­
dence the only course which appears 
feasible to answer “Why Kedari Cried?” is 
to arouse and awaken the working class 
including working children to demand, 
organised and institutionalised education 
as they consider relevant and appropriate 
for themselves. That will also be an 
answer to bundles of fads, taboos and 
mistaken notions about the need of 
education and rationale of sending 
children to school. The dem and has not 
only to be generated, it has to be 
internalised and a mass movem ent will 
have to be launched for its institu­
tionalisation. This may not happen today 
or tommorow; it will be a long drawn out 
process, it will call for lot of patience, 
adjustment and sacrifice which every 
process of change as a traumatic one 
entails.

OUD l'. • i. .-i,..! Buraia u .liv,
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COMMITMENT TO 
LITERACY

G. S iv a sw a m y

W hat is Com m itm ent?
According to Oxford Dictionary ‘commit­
ment’ m eans ‘understanding’ or ‘p ledge ’, 
‘dedication to or involvem ent with a 
particular action, cause etc.’
It is a v e ry  im portant con cep t as far as 
literacy  is concern ed . T h ere fo re  it is 
a lso  essen tia l th^t a ll literacy lovers  
try to understand w hat actu a lly  is 
m eant b y  this w o rd  and its s ign ifi­
cance.
Committing oneself to a cause means 
involving oneself fully for that cause or 
dedicating oneself heart and soul for the 
promotion and ach ievem ent of that goal. 
For example, a poet is committed to his 
poetry; a musician to his music; a painter 
to his painting; a sportsman to his sport 
and so on. They all virtually love their 
particular field of activity deep ly  and 
express them selves fully and freely in the 
particular area chosen by them, work for 
the promotion of sam e and find fulfilment 
in that.
Therefore, committing oneself to a cause 
results in a series of actions, say a chain 
reaction. It is not only cherishing an idea 
but living with it, enabling its growth and 
developm ent to the fullest extent possible. 
In other words, com m itm en t m eans 
co m in g  together o f ideas and action. 
No idea can  find  exp ress ion  w ithout 
action . T ru e  action  is p o ss ib le  on ly  by 
com m itm en t to that idea or ideal.
P seudo C om m itm en t
Som e people pose as if they are 
committed. But actually speaking you will 
find them not acting to fulfil the same. 
Th is  sort o f p seudo com m itm en t is 
m ore  harm fu l than no com m itm en t at

all. This happens more in political and 
official circles, where the loyality is to a 
person in seat of pow er w ho may 
advocate a cause and the followers also 
seem  to show commitment. But actually 
their commitment is not to the casue or 
ideal but to the person which m ay also be 
not lasting.
Inner C onviction
C om m itm en t born out o f inner con ­
v ic tion  is what is w an ted  and not an 
im p osed  sort o f com pu lsion . This is 
where the NGOs seem  to score 'a  point 
over bureaucrats. NGOs are largely 
imbued by commitment to undertake a 
schem e or project as cpmpared to 
Government officials w ho have to do the 
job irrespective of the fact whether they 
are committed and convinced about it or 
not. But fortunately w e  can find hundreds 
o f com m itted Governm ent officers 
working for promotion of literacy today in 
different districts of India. This is 
something unique and has helped to 
w iden the effort considerably. Their 
commitment and work has opened-up 
new  vistas in administration and 
developm ent work. The NGOs have also 
been enthused and encouraged by such 
"endeavours. A  job done with emotional 
fervour and attachment to the cause is 
always better done than as a routine 
affair. The factor of ‘com m itm ent’ has 
therefore to be understood intimately if 
one has to appreciate its relevance to 
literacy endeavour.
Com m itm ent brings forth the pos itive  
hum an facu lties into p la y  and p rov i­
d es it w ith  opportun ities for flou ri­
shing, a p sych o log ica l en v iron m en t 
for progress b less ing both the actor
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and the action.
Commitment to Literacy
In the field of literacy promotion it has 
been found that 'commitment’ on the part 
of literacy workers goes a long w ay in 
achieving the desired results despite 
heavy odds. In enables the worker to be 
self confident and approach his/her 
clientele group without any sort of fear, 
favour or hesitation. The simple truth of 
com m itted p eop le ’s success while 
working together has to be understood in 
this back-ground and how  it provides 
inspiration to them to go on and on till the 
goal is reached.
It is commitment and commitment alone 
that enables people from different walks 
of life to com e together and work together 
for a comm on cause and enriches them 
with missionary spirit to m ove towards 
the goal steadfastly. This has happened 
and history is replete with such stories 
and revolutions like that of our own 
in( Je{>endence struggle.
The secret of suc cess in such ventures 
has been and would continue to be 
‘commitment’ but for which things would 
have remained impossible. Those com m i­
ttee i to a cause sacrifice their time, energy, 
m oney and everything else for the cause 
dear to them. They don't think of profiting 
or gaining by it except gaining 'self 
fulfilment' in the process.
Committed people? don’t look back or feel 
slack — they are above ordinary men and 
wom en with zeal and zest for achieving 
set goals. Commitment is more an 
internal ee]uation, an internal realisation 
anel preparation to face challenge aheaei 
in the w ay of achieving the objective.
A Powerful Motivating Force

