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Prefatory note

 As I write this, I’m thinking about the voice that’s speaking and the intended audience.  I’m an American researcher and writer who knows all the people involved pretty well, has spent a lot of time in the Kabir culture of this area, initially discussed the school project with Malwa friends, and made the contacts that resulted in getting funding from Asha, Berkeley.  My imagined readers are other English-speaking people who are deeply interested in this project, who helped support it, and who would like to participate in its further development.  Many of the people I’m speaking to have long delved into Malwa’s Kabir culture and collaborated with the singers there in various ways.  Some readers (like the people in Asha Berkeley) are not so familiar with this scene, so I’ll provide some information that will help them.  My style of talking about the project and the questions I’m putting forth here are somewhat different from the way Narayanji and Kaluram and the teachers and students, parents and villagers they connected with would talk about the same material.  Narayanji kept a log of all the preparations and activities of their work from August 2008 through January 2009.  I translated everything he wrote so I’d have a thorough understanding of it.  All his logs are available in Hindi and in my rough English translation.  Arvind has also written about the project.  The final form of my report, or the joint report of Arvind and me if we put them together, should be translated and shared with Narayanji and Kaluram.  They might also like to add a final report, either in written or in oral form (the latter could come out of a presentation/ Q&A with them, to be transcribed and translated).  
BACKGROUND

All of the people who worked on this pilot project had been closely involved with the Kabir culture in this part of Madhya Pradesh for some years.  


Narayanji and Kaluram, who planned and executed the whole program, are well known and respected Kabir singers of older and middle generations, Narayanji around age 60 (?) and Kaluram in his 40s.  


The Dewas office of the educational NGO Eklavya had run an eight-year Kabir-centered program in the 1990s, called “Kabir bhajan evam vichar manch,” which could be translated as “Forum (literally stage or platform) for singing and discussing Kabir.”  Many Kabir bhajan mandalis got together once a month, sang all night, and discussed the meanings of the bhajans.  They also did activities in other cities and villages.  NGO workers felt that Kabir’s voice and values and Eklavya’s goals could join together very fruitfully.  R.N. Syag (Syag-bhai—now with the NGO Samavesh) was the overall director of the project.  Arvind was closely connected and knew many of the singers well.  Both Kaluram and Narayanji participated.  Narayanji was employed part-time by Eklavya to help with organization and arrangements.  The innovative part of the Kabir Manch was to put singing together with intentional reflection on Kabir’s ideas and their relevance to daily life—individual, social and political.  Since Kabir sharply criticized caste, pompous show, false piety, sectarian prejudice, hypocrisy, power-seeking religion, empty ritual, blind faith, superstitions, etc., there was much to think about.  But deliberately combining singing with discussion of ideas and their relevance to everyday life was unusual.  It was and still is quite common for singing groups to ignore or pay little attention to the radical messages of Kabir, just focusing on the pleasure of singing and taking for granted a more conservative interpretation of his religious and spiritual expressions.  The Kabir manch made quite an impact on the Kabir singing culture of the area and also influenced our school project.


I had spent most of 2002 in Malwa and since then have returned each year, working with Kabir singers and Eklavya, as well as with Shabnam Virmani and her associates (www.kabirproject.org).  After finishing my main fieldwork, I employed Narayanji to do some further work for me.  I did this because Narayanji was extremely intelligent, capable and interesting, and he was in economic need.  I kept trying to think of things for him to do, but my needs were limited; I couldn’t continue this on an individual basis indefinitely.  


Arvind, Anu and I discussed possible ways of using the vast knowledge and capabilities of Narayanji and other singers in a way that would benefit them as well as others.  An educational project was something we had all thought about. We had seen an example of a program in Karnataka in which a very popular 11th-century devotional poet with powerful and radical social ideas was brought into the classroom in musical form and used to stimulate new kinds of participation and inquiry. The idea of bringing Kabir to schools, initially through singing, was very appealing.  It would have some of the same goals as Eklavya’s Kabir Manch, only suitably adapted for children in the school situation.  We didn’t know how it would actually work, so this pilot program was bound to raise as many questions as it answered.  We talked with Narayanji and Kaluram, worked out some basic ideas, and inquired in a few directions to see if we could find funding.  Eventually Asha-Berkeley agreed to fund the pilot of this unusual project.  

