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Contributions by GRF Research Fellows
-+ Learning for Liberation: Gandhi on
Women'’s Education

This new column presents selected contributions
from the findings of the GRF Residential Research
Fellows.

Nabila Kazmi got her masters in Education from
Azim Premji University, served as a teacher in
Arunachal Pradesh for a while before shifting her
base to Pune where she worked among the girl
students.

Currently, she is a Residential Research Fellow

at the Gandhi Research Foundation, working

on gender equity through education reform: a
Gandhian perspective under the guidance of Prof.
Gita Dharampal.

- Editor

“The ancient aphorism ‘That which liberates is
knowledge' is as true today as it was before. Knowledge
includes every training that is useful for the service of
humankind and liberation means freedom from all manners
of servitude even in the present life”’

Gandhi's idea on education largely differed from
the school system at the time of colonial rule. Indeed he
condemned the way young people were taught in schools
with the aim of becoming merely employable for colonial
service. He believed that educational institutes had to be
places that propagate ideas of democracy, freedom from
one’s own material dependency, where children were

taught in their own language, i.e. in their mother tongue.
He also believed that the ‘right education’ had to be one
that would enable one to become honest and self-reliant,
with the intent of serving the needs of mankind. To him, an
educational institute should provide an all-round education
and accessible to the “humblest and the lowest.”

Extending Gandhi’s idea of education,’ the need for it to
look beyond the aims of literacy, instilling employability skills
or generating ‘job-ready’ young adults can be considered
its main goal. Knowledge through education has to imbibe
critical thought, analytical understanding, democratic and
independent reasoning, social awareness and new creative
discourses. Thus, learning for liberation has to be rooted
in the idea that education and knowledge are beyond the
confines of a classroom and should impart more than basic
literacy skills to the students.

As Gandhi spoke about education for women, he
laid special emphasis on women’s education directed at
teaching them the primary right of resistance,* to say ‘No’,
which he thought could only happen through the ‘right
education’, i.e. the one that liberates. This is particularly
important for women as they have accepted the position
of being subordinate to men in most aspects, and are
propagating this mind-set to the next generations. This
underscores the premise that education is meant to create
free and independent thinkers, a capacity that is yet to be
explored more extensively in contemporary times.

In the 21%t century there are still girls and women
in India struggling with issues of accessibility. Access
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to schooling is a constitutional right of every Indian
citizen, and yet somehow as if ‘second-class’ citizens of
this country, girls and women are accorded secondary
importance, in the name of culture, traditional gender
roles and lack of infrastructure. According to the 2011
Census report, the literacy rate of women in India is 64.
6 per cent. This means that one-third of the country’s
female population is still illiterate, i.e. does not possess the
knowledge of reading and writing. For those girls who do
have access to schooling the drop-out rate is extremely
high. According to the ACER report of 2017, 30 percent of
girls drop out by Grade IX and 57 per cent of them leave
schools by Grade XI. Poverty is one of the main contributors
to the abysmal figures of female literacy (given above). A
large number of families cannot afford to send their children
to school, despite the Right to Education Act (2009) that
provides free and compulsory education to all students
till Grade VIII. Some of the glaring reasons for this are that
girls have to take care of their younger siblings and perform
household chores as their mothers have to work for money
and sustenance. These responsibilities along with the
possibility of early marriage lead to girls fading away from
schools until they completely vanish from the education
system to become invisible members of their families,
communities and the country.

Gandhi appealed to the women of India not to
“disappear from public life, into the household, simply doing
domestic work” and to become active members of society
by dedicating the education that they received for the use
of the poor. This was evident in the involvement of women
in the nationalist movement as ‘path-breaking’, as pointed
out by Kishwar (1985)° and Patel (1988), that led to the
realization by women of their importance to the movement
and the regeneration of society at large. However, unless
women had acquired the knowledge, as Gandhi pointed
out, that brought forth the ability in them to question the
status quo, education would not be a tool for liberation but
rather for hegemony.