Therefore one should not v iew  committ­
ment as a ‘show ’ or minimize its role and 
importance in literacy endeavour. It is 
indeed a potent and powerful moti­
vating force in the hands of leadership  
to initiate action, to involve people, to 
m obilise public opinion and to trans 
late ‘ideas’ into ‘actions’.

As one? starts we>rking inte?nsely with an 
idea or thought, commitment com es 
automatically. Training of mind and body 
can add to one ’s commitment to a cause. 
Discussing things would help in promo­
ting one’s commitment. However, it is self­
appraisal of the? person anei his constant 
labe>ur that deepens his comm itm ent to 
the" cause.
If lite?racy promotion has met with a 
meausre of success in som e parts of 
India, it only goes to show that there are 
committed workers who have m ade it 
possible through their hard work and 
effort. If the effort has failed or not m ade a 
good impact in other places, again it only 
proves there is need for committed 
workers in all such places. Because 
commitment leads to peop les’ parti 
cipation and their total involvement 
without which literacy promotion is 
difficult.



COMMUNICATION  
MEDIA AND  
LITERACY

A v ik  G hosh

Since the launch of the National 
Literacy Mission in May, 1988 it has been 
recognised that media and communi- 
caiton has an important role in the 
achievem ent of the Mission goals. In a 
societal Mission like NLM it is necessary to 
mobilize resources through the voluntary 
participation of individuals, groups and 
associations/organizations in the activities 
of the Mission.

Broadly speaking, com m un ication  
m ed ia  con tr ib u te  in m o tiva tin g  
vo lu n teers  and functionaries as w e ll 
as encouraging learners to participate 
in the program m e. Whether it is the folk 
media and cultural jathas, as used during 
the Bharat Gyan Vigyan Jatha (BGVJ) or in 
the Total Literacy Campaign (TLC) districts, 
or the carefully designed radio and TV 
spots with the m essage Chalo Padhayen  
Kuch Kar D ikhayen or the literacy song 
Padhna Likhna Seekho based on a 
song by Bertolt Brecht, the objective is the 
sam e : make an emotional appeal to the 
view er to identify with the cause of 
eradication of literacy or, in the case of the 
learners, realize the necessity of becoming 
literate and so, desire to becom e literate.

The appeal of ^different media are 
necessarily different. There is no doubt 
that face to face communication is more 
direct and therefore, the more partici 
patory m ode of cultural performances, 
that are rooted in the specificities of the 
local milieu, have greater attraction and 
impact. Supported by the interaction 
through volunteers/activists, this m ode of 
communication has instant widespread 
appeal. The success of the Kerala 
programme is clear evidence of that.

However, such cultural performances or 
jathas require careful planning and 
rehearsal to ensure that the performance 
level is of appropriate quality and the? 
m essage is driven home. Subsequent to 
the jatha, it is necessary that the 
enthusiasm generated am ong the 
audience is channelised into meaningful 
activity without any delay. Failure in this 
regard would render the cultural jatha 
meaningless and wasteful.

In a similar vein, the use of the powerful 
and sophisticated electronic media 
(radio/TV) has to be coordinated with 
adequate followup. Regular exposu re 
o f a m essage on radio and te lev is ion  
ensures that the m essage reaches a 
v e ry  large num ber o f persons. The end 
appeal in the radio/TV spots draws the 
attention of the viewer/listener to the 
NLM PO Box No. 9999 requiring the 
person to write for more information. If the 
responses received during the month of 
July 1991 is any indication, success is 
warranted as the number of inquiries 
received in Delhi alone has been over 
10,000 in number. While the number of 
letters received in the different states may 
be less it would still be significant and 
large. Here again, it is necessary to 
respond to the person inquiring, with 
further information and giving the person 
an opportunity to show the travails of two 
instructors (one female and one male) as 
they set up and then run two adult 
education centres in a village setting. 
Using music and other cinematic devices 
and introducing two ‘magical’ characters 
(Nat and Nati) who appear and disapper 
at will, Dhai Akhar delivers all the
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m essages and instructions in an 
appealing w ay for the instructors. A 
similar Pattern of nine audio programmes 
w ere used in the Project in Radio 
Education for Adult Literacy (PREAL) for 
training the 4000 instructors within a short 
span of ten days.