SCHOOLS INVOLVED

(incomplete list, spelling uncertain)

Tonk Khurd:  Government Model School, Kasturba Gandhi Girls School, Saraswati Shishu Mandir high school, B.M. Vidyalaya

Tonk Kala: Samudayak Kalyan Kendra hostel middle school

Bhairmakhedi village school 

Nandela village school

Chaubaradhira village school

BRIEF ACCOUNT OF WHAT HAPPENED

First Narayanji and Kaluram had to contact school teachers in a few villages, asking for time to bring their program of Kabir singing, discussion, and other activities.  This had to be scheduled at times when it wouldn’t clash with the main work of the school.  About twelve schools [check] ultimately participated—middle schools, high schools, one girls’ school, the rest coed.  

Before school activities started, N & K prepared a booklet with 24 bhajans and got it printed.  This was for distribution so kids could learn words.  The singers also got a nice painted banner that made their mission look “official” as they appeared in each place (shown in attached photo).  They named their program “Sab sune sab gune”—“All listen, all think/reflect.”

On the first visit to each school, Narayanji and Kaluram brought a full mandali (music group with singers and instruments—about 8 people).  They performed—mostly Kabir bhajans but sometimes other songs--for an hour or so for kids and teachers, with some explanations.  Occasionally family members and other villagers came to these programs.  They distributed the booklets and asked kids to learn the words to some bhajans.  On subsequent (2-4) visits they taught kids to sing songs.  Next, they visited selected schools to do art work, with help from Eklavya people who went along.  Finally there was a sammelan (gathering) in which eight [check] schools participated on Apr. 17.

All the way through, there was a series of meetings in Dewas with Arvind and other Eklavya workers, sometimes with Linda.  

RECORDS AVAILABLE

(Let me know if you want any items not attached with this.)

• Narayanji’s Hindi logs kept throughout the project, available in Hindi (pdf files) and in Linda’s rough translation (translations attached).  

• Arvind’s report in English of visiting 3 schools with N & K on 3 Jan 09 (attached).

• Arvind’s report in English on a summing-up meeting in Dewas , 27Aug. 09 (attached).  

• two photos of N & K in schools (attached).

• Hindi reports by observers of school programs 


• Dinesh Patel of Eklavya on 31 Aug. 08 – in Hindi 


• Four Hindi reports by Faiz.  [Linda doesn’t have these.]

• song books prepared and distributed [Linda doesn’t have this – can be scanned and sent]

• examples of art works kids did [Linda doesn’t have scans.]

• accounts maintained by Eklavya of receipt and disbursement of funds.  

COMMENTS AND EVALUATION

Our overall goal in starting the project was to provide an innovative educational experience -- using music, local folk artists, a great poet who was part of the culture of the area, as a means to engage children in a range of activities that included artistic expression, discussion of serious questions that Kabir’s poetry raises, new learning about history, literature, society.  The kinds of content and issues that can arise through using Kabir’s poetry include:  

• social (in)equality, particularly caste, which can be related to reflection on democracy

• religion – basic questions about religious forms and concepts, critical questions about • sectarian conflict and politics, authority, prejudice, etc.

• ethics – honesty, (non)violence, courage

• learning – trusting yourself as a learner, investigating with imagination, scientific curiosity, testing.

• history – all of the above could open to lessons on history in a variety of ways.

• folk culture – shining a light on this wealth that arises from and belongs to grassroots people, and that is rarely given attention or respect.

The points listed above represent a very ambitious vision of what might come out of an experiment like “Kabir in schools.”  The pilot program did not really penetrate into these academic areas.  We learned something about what it would take to do so and we understood some things practically that we didn’t understand before the experiment.  

To address these kinds of issues by going through the door of Kabir music, we would have to prepare much more fully – choosing specific poems, devising lesson plans, creative homework, and so on.  
Having two local folksingers plan and execute the program with advice and support from Eklavya was very fruitful but had limitations.  Most important, this approach gave them real power and respect in the project, enabling them to work things out, use their great abilities, learn and grow.  It put them forward as authorities to be respected in schools, which was significant both in terms of their caste status (SC) and in terms of showing the value of folk music and the knowledge of folk artists.  They put a lot of effort into their work and got much satisfaction from their interactions with children and (some) teachers.  But in order to carry through the broader educational goals indicated above, we would need to involve educators who could help work out what to do, how to do it, what materials to prepare, what the order of events should be.

