Kabir in the schools

Revised proposal submitted to Asha, Feb. 10, 2007

Introduction:  

After discussions with representatives of Asha in Berkeley, Linda Hess submitted a formal Asha proposal on Nov. 7, 2007.  Later in November, Linda visited Dewas, M.P. and met with Narayan Singh Delmia and Kaluram Bamaniya, the principal local implementers of the project, as well as Arvind Sardana, the Eklavya advisor to the project.  Since we haven’t been able to get the project approved in time to start work in the current academic year, we have redone the proposal in light of a 2008 start date and based on our planning meeting in Dewas.

Project contacts:

U.S.:  

Linda Hess, Dept. of Religious Studies, Stanford University, MC 2165, Stanford, CA 94305.  

phone:  510-590-1874

email:  lionda@stanford.edu
India:  Arvind Sardana, Eklavya, Dewas, MP.

phone:  07272 256003 (res); 07272 223496 (office)

email: anuarvindbali@gmail.com
1. Name of group requesting funds:  

Kabir in the Schools (in alliance with Eklavya)

[This is not formally an Eklavya project, so we are giving it a new name and referring to help from Eklavya.] 

2. When was the group established?

Eklayva is a highly respected educational NGO that goes back to the 1970s, and that adopted the name Eklavya in 1982.  It is based in Madhya Pradesh (though it has also worked in other states), with main offices in Hoshangabad, Dewas, and Bhopal.  Eklavya has done wide-ranging, highly respected and influential work in education, including development of curricula, methods, textbooks, tools, and teacher training.  

Between 1991 and 1998 Eklavya ran a program called the “Kabir bhajan evam vichar manch”—which might translate to “A Forum for Kabir Singing and Discussion.”  During those eight years they hosted monthly bhajan-singing and discussion sessions that eventually involved hundreds of Kabir bhajan mandalis (music groups) in several districts of the cultural region known as Malwa.  In a project supported by the Indian Council for Historical Research, the documented and compiled a large collection of Kabir bhajans as sung in Malwa.  They carried out many other activities as well.  

Many people in the Malwa region are devoted to Kabir, revering him as the satguru (supreme teacher) or even as an incarnation of God.  Most of these devotees are rural and of Dalit communities.  A 15th century mystical poet, Kabir refers to both inner and outer life.  He describes and urges listeners to attain a profound inner experience of truth; he is also a sharp social commentator who highlights the problems of religious hypocrisy, sectarian prejudice, superstition, caste oppression, and abuse of authority.  These are all contemporary issues that are very relevant to Kabir’s followers.  The Eklavya manch encouraged singers and listeners to consider the meaning of Kabir’s messages for their own lives, and to see reflections of Kabir’s commentaries in their own social-political-economic worlds.  The Kabir manch had a lasting effect on Kabir culture in the area.  

Linda Hess has been working with Kabir singers of Malwa and with Eklavya in a project on Kabir oral traditions since 2002.  Kabir singer Narayan Singh Delmia was an outstanding participant and became one of the leaders and organizers in the Kabir manch.  Since it ended, he has done occasional projects connected with both Eklavya’s work and Linda’s research.  With encouragement from colleagues, he is taken the lead in developing the “Kabir in the Schools” project.  His chief co-worker will be Kaluram Bamaniya, an outstanding younger Kabir singer of the area, who also participated in the Kabir manch.  Narayanji, Kaluram, Arvind, and Linda worked on this proposal together.

3. Briefly describe the motivation…

In both his social and spiritual teachings, Kabir inspires questioning and independent thinking.  He criticizes social inequality, casteism, and what today we call communalism—narrow-minded sectarian pride, competition, hatred, and violence.  He makes fun of hypocrisy and delusion that arise from egoism.  He encourages compassion, simple human fellow-feeling.  In the spiritual realm, he wants people to seek out the truth for themselves, to find their own experience, and not to rely on authority figures and external practices.  

In short, there is much to discuss about Kabir that is interesting and important for children as well as adults.  In addition, music makes it fun and full of life.  Dohas (couplets) of Kabir are common in school syllabi all over India, but they rarely come to life.  They are just another thing to cram for exams.  Narayanji and Kaluram, as well as other Kabir-singing friends, have tried singing Kabir with school children; the students showed a very lively interest.  They wanted to learn to sing the songs, and they had many questions.  So we are confident that the combination of singing and discussion will work for children, with development of appropriate formats and materials.

4.  Briefly describe the aims. …

•To develop innovative and creative ways to teach a great and popular Hindi poet who is in the school syllabus.

•To inspire discussions that are valuable and important for young people today, including shedding light on relations between personal and public, religion and society.

•To use music, art, poetry, drama, and encounter with different kinds of teacher figures to enliven the whole learning process.  

We will develop teaching materials and methods, including posters, art projects, and an illustrated book for widespread use in schools.  There may be plays, essays, observation of social realities related to Kabir’s poetry, students learning to sing and play instruments, older students leading and teaching younger ones.  