From Gandhi’s writings, speeches and life’s message,
we could draw three salient features of his ideas about
education for liberation.

a) Critical discourseineducation: “Persistent questioning
and healthy inquisitiveness are the first requisite for
acquiring learning of any kind”? Gandhi spoke about
bravery, liberation and active citizenship and their
importance in building India during the freedom struggle
and in building the nation post-independence. This by
extension should be embedded in education by means of
critical thinking as integral to learning and teaching.

b) Education for self-sustainability: Gandhi epitomized
the idea of self-sufficiency by referring to it as one of the
“ideals of man”.? For women, at the time of pre-independent
India, he promoted self-sufficiency through khadi spinning
and by naturally interweaving education with handicrafts to
attain self-sustainability. Education (nai talim), as envisaged
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by Gandhi, in contemporary times, needs to create self-
sufficient individuals. This holds higher importance for
the marginalized as they suffer from repression that is
accompanied by economic dependence on the oppressors.
Hence, it becomes essential for women to be self-sufficient
in order to be liberated individuals.

¢) Service-learning in education: Gandhi believed that
“an intellect that is developed through the medium of
socially useful labour will be an instrument of service and
will not be led astray or fall into devious paths”.'® During the
Independence struggle, he spread the message of service
and learning by calling out to women to work for various
causes, and to offer their service to bring about social
mobility of oppressed women. This message of service holds
high importance for women even today as it was rooted in
the ‘upliftment’ of both those for whom service is rendered
as well as of those who provide it.

Unlike his contemporaries, Gandhi’s mass outreach
and his social mobilization of women on such a large scale
make it evident that the study of his approach could hold
answers to some of the glaring questions of today’s issues
concerning women'’s liberation and the role of women'’s.
Taking a cue from Gandhi, the study of education for
women'’s liberation becomes a larger issue of attaining
‘equity for all human beings’ and surpasses the narrow lens
of examining it from the perspective of just one section or
gender in society.
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| wanted to personally thank you for your efforts
to share all these good quotes of honourable Gandhiji

www.mkgandhi.org ¥ ds¥TEe &R 57 H @8 T el famw
TR AT B Wior & 3R U axa 21 W1 g ot Terd
T 2 T mgrer wreht | i Ay @1 thet™ § I8 J91ST
W A R gl 33 & 00 I oft 31f¥rp 32 & B IR A
31fereh ST &R ST 3 Hohdl T T JoAThTd IR ¢l QT QLD
F pIff~Id 59 JeISC Bl Pl g duig I ff frs &
AP PR I &l GI8 Faied Hedl aT el Refd hrevse
SR 9 J9TSC Pl HHTET ST I&T 8| g5 Bs UTsdi, Jerrarfe
qer fagHT & I uTe 81 & S99 @ U I8 IRgd IR R B
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and his deeds, in our chat groups every single day
with patience and care. | do want you to know that |
am sharing those whatever you send me (the quotes
of Gandhiji) every single day with my English teacher
candidate students in my class viaour WhatsApp group
and also share about you and my other friends in your
good country. Every single day | am teaching them the
facts about Bapu, his admirable character and how he
changed the hearts of people across the planet. May
peace and God be with you.

- Ugur Erlilker, Turkey
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I am deeply obliged for the January 2020 issue of Khoj
Gandbhiji Ki. It is very engaging and inspiring. It has revived
my deeply respectful memories of Dada Dharmadhikariji.

It has also helped me recollect my precious memories
of visits to Jalgaon and the experiences | had of meeting
with respected Dr. Bhavarlalji and exchanging thoughts
with him. | am also in contact with my long time friend
Prof. Mark Lindley, whose book Gandhi on Health has
been just published by GRF.

| congratulate you and other dear colleagues at GRF
for the content of the journal. Thanking you with my deep
regards.

YP Anand,

Former Director, National Gandhi Museum, New Delhi

We are receiving your magazine regularly, and come

to know of the GRF's different activities through it. Itis

very informative as well as motivating. Really you people

are doing marvellous work for the society, especially by

associating young generation with the life, work and

ideologies of Gandhiji. | have no words of appreciation for
your these dedicated works.

Nirmal Dutt,
Bharatiya Khadi Gramodyog Sangh, Panipat

X X

JUETT & 7T

“Gier gt & TG G SV g Aol
& ST X9 4T 8l Y8a &1 avga & fower 3id
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That was the most memorable moment | ever had, in
those rooms of the Museum. | would like to revisit it again.

Ronit D. Dhandare, Tuljapur, Dahegaon
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Amazing! The Museum gave us a realistic feel of M. K.
Gandbhi. All the sculptures & Statues were fabulous.

Shubham G. Wagh, Ronak, Maharashtra
X X3
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