I (Linda) was disappointed to see that not only were they not raising provocative questions, but in some ways they seemed to be reinforcing conservative and conventional views.  Kaluram especially would always emphasize that they were bringing the words of the sants to school children to help them learn the value of respect for parents, teachers, gurus, and all elders.  Refer, for instance, to the program of 31 Aug 08, which Eklavya’s Dinesh Patel attended.  According to Narayanji’s notes, Kaluram said at the beginning: “We are doing this program in different schools to help the children develop their minds and to bring change in their ways of thinking.  We want to increase the children’s respect for their parents and teachers, so we are making this effort to bring the words of the sants to them.  The sants have praised the greatness of the guru, even saying the guru is greater than God, because he/she leads us out of darkness into light.”  Dinesh, in striking contrast, asked children if they knew anything about Kabir, and when they didn’t have an answer, told them:  “Kabir lived 600 years ago.  He was a human being like us.  Kabir believed that whatever exists is right here before us.  . . . .  Kabir said: Ask questions.  Keep asking till you get answers.  If even then you don’t get answers, then protest against the system.  We should ask questions.  From our mother and father, from our teachers.  Only then will we understand things.”

Perhaps Kaluram was trying to reflect mainstream values so as not to seem threatening in a situation where they were speaking in a government school.  Kabir did in fact praise the greatness of the guru, and it’s challenging to sort out what he meant about gurus from conventional ideas of unquestioning obedience to authority.  This can be done, but it would take some subtle efforts.  Narayanji shed more light when he commented on the realpolitik of scheduled caste artists coming in and raising controversial questions.  For more on this, see points 3 and 6 in Arvind’s report of 27 August 09.  Point 6 suggests a more subtle positive effect on caste perceptions in this program, even without overt discussion of caste controversies.

In a discussion with Arvind, Anu and Linda, Arvind explained more fully the political factors at play.  From LH’s notes:

“Arvind asked K & N to make the arrangements on their own with schools.  Originally they asked if Eklavya would take the initiative to make that space for them, but Arvind thought it better that they do it.  There was resistance in some schools, whether subtle or direct.  Others welcomed them quickly.  Given who K & N are, it’s seen by all as dalit agenda, tied in with scheduled caste activists.  Kabir Panth in the popular mind is associated with Bhalais & other scheduled communities.  People expect them to talk about bhalai samaj & dalit agenda.  In going through that negotiation, K & N understood what was going on.  If they offer to perform, everyone says yes yes.  If they say, “we want to teach your children something,” people get wary.  K&N know local education officers and other officers.  Kaluram once asked Arvind to intervene, go to block officer to get official permission for time in schools, but Arvind resisted.  Eklavya has its own political baggage.  If they do it themselves, it starts on a different basis.  Out of 15 schools they tried, 2 dropped out or refused.  The rest joined to some extent. Sometimes they were surprised to be welcomed in places where they thought they wouldn’t be. They have a powerful folk artist identity for which they are welcomed everywhere, even across communities.  They also have strong caste identities, which works positively and negatively in different places. Teachers are suspicious. What do you want to do with the children?  There are all kinds of ideologies being pushed in schools.  Recognizing the political implications, Narayanji said, ‘We were a little afraid, we hesitated to raise these kinds of issues directly.’”
Regarding preparation of educational materials in the future:  There could be a well-produced booklet with child-centered questions, interesting and funny stories, dialogs.  Handouts which would also get home and reach families. Anu recalled how, in preparing lessons on women’s health and violence against women, they collected real stories of women who had experienced violence or health problems, then discussed. 
The questions don’t necessarily have to be on socially controversial issues.  They can engage children in thoughts about life, e.g., What is dukh-sukh (a rhyming word pair meaning sorrow-happiness)?

