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Recent reports of the Prime Minister’s Office advising the human resource development ministry
to introduce elements of military school training and ‘patriotic’ sentiments in regular schools has
left me disturbed. As a teacher with sustained engagement with critical pedagogy and lifeaffirming education, I feel that this is yet another effort at militarisation of consciousness and
equating discipline with non-reflexive obedience. A debate on the merits of such a decision
should not be limited to the government or its ideology; instead, it should be about the sociophilosophical and pedagogic enquiry into the dynamics of discipline, freedom, creativity and
education.

Militarisation and the armor of outer discipline

“8.45 entrance of the monitor, 8.52 the monitor’s summons, 8.56 entrance of the children and
prayer, 9.00 the children go to their benches, 9.04 first slate, 9.08 end of dictation, 9.12 second
slate, etc.”
– Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison

We know that the culture of schooling – with its ritualisation of uniform and assembly,
architecture and spatial location of the pupils, and classroom transactions and curricular practices
– is inseparable from the practice of discipline. In modern times, with the rise of state-centric
societies, formal schools (rather than informal family-kinship ties) have become important and
legitimate sites of socialisation. It is believed that schools train/discipline the child, and help
them overcome the barriers of ‘particularistic’ ties and embrace ‘universal’ values of citizenship
– how to relate to others, adhere to constitutional and legal principles, restrain purely egotistic
drives and impulses, and merge with collective symbols and nationalist aspirations. In a way, as
Emile Durkheim, a leading proponent of ‘moral education’ in a highly differentiated/complex
society, argued, school education ought to build the bridge between the individual and the
collective, specific aptitude and shared societal conscience, and restore ‘organic solidarity’; For
this, as the master sociologist further added, discipline should play an important role. It is
through discipline and the teacher as a moral guardian that the child learns a set of fundamental
principles like regularity, control of body, adherence to the spirit of work and respect for
collective norms.
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Yes, this sort of discipline has its moral appeal; and many parents with some sort of civic
religiosity want their children to be ‘disciplined’ in this way – ‘polite’, ‘socially conscious’ and
partly ‘altruistic’. Good schools discipline the child – this is the general belief. However, there
are two points of caution. First, discipline should not mean non-reflexive obedience, nor should
it mean non-critical acceptance of everything that is projected as ‘national’ or ‘collective’, or
even ‘sacred’.
Not surprisingly, critical pedagogues like Paulo Freire have repeatedly reminded us of this
danger. If education becomes non-dialogic, if it means just a set of commandments from the allpowerful teacher; if it implies passive acceptance of all that is projected as ‘truth’, it destroys the
learner’s creativity, understanding and self-confidence; it conditions the mind, reproduces the
‘culture of silence’ and becomes incapable of challenging the principle of domination.
Military training – with its mindless drilling, strict commandments, reckless hierarchy and
elaborated techniques of punishment – often causes this intellectual numbness and dullness.
Qualities like rising early in the morning, physical fitness and cleanliness of the body are not
bad. But, if discipline comes out of fear, passivity and systematic destruction of all the faculties
of imagination, it does not truly alter the inner world of the person. History has shown how
otherwise ‘disciplined’ forces have behaved immorally in diverse situations. Just look at the
narratives of war victims and ‘suspected’ citizens of ‘disturbed’ territories. Or noticed the body
language of the children of ‘disciplined’ schools when they come out of school premises? All
armors collapse and you see bullying, aggression, ugly jokes and vulgar comments.
As the likes of Michel Foucault wanted us to remember, this sort of discipline is an integral
component of a society based on surveillance. With hierarchical observation, normalising
judgement, time tables and examinations, discipline, Foucault said, establishes constant visibility
over us, works on the depths of mind and consciousness, and produces docile (yet ‘productive’)
bodies that receive commands almost instinctively. Yes, from Jeremy Bentham’s ‘panopticon’ to
the latest CCTV camera, the technologies of discipline are everywhere – from military barracks
to schools. It is not that this power discourse is necessarily bad. After all, power produces
knowledge; and each regime of truth has its own discourse of power. Yet, through Foucaultdian
eyes we can see the other side of discipline – the ‘military dream of society’.