Here again, while interesting pro­
gram m es or training materials m ay be 
produced with a little research, imagi 
nation and care, using such programmes 
in the field situation requires planning 
and initiative of the programme managers 
who should be writing to break new 
ground and able to overcom e the 
difficulties that arise with the introduction 
of new  technological tools.

Finally, the area where the use ot 
electronic media could becom e a major 
cost-effective measure is in the teaching 
learning process itself. At present, the 
instructor/volunteer relies on a primer 
and little else. Some teaching aids are 
occasionally used. Use of radio or 
television (or audio/video cassettes in the 
non broadcast mode) could significantly 
enhance the learning experience and 
perhaps shorten the duration of learning. 
Designing the software, managing the 
technology on the ground, ensuring 
access and regularity of usage are 
problems, no doubt, but none that could 
not be overcom e wihtout proper planning 
and m anagem en t. R ecently , the 
D irec to ra te  o f Adu lt E du cation , 
Government of India in collaboration with 
All India Raido has tried to participate in 
the programme through proper guidance. 
Otherwise, the voluntary spirit that is 
kindled will die out and the Mission would 
have lost a potential volunteer.

In short, the communication media 
can effectively create awareness, 
making the cause of literacy ‘top of 
m ind’ am ong viewers, and even 
succeed in invoking a desire to be a 
part of the movement and volunteer to 
do something for it. However, to convert 
the desire and willingness of the volunteer 
into active participation requires careful

planning and preparedness on the part of 
the programme managers and other 
functionaries of NLM.

It is eqully true that communication 
activity, whether thorugh the mass media 
or through the use of more local folk or 
traditional media, enthuses those who are 
already engaged in the NLM programme 
as volunteers/instructors or other 
functionaries and programme managers. 
It acts as a ‘morale booster’ and 
encourages them to strive for higher/ 
better results. At the sam e time, more 
specific training and orientation materials 
could be prepared using the electronic 
media. In a massive programme like 
NLM, there is never enough time for 
training of the instructor/volunteer who 
have to actually impart literacy. Apart 
from the fact that adequate time is not 
available good trainers are also not 
available in adequate numbers. It is here 
that well ciesigned training materials or 
‘packages’ like Dhai Akhar becom e 
useful. Enteraining and educative, this set 
of films use radio lessons to improve 
reading abilities among learners in 
selected districts ot Bihar, UP, Rajasthan 
and MP. The one year project PREAL has 
yielded encouraging results and has 
shown the direction in which further work 
can be done.

Currently, a TV  serial of 40 episodes 
titled Chauraha is due for telecast from 
Doordarshan. This programme teaches 
the Hindi alphabet through use of 
computer animation techniques. Use of 
puppets and a narrative structure, full of 
em otion  and drama, m akes the 
programme appealing to the intended 
audience of poor and illiterate women. 
Som e impressions gathered through 
screening in the poorer settlements of 
Delhi indicate that learners do get 
motivated to learn and succeed in 
learning to write the letters as depicted in 
the film. The next step would be to try out 
Chauraha in a larger area and evaluate 
its success.
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In conclusion, it is important to 
remem ber that preparation of good 
quality material for radio/television is 
only a small but important part of the total 
operation. Utilization o f e lec tron ic  
m ed ia  requ ires planning and coo rd i­
nation o f m any elem ents like supp ly  
o f hardware and consum ables, training 
and ensuring access and regu larity o f 
u sage , m o n ito r in g  and  tro u b le  
shooting. All this means a qualitatively 
different management approach with 
sufficient flexibility. The exisiting structures 
would have to change if new techonoliges 
that hold promise are to be inducted into 
the adult education programme.
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THE BASIC 
OBSTACLE IN 