On art work.  We found that having everyone do a drawing on the same couplet resulted in many drawings that were almost exactly the same.  On the first round, the chosen couplet was too much about an idea, without striking imagery that would stimulate visual imagination.  We must choose verses that will give rise to more original creative responses: taking images from nature, or funny images, mixing up the verses given, and overtly encouraging kids to let their own imaginations go, will help.  The second round of drawing was better because the verse had a central image of a tree, which different children imagined in quite different ways.  
A discovery:  at the girls hostel, girls were extremely interested and enthusiastic. This reflects their more limited opportunities to express themselves, to move about freely, even to play instruments in this male-dominated cultural area.  These girls expressed a wish that they could learn to sing well enough to perform on TV.  Narayanji has long been interested in developing singing groups among women and girls.  I have seen him interacting with women and girls, and he’s very good at encouraging them with humor and kindness, yet staying appropriate within local culture.  He is very egalitarian in his own attitudes and practices in the family.  So to the questions and issues mentioned above, we could add gender consciousness.  In future development, this would be part of the agenda.  

More discoveries: 

One thing is clear: children love to hear and participate in music and don’t get enough opportunity. Music and art are missing in schools.  It is good to provide them in some form.  

If there’s a question about the educational value of this, let’s consider what it means to sing bhajans.  There is excitement, pleasure, joy.  “Bhajan ka anand lene do”—let them take pleasure in singing.  Whatever you learn, without that joy and excitement it is hard to learn well.  This is lacking in schools.  Learning content, discussing issues, and enjoyment should go together. 
Anu pointed out that local knowledge has been cut out of education.  No real interaction 
between local culture and education.  Relating concepts to the life going on all around them is empowering.  Turns them on, like electric current.  Brings life into the schools.  

The syllabus always tries to separate these domains: local culture and national/universal 
viewpoints.  Local finds no space.  Eklavya has always tried to bring the two together.  Contextualize, localize.  The mix is important. Anu mentioned how students love it when she talks about herbs and folk medicines that they use in their villages, along with medical and biological info.  

There were a couple of places where the reception was so good that they went there repeatedly, realizing that the ground there was fertile.  

There was a need for musical instruments to effectively teach this kind of singing.  Providing some instruments (dholak/ drum, folk tambura, small cymbals) would also be a future goal.  

Arvind talked to one teacher who said an unexpected benefit of the experience was that children grew more confident.  Some now have the courage to sing on stage.  This confidence-building can be consciously developed and expanded in the future.  

For more on what teachers said to N & K when they went back later to ask how it was, see Arvind’s report on 27 Aug meeting, point 7.

The word bhajan was used loosely.  Often N sang songs about how kids should study or work hard, calling them bhajans (“Aram hai haram” and “sub bachche padhte ja”). It seemed odd to me to call these bhajans.  He sang these songs apparently because kids like them and they raise the energy.  Maybe he thinks it’s good to do songs about school and to exhort children on the studious virtues because they’re in the school setting.

There is new interest in educational possibilities for Kabir and other folk music and poetry, being developed by the people of the Kabir Project, led by Shabnam Virmani (www.kabirproject.org).  In early January 2010, they had a workshop in Bangalore with 25 participants from all over the country, including Narayanji, Kaluram, and Arvind.  A preliminary report called “Learning with Kabir” has been written.  We are hopeful that the Kabir Project and its allies will support further developments of what we began with the Asha pilot program.  We are, of course, very grateful to Asha for giving us this opportunity to begin.  

SUMMARY OF ACTIVITIES
(based mainly on Narayanji’s logs, which describe these events in more detail)

Winter 2007 – summer 2008:  discussions with Asha culminating in approval of the project in June 08 and mailing of first check to Eklavya on June 30.  

July-early August 2008.

Narayanji and Kaluram began contacting village schools in July to explain what they wanted to do and get permission letters.  By 23 July they had collected eleven letters (see Narayanji’s log beginning 8 July for a glimpse of what they had to go through to get these letters).  Some schools were enthusiastic, others cool.  They had to work around the need to prepare kids for exams, so they gave limited time slots (which, however, sometimes turned out to be quite elastic).  

2008

30 July. N & K meet with Arvind & Anu in Dewas to discuss budget and upcoming tasks

--getting a banner; a printed booklet with 24 bhajans, for distribution in schools; a camera.  At a painting shop they order a colorful banner with the slogan Sab sune sab gune – “all listen, all think”—together with pictures of N & K, their instruments, and words indicating that they are bringing the songs of the “sants” and Kabir (see picture).  

