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Context :

February 23, 2009 - a British film set in the 
‘notorious’ Dharavi, Bombay wins Oscar 
awards. 24th morning a live telecast of the 
awards is relayed on all TV channels. Also 
on the 24th, during the Parliament session 
before the national elections, the draft 
Right to Education Bill, November 2008 is 
tabled. Every channel has its versions of 
‘exclusives’ of the Oscars; celebrating this 
story of the triumph of India’s urban poor 
in the ‘Knowledge Society’. The award-
winning, ‘Slumdog Millionaire’ showcases 
the story of the young hero’s victory in 
a TV quiz contest. The protagonist goes 
on to win the coveted prize of a million 
rupees communicating that in a game of 
knowledge, everyone has a fair chance. 
Just one channel’s ticker text-strip (Aaj-
Tak) is broadcasting the tabling of the RtE 
Bill; which is presented as actualizing the 
promise of a fundamental right to education 
for children, and is slated to become law. 

Here we discuss how the RtE Bill and 
the award winning ‘Slumdog Millionaire’ 
share a common syntax - patronizing and 
endorsing inequality, trivialising knowledge. 
With the focus on Mumbai we examine how 
the narrative of our education system runs 
parallel to ‘Slumdog Millionaire’. Instead of 
the right to equal quality education for all, 
how it seeks to award the prize of a better 
life to the select few among the unequal.1 

Brief History : 

The City : The early lives of Mumbaikars 
on the archipelago remained unmarked 
in on the pages of history beyond the 
travellers and armies for millennia. In 1508 
as the Portuguese seafarers sailed into the 
deep natural harbour of the island it was 
christened Bom Bahia (the Good Bay). In 
1661 the Portuguese transferred it to the 
English crown as dowry. The British East 
India Company received it from the crown 
in 1668 and founded the modern city.

The city welcomed all, actively encouraging 
freedom of religion and culture. Migration 
to this safe-haven brought workers and 
traders. The population of Bombay was 
estimated to have risen from 10,000 in 1661 
to 60,000 in 1675. Bombay set up its first 
land-use laws, segregating the British part 
from the black town. As the British Empire 
grew the administration was decentralised. 
The Bombay Municipal Corporation was 
founded in 1872. 

Bombay Today : Bombay has been 
iconicised as a city of extreme contrasts 
in several movies and in literature. The 
conditions of life have always been evident 
of extreme prosperity and deprivation. But 
post-1990s the poles have stretched further 
apart. 

A study commissioned by UNDP, published 
as the Mumbai Human Development Report 
(2009) reveals that Bombay - the so called 
Urbs Prima of India accounts for more than 
33% of the nation’s tax collection and has 
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the highest per capita income of Rs 65,361 
in the country (twice the country’s average 
per capita income of Rs 29,382). But more 
than 1.2 million people, about 10% of its 
population, earn less than Rs 20 a day with 
earnings of less than Rs 591 per month. The 
middle class and the upper middle class 
each account for 30% of its population and 
the rich the remaining 20%. (“The per capita 
incomes hide a sombre picture of huge 
disparities. There are people who are very 
rich, rich, middle-class, poor and very poor 
because most Indian cities are, as much 
as Indian society itself is, without inclusive 
growth.’’) 

Slums are situated on about 9%2 of the 
city’s total area and have similar proportion 
of civic amenities. The report brought out a 
fact that out of 54.1 % of the people that live 
in slums 97% have never attempted to move 
out of the slums, indicating “stagnation in 
personal economic status”. The slums are 
manifestations of deep structural poverty. 
The city is dependent on the slums for its 
supply of services and cheap goods. Slum 
dwellers are integral to the city but the city 
is aloof to their needs. 

Education in Bombay needs to be 
understood in this economic profile of the 
city. 

Education : The Political Economy and 
Changing Policy Framework: In Brief : 

Colonial Period : 

• The East India Company’s reign in the 
subcontinent began to unsettle the taboos 
imposed by sanctified Hindu religion 
barring women and ‘lower castes’ from 
learning. However, the Company remained 
indifferent to the provision of education till 
early 19th century; promoting few public 
schools of western learning to serve 
the higher classes. (For e.g. Macaulay’s 
Minutes, 1835 proposed creating a ‘class’ 
of ‘educated elite who later could provide 
education for ‘commoners’ – which came 
to be known as the ‘downward filtration 
theory’.)

• Wood’s Despatch - 1854 first document 
outlining the Company’s role in mass 
schooling – public subsidies; ‘grant-in- aids’ 
to ‘aided’ schools.

• Post 1857 the Crown supported mass 
schooling. Hunter Commission Report 
1883 - primary education gains focus. From 
1880’s, primary schooling decentralized, 
responsibility directed to local councils. 
(Bombay Primary Education Act of 1888.) 

• 1911 Literacy 7%. 1st Compulsory 
Education Act passed in Bombay in 1920.