ERADICATING MASS 
ILLITERACY

Tarlok Singh

T'hee stark truth is that, as a nation, India 
ha:s }yet to com m it herself fully to the 
eraidiication of mass illiteracy within a 
me;assurable period. This is the basic  
ob.'Stcacle before all those who believe 
thait, wvithout substantially eliminating illiteracy, 
[ndlia • cannot becom e a cohesive nation 
an d  £give to all her citizens the quality of 
life tfhey have long yearned for. I'his 
con d ition  prevails 41 years after the 
Coinsf.titutioii was promulgated, 25 years 
,itu -t tthe Education Commission declared 
thait mational indiffernece to eradication of 
illitcereacv would not go unpunished, five? 
yet-irss after the adoption of the National 
Poliic:>y on Educ ation, and three" years after 
the: ssetting up of the National Literacy 
Mis;sicon. inaugural addresses delivered at 
the; hi ighest ;evel on prestigious occasions 
conccerning education and literacy have 
sai<d rmuch by w ay of exhortation to others 
to d o  1 their part but have? carefully avoided 
an;y ffirm commitment on the part of the 
Go'veirnment to provide the resources and 
m ob ilise  the nation's abundant energies 
to c^ormplete the taks of eradicating mass 
illiKereacy more or less by a given date. The 
limiiteid goals of imparting functional 
liteiraccy to 30 million persons in the age 
group.) 15-35 by 1990 and to 80 million by 
19Q5 have already becom e echoes from 
the: p;-asi.

T'haanks tc, efforts initiated in 1978 and 
puirsineci sir.ee. the infrastructures for 
suippjorting a National movement for 
en<diing illiteracy have been consi- 
de raibly s t rengthened.  T h e  S ta te  
Re<soiurce Centres are a useful develop  
me:nt: and eventually they are to be

supplemented by District Resource Units. 
Som e assistance is being given to 
voluntary organisations, but much of it is 
sev erely constrained and hem m ed in by 
all manner of unimaginative and futile 
bureaucratic restrictions from the Centre. 
What is happening in this area is the very 
opp< >site of measures and policies needed 
to support a nation-wide voluntary 
m ovem ent from the grassroots. There 
have been numerous meetings of State 
Governments and State officials, but their 
content lias been essentially formal and 
procedural, without a real dialogue on 
how best to succeed quickly throughout 
the country. There is nothing yet like a 
detailed programme of action district by 
district, State by State, with weak areas 
and difficult problems carefully identified 
and  p ro v id e d  for, re sou rces  firm ly  
assured, and go head signals clearly 
given and accepted.

During the past three years much 
time has been spent on pedagogy and 
technology, but local and regional 
innovations and freedom of choice 
have been effectively discouraged. 
The recent emphasis on mass campaigns 
to create greater awareness and demand 
for literacy on the part of men and wom en 
w ho have remained illiterate has some 
interest and even  a sem blance of merit, 
but can be no substitute for effective and 
sustained action on the ground, village by 
village and area by area, instead of 
w elcom ing all the available options, 
including the so-called ‘centre’ approach, 
‘each one teach one’ or ‘each one teach 
m any’ the concerned central agency puts
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increasing obstacles in the w ay of 
voluntary and local agencies bringing 
learners together into ‘centres' and 
imparting to them both literacy and other 
skills and socially useful knowledge. To 
this day the country does not have a 
coherent and well-worked out plan of 
action which will unite the Centre and the 
States, local bodies and voluntary 
organisations and constructive workers in 
a cumulative, all-embracing national 
effort.

As if the failures of the past years were 
not warning enough, the recent C om m i­
ttee for R ev iew  o f National P o lic y  on 
Education 1986 (of which Acharya 
Ramamurti was Chairman), doubtless 
without wishing to, has put the c lo ck  
further back, in its Perspective Paper on 
Education (September 1990), repeating 
the false signals of the early fifties, the 
Committee has observed :

‘In the case of adults, inability to read 
and write has not necessarily meant lack 
of education’ and attempts at em pha­
sising adult literacy as such, as 
constituting education would be mis 
placed, the clear perception being that an 
illiterate adult is not necessarily an 
uneducated person. The intention is not 
to romanticize illiteracy but rather to 
underscore the need to redesign adult 
education program m e meaningfully. 
What is of far greater importance, 
however, is to ensure that all children 
receive school education in this decade 
so that they do not becom e illiterate 
adults in the next century.

In its full report entitled Tow ards an 
En ligh tened  and Humane Socitety 
(December 1990), the Committee has inot 
offered any meaningful scheme of work, 
merely recommending that after tthe 
Eighth Plan an independent study groiup 
should evaluate the programme mow 
under w ay and propose ‘appropriate 
strategies to rem ove adult illiteracy in tthe 
quickest possible time’. And further—

‘The evaluation may also look into tthe 
various alternative models and stuidy 
their relevance with respect to diverrse 
sociocultural and political conditions in 
different parts of India. The minimum 
objective of this study should be to fiind 
out on objective basis what approaches 
do not yield results, so that, five ye<ars 
later, at least those models may not be 
encouraged.’