3 Aug.  N & K meet with Linda Hess (who just arrived), Anu and Arvind in Dewas.  

9 Aug.  First program in Bhairamkhedi village school.  Linda and Anu attend. 50 children, 6 adults, about 3-5:30 p.m.  Bhajan singing by mandali, short discussion led by Anu.

31 Aug.  Program at Tonk Kala school.  60 students, 5 teachers, 8 musicians.  Dinesh Patel of Eklavya also attended.  Narayanji records some comments and discussion led by them and Dinesh.   Children were enthusiastic about the program.  They were all given booklets and asked to study the words—next time they would learn to sing.  

6 Sept.  Chaubaradhira high school.  100 students, 7 teachers, 7 musicians.  Problems with rain, because they were gathered outside.  A bit of N’s description: “When Kaluram was giving the introduction, the group of teachers, who had been sitting at a distance and constantly scolding the children, began smiling and moved closer.  One was tapping his foot, another was humming along.  The children were getting restless because rain had started to fall.  Everyone was looking at the tree where the girls were sitting, because it gave shelter from the rain.  Before we started the next bhajan, the teachers gave permission for everyone to go stand under the tree.”  They cut the program short because of rain.  On the last bhajan, “Nearly all the children hummed along with the bhajan and were enjoying themselves,” but they scattered after that because of rain.  Teachers promised to distribute the booklets.  

8 Sept.  N & K meet with Anu, Arvind in Dewas.  From N’s notes:  “we . . . gave Anu-didi the accounts and she gave the stipends for August.  Arvind-bhai discussed with me how to improve the report I was writing.  He said I should write fully about the bhajans that were sung and the discussion that took place.  We also talked with Tinu (?) about the bhajans and sakhis.”

20 Sept.  Girls hostel, Tonk Khurd.  70 girls, 5 teachers, 8 musicians.  About 95 girls live and study there, 1st to 8th grades.  They were very excited and enthusiastic about the program.  At the end the distributed booklets and asked who could sing, for next time.  No one spoke up, but teachers gave some names to N.  

1 Nov.  

SBM(?) school, Tonk Khurd.  40 children of 6th, 7th, 8th.  12-1:00.  

1-2:00.  Saraswati Shishu Mandir High School, Tonk Khurd.  200 girls, 6 teachers, 4 villagers.  Singing & discussion.  Students were enthusiastic.  

6 Nov.  SUM (?) middle school, Chaubaradhira village.  1:30-2:30, follow-up on program that was interrupted because of rain.  150 children of classes 6-11.  

7 Nov.  Samudayak Kalyan Kendra hostel middle school, Tonk Kala.  This was the first round where they went a second time and asked kids to sing, after studying the booklets.  7 kids volunteered.  Names given.  All sang bhajans except one, who sang a film song!  Kids were excited and wanted to hear and sing more.

8 Nov.  55 boys and 10 girls came to sing.  Teaching bhajans 12-2.  Names given of 8 kids (including 6 girls) who sang, and of teacher.  

10 Nov.  Nandel shishu mandir high school.  Went to teach kids of 9th class  to sing, but no one had learned anything from the booklet and just asked them to “bring the mandali and sing” for them.  (On follow-up teaching visits, only N & K go, without mandali.)  So they gave up and went to the next school.

10 Nov. Tonk khurd,  “Of the 75 girls in grades 6-9, only 3 girls showed interest in bhajans” (he gives names and bhajans sang).  “Of the 100 girls in 10th class, only 1 sang. . .   In the 11th class, no on sang anything.  In 12th class, 4-5 girls showed a little interest.  They only sang one bhajan.” 

12 Nov.  Tonk khurd, Kalyan Kamla Nehru girls hostel, MP govt school for low castes & backward classes (?).  21 girls of grades 11-12, of whom 6 sang bhajans.  The group also sang a bhajan together.  “It wasn’t very good because they didn’t remember the tune correctly.”  Kaluram sang the tunes for them.  

18 Nov.  Bhairamkhedi (one of the schools that has been most welcoming).  60-70 children and 10-15 villagers attended.  A lot of kids came forth to sing, individually or in 2’s and 3’s.  