The light of inner discipline
“Education is not just to pass examinations, take a degree and a job, get married and settle
down, but also to be able to listen to the birds, to see the sky, to see the extraordinary beauty of a
tree, and the shape of the hills, and to feel with them, to be really, directly in touch with them.”
– Jidu Krishnamurti
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This critique of outer discipline – or its degeneration into the intellectual dumbness of
militarisation – does not mean that I am pleading for nihilistic anarchy. As a teacher inspired by
Rabindranath Tagore and Jidu Krishnamurti, I have always dreamed of the art of possibility –
nurturing a generation of learners gifted with the spirit of inner discipline, creative freedom and
intellectual clarity. Discipline in its true spirit, I believe, is not a child of fear; it emanates from
light and love, clarity and awakening. And this is what differentiates true education from
militaristic training.
Imagine Tagore’s visualisation of a ‘poet’s school’. A teacher is not an army general; instead, a
teacher is a true companion engaged in an act of communion with the child. He or she creates an
environment amidst the abundance and aesthetics of nature, making it possible for the learner to
see the ‘surplus’ within, experience the connectedness with the cosmos, understand the rhythm
of body and soul, feel the natural beauty of simplicity, and experience the unity of productive
work and creative play. With love and aesthetics, nature and community, art and science, Tagore
sought to create a mind free from fear, and filled with compassion and universalism.
Likewise, Krishnamurti – the wanderer who believed that ‘truth is a pathless land’ – inspired
educationists and teachers. Schools, he said repeatedly, cause fear – fear of failure, fear of being
denied of uniqueness because of constant comparison with others. Fear negates understanding
and clarity. Moreover, the burden of bookish knowledge causes repetition and conditions the
mind. When education truly becomes an experience of awakening – seeing and feeling the
amazing sunset, the peak of a distant mountain, the laughter of a child – discipline becomes the
rhythm of life, not something ‘external’ that one carries because of the fear of authority, as
Krishnamurti would have said.
I admit that the teacher needs extraordinary clarity, confidence and endurance to see the worth of
what Tagore and Krishnamurti regarded as inner discipline. Ironically, more often than not, a
classroom becomes a site of power and surveillance; a teacher becomes a meek dictator,
establishing artificial order becomes the primary concern, non-reflexive obedience becomes a
virtue and alternative thinking is seen as inherently problematic. Not surprisingly, schools with
huge walls, security guards in uniform, a CCTV camera in the principal’s room, the shiny
display of the ‘toppers’ list and the ceremonies of highly orchestrated annual functions indicate
the mass appeal of militarisation of consciousness; command and obey, work and perform, but
don’t question and try to be different!
Can the educators unite?

“Without dialogue there is no communication, and without communication there can be no true
education.”
– Paulo Freire, The Pedagogy of the Oppressed

3

Without critical consciousness, inner discipline, responsible freedom and creative awakening, we
cannot create enlightened citizenship. At times, the absence of this life-affirming education
worries us. We witness mob violence, herd mentality, pure sensationalism, aggression in
behavior and utter helplessness before market- and media-directed needs and simulations. Take,
for instance, the pathology of cricket nationalism. You can no longer appreciate the art of cricket,
the spirit of a game; you have to reduce it into a war zone, and remain unhappy if the ‘enemy’
nations happen to play better cricket and defeat you. You have to support war in the name of
nationalism, aggression in the name of patriotism (recall Tagore’s last convocation speech in
1941, The Crisis in Civilization). This sort of ‘discipline’ does not create a sane society. And the
prevalent practice of education in India, characterised by rote learning, examination pressure and
utterly non-creative routinised practices, has further added to the perpetuation of the pathology of
normalcy. Under these circumstances, we need a new pedagogy – the insights derived from
Freire and Foucault, Tagore and Krishnamurti. The higher authorities, however, think otherwise.
They seem to be encouraging further ‘disciplining’, the militarisation of consciousness and, as a
result, intellectual dumbness.
Perhaps it is time educators unite to renew the spirit of critical pedagogy and life-sustaining
education.
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