The coordinators will develop a general plan—how activities will develop and change from meetings 1 to 5.  The first contact will be a performance, while subsequent meetins will incorporate discussion, teaching students to sing, art projects, essays, dramas, etc.  At the end perhaps there will be a student performance, art exhibit, etc.  

This is a pilot project, after which we will assess the effectiveness of what we have done, and how (if at all) the project should continue.

5.  Does you group have any religious or political affiliation…?

No.  Though Kabir is a “religious” poet, he is already part of the school syllabus along with other major bhakti poets.  He is widely adopted in public discussions as a voice of secularism and nonsectarianism.  There is a Kabir Panth (sect), but the singers who will conduct this program have no interest in promoting the Panth.

6.  What non education-related … activities…

Since this is a new formation, we are not involved in any other activities.

7.  List the schools …

In fall 2007, Narayanji and Kaluram arranged to visit three village schools and hostels in Tonk Khurd block near Dewas, with full mandalis.  They put on programs of Kabir bhajan singing which students and teachers received with enthusiasm.  All three will welcome them back for a more extended program in the coming academic year.  In addition, they have plans to go to a school in the city of Dewas and possibly others, before deciding which schools are most appropriate for the full program

a.  Tonk Khurd Kanya chhatravas – residential school for girls.  Both boys and girls attended the initial program, which was combined with a larger school function. Kids were 14-17, class 8-9-10. A mandali of 7 members sang bhajans for one hour.  A few days later Narayanji and Kaluram went back to meet and talk and kids.  Did you like it?  We liked it a lot.  The tunes were good, we learned some music.  “Santo ki bani,” the words of the saint-poets, are always good to hear.  Our education is broadened by it.  We feel a lot of reverence for the guru arising when we hear this.  The teachers were positive and open to future programs.

b.  Nandel village, Tonk Khurd block.  Similar experience to the previous.  One teacher seemed negative, but headmaster was very positive.

c.  Tonk Khurd high school, “utkrasht,” model school.  100 students + teachers.  They liked it so much that they collected 201 rs from the school and gave it to them.  They said come again, we want to learn bhajans from you.  What bhajans did you like?  We like your music!  All the bhajans are fine.  We want to learn.  Teachers were positive and liked it.  

8.  Location…

See #7.

9.  Type of education….

Government middle and high schools.  

10.  Teaching techniques.

Non-conventional.  See #4.

11.  Literacy rate…

Unknown.

12.  Socio-economic background of children and families…

Typical rural government schools.  Most people (including the singers who will be leading the activities) work in agriculture and tend to be economically poor.  The singers are mostly Dalits.  Children are of various communities.

13.  other services…

The group is just beginning so does no other services.  

14-17.

See #7.  We don’t have more specific information at this time.

18-19.

N/A

20.  Other schools in the area…

There’s a normal number of schools in the area—government and private, in villages, small towns, large towns.  We are proposing an innovative activity that doesn’t exist anywhere.

21.  Is your program different…

Yes!

22-23.  

N/A

24.  expansion plans…

See #4.

25.  ideas for Asha….

Can’t respond to this.

26.  Contact persons who can describe the impact…

Do you need these to be people other than the advisors listed?  Should we create a little committee of evaluators?

27.  Reports every six months…

The first report will be prepared by the main people involved in the project:  Arvind Sardana, Narayan Singh Delmia, Kaluram Bamaniya, Linda Hess.

28.  sources

We have no funding at the moment.  Linda Hess has personally funded the preliminary school visits and research that have taken place in 2007.  

29-33. finances

Following is a simple description and budget for our pilot project. 

Pilot Program

Duration:  nine months.

2 months in early 2008: preparation, including school contacts and arrangements, creating plans and materials. One meeting with advisors before program begins.

5 months (approx. July-Nov. 2008):  conducting program in schools.  One meeting with advisors approximately halfway through to discuss how it’s going.

2 months:  (approx. Dec. 08-Jan. 09):  Evaluations and reports.  One more meeting with advisors.

Activities:  

Narayanji is the head of the project, working closely with Kaluram.  On school visits they will bring four other men to play instruments (dholak, harmonium, etc.) and join in singing.  They will work with schools and residential hostels in the middle and high school range.  In each case, they will visit the school once a week for 4-5 weeks.  They will sing, discuss, raise questions, and organize activities, using materials to be developed.  They will teach students to sing songs and give them a chance to play instruments.  School visits will take place between July and December.  (From January teachers and students are preoccupied with preparing for exams.)  

Budget:  

Monthly Stipend for two workers: 

Rs 3000 for Narayan Singh Delmia 

Rs 2500 for Kaluram Bamaniya 

Total stipends for nine months: 



49,500

Payment to other musicians for school visits


4 men @ Rs100/day for 20 days



8,000

Travel, meals, etc., Rs. 5000 for each of the 2 workers


Total travel expenses





10,000

Materials, printing, art, etc.





15,000

TOTAL FOR PILOT PROJECT




82,500