• However these policies were merely 
notional, subsidising upper caste/class 
boys and most importantly marked by 
British under-spending on education. (In 
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1900, public primary school enrolment in 
U.S.A. almost 94% but British India was less 
than 5 %.)3

• 1947 Independence; literacy in India 18% 
(1951). 

1950 to 1985 :

• Constitutionally; education merely 
remained a Directive Principal (not 
Fundamental Right). Literacy grew (1951 
-18%, 1961 - 28%, 1971 - 35%, 1981 - 44%, 
1991 - 52%, 2001 - 65%) Right to education. 
Majority stayed outside schools; the 
differences in quality education indicative 
of the socio-economic status. 

• The National Education (Kothari) 
Commission (1964-66) “Good education 
instead of being available to all children from 
every stratum of society, is available only to a 
minority which is usually selected not on the 
basis of talent but on the basis of its capacity to 
pay fees. The identification and development 
of the total national pool of ability is greatly 
hampered. The position is thus undemocratic 
and inconsistent with the idea of an egalitarian 
society.” The leaders of new India didn’t pay 
heed to this historic warning.

• National Education Policy (NEP) 
1986. ‘Schools abysmal, 65% illiterate’. 
Universalization - ‘Operation Blackboard’.

• India accepted foreign investment 
in education from WB)-IMF; diluting 
commitments of NEP 1986 (POA, 1992). 

‘Non-formal Education’ (NFE) classes in 
make-shift places by untrained, underpaid 
tutors became a norm. 

1990 to 2009 : 

• 1990 WB-IMF ‘Education for All’ 
Conference, further reducing Constitutional 
commitments - 8 years of elementary 
schooling to 5 years.

• 2000 Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan (SSA) 
by National Democratic Alliance (NDA) 
epitomized this. The State further reducing 
commitment to quality education. 
Education disparity engraved on existing 
caste-gender-economic inequalities.

• 1993 Unnikrishnan Judgment of Supreme 
Court. Reminding political leadership of 
unfulfilled Constitutional promise; equating 
education with Article 21, Right to Life. But 
as strong winds of liberalization lashed 
India this indictment was pushed under the 
carpet.

• 2002; Parliament passes 86th 
Constitutional Amendment negating 
Constitutional commitment to pre-primary 
education to 17 Crore children and equal 
quality education for all.

• The Non-formalization of Education: 
Widening the Inequality Gap : Massive 
involvement of NGOs. Mere literacy lauded 
as ‘innovations’. Limited to equipping ‘poor’ 
children with skills of literacy-numeracy 
or ‘English-speaking’ usually by semi-
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educated and untrained volunteers in 
make-shift premises. The Government 
readily co-opted these to reduce costs and 
commitment. 

• Self-fulfilling prophecy– poor investment, 
lack of pre-primary and secondary 
schools, multi-grade classrooms, teachers 
burdened with non-academic duties, knee-
jerk pedagogy schemes; further lowering 
standards of government schools forcing 
the poor to ‘reject’ them. International 
experts and bureaucrats support closer of 
government schools, making more room 
for privatization.

• Enter PPP. With the RtE 2009, dilution of 
school education and privatisation takes 
another form. Now not just NGOs but 
profit-making private business takes-over 
schools where profit is assured and real-
estate booms. The noose around a wide 
network of local government schools is 
rapidly tightening. 

Back to Mumbai :

Types of schools in Mumbai : There have 
been and exist many types of schools 
in Mumbai representing a range of how 
much and what quality of education they 
provide. They follow the curriculums and 
norms of different school boards. The 
private ‘unaided’ schools - recognised/
unrecognised; are run by charitable trusts, 
religious bodies, corporate foundations. 
These so called private, ‘un-aided’ schools 
are constructed on leased public land, and 

are given sizable tax benefits. There is 
also miniscule number of ‘Central Schools’ 
for the children of central government 
employees. 

The BMC has the largest number of schools. 
It is probably the only such body which 
provides instruction in 8 different languages. 
Marathi, Hindi, Urdu, Gujarati, Tamil, Telugu, 
Kannada and English.1 It is the poorest of 
the very poor that send their children to 
the BMC schools. A study done in 1978 
by Prof. J.K. Lindsey, University of British 
Columbia examined this phenomenon in 
detail “placed within and related to, the 
social structure and historical perspective”. 
It is interesting that Lindsey curiously used 
a term “Lumpen Proletariat” to describe the 
class which attends the BMC schools. It is 
indeed interesting to note that this exactly 
is the class which is iconised as the ‘lumpen 
hero’ winning the TV ‘Knowledge Contest’ in 
the movie ‘Slumdog Millionaire’. 

Till the 1980s a sizable proportion of the 
middle class sent their children to BMC 
schools for primary education. The current 
generation of successful professionals and 
administrators are living evidence of the 
fact that BMC schools in combination with 
State aided schools functioned as a robust, 
viable educational system for the majority 
of Bombay’s citizens. 