12 Dec.  Model school, Tonk Khurd.  150 students, grades 9-12.  “Only one student, Amritlal, stood up to sing a Kabir bhajan, and after that it turned out he wasn’t ready to sing.”  Narayanji sang a bhajan that said, “A cow made of metal doesn’t give milk.  Make a cow out of any metal, even gold or silver, but it won’t give milk.”  Then it was Kaluramji Bamaniya’s turn.  He sang ‘Ghana din so liyo re’ (you’ve been sleeping for a long time).  There was some discussion of the meaning of waking up.”  The students kept asking them to sing more songs.  They responded by singing a few.  “From this we realized that they weren’t making any effort to learn bhajans.”

12 Dec.  Middle school, Tonk Khurd.  50 children.  4 sang.  Then again they were asking N & K to sing for them.

15 Dec.  Bhairamkhedi.  70-80 children, 3 teachers.  10 songs were sung by children, after which they asked N & K to sing something for them.  He did, as did another adult singer who had come along.  “It was a very, very good program.  All the people, children and teachers, were extremely happy. Here they have such good boys and girls and teachers, who take such a great interest in singing and music—perhaps there’s no other place like this.  I hope that everywhere we might find such children so that our programs can go forward.”

18 Dec.  Kamla Nehru scheduled caste firls hostel, Tonk Khurd.  20 girls.  They responded positively when asked if they wanted to learn Kabir bhajans.  A number of them presented bhajans in groups.

18 Dec.  Kasturba Gandhi school.  50 girls, 3 groups sang 2 bhajans each, and two girls sang solo.  

19 Dec.  Tonk Kala, scheduled castes school & hostel.  A few students sang alone or in groups.  “The number of students was very small, as the others had gone for a sports program in Tonk Khurd.”

22 Dec.  Meeting in Eklavya office, Dewas, with Arvind, Linda, N & K about future plans.  Art project hasn’t yet been done.  What should children get from teaching of bhajans?  We need to review what has been accomplished so far and what we need to accomplish in the next stage. 

26 Dec.  A “reunion” of many of the old participants in Eklavya’s Kabir bhajan aur vichar manch from the 1990s, with much singing and discussion.

30 Dec.  BM Vidyalaya school, Tonk Khurd.  25 children.  3 sang bhajans.  Some teachers also sang, and Kaluram sang two bhajans.

31 Dec.  Saraswati shishu vidya mandir.  22 children, classes 6-10.  3 children sang, the rest wanted to learn more and urged N & K to return and teach them.  

2009

3 Jan.  Bhairamkhedi school.  65-70 children.  Arvind and Sandip from Eklavya attended the program.  About 8 children sang.

3 Jan.  Tonk Kala hostel.  Several children sang, though turnout was low.  
3 Jan.  Kasturba Gandhi girls school, Tonk Khurd.  100 girls, with Arvind & Sandip present.  Several groups of girls sang.

7 Jan.  Meeting at Eklavya office, Dewas, with Arvind, Dinesh, Prem, N & K, to discuss next phase.  Dinesh and Prem will come to Tonk Khurd on 21-22 Jan. for art project.  Two other schools may be added for bhajan program.  Chhotu Barati (a well know social worker from Indore) will join on 18 Jan.  

21 Jan.  Art workshop at Saraswati Shishu Mandir, Tonk Khurd.  40 children.   N& K sing a Kabir doha and children are asked to make pictures inspired by it.  This time they do “Ram rahim ek hai. . . .”  They discuss the meaning of the doha.  Children enjoyed. “This is the first time we have done this sort of thing.  It we do it again, we’ll make better pictures.”

21 Jan.  Kasturba Gandhi girls school, Tonk Khurd.  70 girls made pictures based on another doha,  “Bada hua to kya hua. . . .”   They liked the activity and again promised to make better pictures in the future.

22 Jan.  Meeting at Dewas office to show art work to Eklavya friends.  Much interest in the possibilities of this approach and ideas about developing it further.  

23 Jan.  Visits to two schools to discuss closing function, the sammelan in April.  They promised to bring children.

28 jan.  Kanyashala girls high school, Tonk Khurd.  30 girls attended and were asked to make pictures based on two dohas.  It was not successful.  No one did the activity at school and only 4 took materials and said they would do something at home.

17 April -  Closing sammelan for the whole program

27 Aug– meeting in Dewas Eklavya office with Narayanji, Kaluram, Arvind, Linda. 
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