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onsistency cannot be
made a réquirement of
social policy in a
democracy, ‘as Ken-

neth Arrow's famous theorem
has taught several generations
of graduate students at the
world's best universities. One
wonders why Indian students
in particular have managed to
excel morethan othersin work-
ing out the dozens of variants
of this exercisein social choice
theory.

Could thereason bethat Indi-
an palicies have been so routi-
nely inconsistent that Arrow's
impossibility theorem did not
seem so counter -intuitive after
all. Takethe curious case of the
national literacy mission on
whose performance an expert
committee chaired by Arun
Ghosh hasnow reported.

Even aslate as 1992, the cen-
tral advisory board of educa-
tion had endorsed the position
that the national literacy cam-
paign targeted to persons bet-
ween 15 to 35 constituted the
main plank of the literacy
movement. The campaign had
spread out to 275 districts of
India covering an estimated
population of 88 million. The
approved expenditure till this
day on the over 330 proj ects of
theNLM isabout Rs 5.6 billion.

An innovative and almost
univer sally welcome feature of
the project was the involve-
ment of more than five million
volunteers in the projects.
They included social and paliti-
cal workers of many persua-
sions, not all of them necessari-
ly belonging to the ruling
parties.
~Allinall,theNLM hasbeen a
impressive new venture. But if
one accepts the expert commit-
tee's report, it may not still
have been a success story. This
iS not necessarily due to care-
less handling of the program-
meor theinsensitiyity to critic-
ism that the NLM 1s how being
accused of.

The NLM was bound to face
problems in any case because
presumably some persons in
charge did not do their home-
work in 1992. [t wasin that year
itself that India had also adopt-

\ the programme of educa-
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tion for all aspart of its nation-
al education policy. EFA, of
course, is more holistic, logical
and in linewith the mandate of
the Constitution.

Plain economics suggests

that there may not be enou%h
money in the Kitty for both the
NLM "and the EFA. Ever since
the Jomtien world conference
of 1990, United Nations Educa-
tional Scientific and Cultural
Organisation and other inter na-
tional aid agencies have begun
to favour education for al: pro-
grammes. Thus it no longer
makes sense, either ideologi-
cally or pragmatically, to think
intérmsof investment in educa-
tion for literacy alone.
It seemsthat in the battle of
ideas between the total lite-
racy and the EFA programmes
it isthe philosophy of the latter
that is going to prevail. The
NLM might even change to
make it indistinguishable from
thewider EFA movement. This
will however not necessarily
end the inconsistency syndro-
me_in the national education
policy.
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But this remarkable change
has so far not proved crucially
significant for ‘an obvious rea-
son. The Indian literate, defin-
ed by the census as having the
ability toread a postcard, isnot
particularly disadvantaged vis
avistheUSgraduate. Theprin-
ted word is easier to read for
nearly everybod anyway.
Moreover, the education for
which literacy is supposed to
be the foundation can, in prin-
ciple at least, be the same for
both kinds of literates. India
might be behind the West in
the literacy-education race,
but not out of it.

“The "new literacy”" that the
hi-tech _souet¥ demands,
however, is a different creatu-
re altogether. Thereis no gett-
ing away from the global dis-
pensation that even a modera-
te rate of human development
in 21st century India will
depend on. )

Haying failed to impart the
old kind of literacy to all for the
last 50 years, India's basic edu-
cation movement may now be
poised for the big leap forward.

Education policies should match technological
advancement, writes Tapas Majumdar

One question that is seldom
raised in India's education poli-
c¥ confabulation is what form
of literacy or basic education
must | ndians have to be able to
live in a high technology
society.

Literacy since the invention
of paper had implied two kinds
of ability. First, the ability to
write by hand. Second, the abi-
lity to read the handwritten
word. If this idea of literacy
had persisted, many graduate
students studying in the
United States universities
would have failed the first test,
and some of their teachersthe
second. That they still thrivein
the world of letters is because
thetypewriter and its sucessor,
theword processor, in due cour-
se have ousted writing by hand
almost completela/.ln the Ame-
rican campuses. Literacy there
now implies familiarity only
with the printed word.

But it is probably once again
shying away from the question
about the form of education
India would need for the kind
of society it covets. If the ques-
tion remains unasked and
unanswered, chances are, all
the hard work, organisation
and resources notwithstan-
ding, the country will end up on
thewrong track.

It is difficult to say in which
way new literacy is going to be
radically different from the
old. But the distinctive feature
of high technology unfolding
despite India's sluggish econo-
mic growth might provide a
clue.

This is the almost endless
capacity of technology to pro-
ducesimpleaswell ascomplica-
ted devicesthat have "informa-
tion" embedded in them.
These can be gadgets owned
only by the relatively affluent
to enrich their quality of life
and used to provide the
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modern infrastructurefor tran-
sport, communication and edu-
cation. These can also be
brought to the use of Everyman
man provided Everyman is
taught toread the new'symbols.

Hi-tech life of the 21t centu-
ry probably will not requirethe
aver age citizen to store human
capital in the form of informa-
tion in memory cells, or evenin
books and tapes. To an extent,
it will live and grow in ntachi-
nes. Some might find it repul-
sive that the ability to read
machines will have "preceden-
ce over the ability to read sent-
ences written or printed on
Baper. That however seems to
)e the most plausible fate that
lies ahead of most countries
including India. Literacy mis
sionsin the country must keep
thefuturein mind.

Let me end thiswith a perso-
nal anecdote. A fellow country-
man had walked upto me at'a
Paris railway station looking
rather lost. Hewasplainlyillite-
rate — or so | thought — and
needed some help tofill out an
Indian government form of
some Kkind. He told me
indignantly that one did not
need to fill such difficult forms
in France any longer and soon
would not need to sign even
cheques.

| smiled politely as| listened
but did not quite believe him.
Soon, | found it was my turn to
ask for help. | had to confess to
my own illiteracy of another
kind. 1 did not know how to
coax ajourney ticket out of one
of those fully computerised
vendmt}; machines installed on
some of the Paris railway plat-

forms.

The man prompw showed
me how to use one. He kept on
asking me questions about my
destination, preferred classtra-
vel and the approximate timel
wanted to leave. He amost
simultaneously kept pressing
buttons, gracious to the end to
the country bumpkin. The
right tickef did before my
incredulous eyes in a moment.
Soon | wason'my train, leavin
my "new literate" friend wit
the distinct feeling that | had
just been a character in alatter
day Leo Tolstoy story.