In the area o f erad ication  o f illiteracy, 
the Ram am urti C om m ittee ’s Rep<ort 
lea ves  one w ith  a fee lin g  ol uttter 
d ism ay.

The Eighth Plan is still to come. T'he 
course over the past two or three ye^ars 
given  to it£ formulation has been far from  
steady. The third group of planners at tthe 
national level within a short perioc of ttwo 
years face severe econom ic burdens,. If, 
like those who have preceded them, thiey 
also choose to hit soft targets like essenttial 
social services, developm ent of humian 
resources, assuring minimum needs, aind 
eradicating mass illiteracy, in any rteal 
referendum, the Plan which emerges w ill 
surely fail to qualify for natiornal 
acceptance.
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OUR 
ACHIEVEMENTS  
AND PLANS FOR  

1991-92

Malcolm S. Adiseshiah

Thiee hiernational Literacy Day 1991 is 
o n c e  rore upon us. We should start with 
esttiimitng what we have done about 
illitteera '̂' in the one year that has lapsed 
sinicce tte International Literacy year that 
wes cdebrated ending in December 1990.
Thwe Vcrld Position
In tlha }ear we estimated that there were 
om e bllon people — a fifth of humanity in 
ou.ir vold-who could not read or write. 
Alrrmost loo million children had no 
chaaanceof schooling. We also estimated 
thcait tl'e functional illiterates in the 
adlwarcsd countries is more than 50 
miiitttoY
Intdliai 3roblem
As; fa as our country is concerned, the 
19)91 :ensus reports that our literacy rate 
as. of viarch 1991 was 52.11 per cent of 
thee 8^4million people in the country, with 
ferrmabj being 33 l / 3 per cent less literate 
thcain men. In addition some 50 million 
chiilldrir of school age were not in school.

AlCHEVEMENTS
W<orl<t
Dtuirin* 1990-91 UNESCO estimates that 
thee W3td literacy declined by 4 percen­
t a g e  fonts, while the number of illiterates 
inccireEsed by 72 million. The number of 
chiiildnr of primary school age w ho are 
ouit of school also declined by 12 million. 
Imctlia
For Inin 1991 census shows a decrease 
of litte over 10 percentage points of 
illitterae; between 1981-91, while the 
ab>sohte number increased during this lO

year period by over 22 million. The 
number of children of primary school age 
who were not in school also declined by 
12 million between 1981 -1991.

PROGRAMMES TO BE UNDER­
TAKEN IN 1991-92
The task facing us both in the world and 
in India is for us to bring about a literate 
world by 2,000 A.D., or soon thereafter. 
This means that both in the world and in 
India we should have no illiterates and no 
children out of school by the turn of the 
century. This requires that all educated 
persons in each country of the world and 
in India must engage himself or herself in 
making 8 or lO illiterates (about 60 
percent being females) literate every year. 
For India this involves:
— the 5,000 - odd voluntary agencies, 

undertaking an intensive literacy 
teaching program m e particularly of 
women and the Scheduled Castes and 
Scheduled Tribes together with indu 
cing parents to send their children to 
primary schools.

—The universities, Colleges and Higher 
Secondary Schools should arrange 
for their 6 m illion students to spend  
their sum m er vacation in the villages 
and urban slums, making illiterates 
literate and aware of their position, so 
that they can improve their lot them­
selves and continue their literacy 
learning in the future. For this Adult 
Education should become part of the 
University/College/Higher Secondary 
School curriculum.
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—The National Literacy Movement 
launched by the Bharat Gyan Vigyan  
Samithi working in the districts, 
blocks, villages of the country 
should complete during this year 
the programme of making the people  
literate, so that in the next and future 
years, they would continue their literacy 
learning themselves through libraries 
and cultural centres established in each 
village. They should also ensure that 
there will be no children of primary 
school age being out of school.

The Challenge
This year the Ministry of Human Resour­
ce Development, and particularly the 
National Literacy Mission will be 
supporting and financing these essen­
tial 3 pronged effort, because education 
is part of every one’s right and because 
without literacy there can be no deve­
lopment.
This is the challenge facing us, in this year 
1991 92, on this International Literacy Day 
September 8, 1991.
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