The BMC schools are free and give several 
incentives including hot-meals (under the 
directions of the Right to Food case in the 
Supreme Court), uniforms, books, writing 
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materials, and have meritorious teachers. 
Whereas the aided schools charge at the 
current rate between Rs. 7,000/- to 35,000/- 
and  the  un-aided  private schools for the 
rich  charge  between  Rs. 50, 000/-   to   
Rs. 4, 00, 000/- per annum. Despite this 
even the poor ‘prefer to choose private 
education’.

The reasons behind the declining enrolment 
of children in the Municipal Schools are 
woven into the National policies. 

- Lack of access to complete schooling - 
from pre-primary to class X. 

- Burden of non-teaching duties and 
rationalisation of teacher-pupil-ratio 
The teachers are either out of class or 
are manning multiple classrooms making 
teaching learning virtually impossible. 

- Haphazard Pre-school education policy 
in the BMC and largely dependent on 
support from NGOs. 

- Lure of English attracting many to 
‘English medium education’ where English 
proficiency in the teaching staff is poor and 
non-existent in the pupils. As a result the 
students merely re-produce textual content 
but are hampered in their vocabulary, ability 
to think and communicate independently 
either in English or in their mother-tongue.

- Decreasing number of BMC schools 
over the period from 1341 in 1981 when the 
population of Mumbai has grown (in 1981 

– from 3,285.042 to 22 million in 2015) the 
BMC schools number 1174 in 2011. In 2015 
there are 1252 BMC schools including new 
ones started by BMC as well as schools 
under PPP. 5

- Children Out-of-School (OOSC) & 
working Children : Data discrepancies in the 
number of OOSC is disturbingly glaring and 
have implications on educational planning. 
Here are a few examples; A one day on-
site survey carried out by the Education 
Department, Government of Maharashtra 
on 4th of July 2015 estimated that there 
are 18,625 OOSC in Mumbai and 46,713 in 
Maharashtra. As per this data Mumbai has 
the highest number of OOSC in the State. 
This survey was criticised by experts to 
be sketchy and inaccurate and thus the 
State Government ordered another similar 
survey to be held on 31st July 2015 which 
was not carried-out in most parts of the 
State including Mumbai due to the lack of 
preparedness of the team. Another figure is 
based on the Annual Work Plan and Budget 
for Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan submitted by the 
Education Department of BMC. Here the 
department claims that there are only 2595 
OOSC at end of 2014 academic year. While 
a Committee appointed by the Maharashtra 
State Council for Education Research and 
Training in 2014 estimated the total number 
of children out of school in Maharashtra to 
be more than 80,000 during 2013-14 i.e. 
nearly double that of the current estimate. 
(Times of India, | Jul 7, 2015)6
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- Slum Demolition and Displacement : 
Families are forcibly evicted to the furthest 
city limits. Children leave school due to long 
distances and/or not finding a BMC school 
of their mother-tongue. Prolonged absence 
also stifles motivation. 

Crystallisation of Neo-liberal Agenda: The 
Public Private Partnerships : 

The BMC Education Department has been 
steadily encouraging the role of Corporate-
NGO sector since 1990. For  nearly 15 
years this involvement has been haphazard 
and has been christened variously 
‘School Adoption Programme’, Public 
Private Partnership Programme’ ‘School 
Support Programme’, ‘School Excellence 
Programme’ etc. In 2006-2007 the erstwhile 
Community Development Department was 
converted into the PPP Cell. It is recorded 
that budgetary and accounting systems 
during the same period refer to changes 
to match the Structural Adjustment Policy 
(SAP). Since 2009 there is complete take-
over of schools by some NGOs where 
the staff, methodology are that of the 
NGOs choosing. The teaching staff in 
all these ‘adopted’ schools is of varying 
qualifications from Class XII pass to Post-
Graduate but largely unqualified to teach as 
per government norms. 

The PPP policy of 2013 passed in the 
House invokes the requirements of the 
WB and Department For International 
Development (DIFID). A major difference 
from an earlier 2007 draft is that; earlier 
the NGOs were meant to contribute their 

financial resources to adopted’ schools 
(the teacher salaries and other material 
expenses). In 2013 policy the BMC funds 
will now be handed over to the NGOs (and 
corporate houses) for their (unqualified) 
staff. This specifically appointed staff will 
be ‘temporary’, not allowed to unionise 
or claim worker’s rights. Restrictions of 
methodology and inspection will not be 
applied to the ‘adopted schools’. Members 
of the monitoring committee under this plan 
are those from the bureaucracy, business 
houses and select NGOs. The BMC schools 
with over-burdened, demoralised teachers, 
largely kept away from teaching-learning 
tasks, managing multiple classes, will be 
compelled to compete with the NGOs. 
Gradually the BMC schools located on 
prime-real estate may be handed over/
leased to private capital. Ironically this 
development is in tandem with the RtE 09 
Act which supports PPP/‘Model Schools’. 

Education and Geography: Linked to the 
Land - Places, Planning and Prospects : 

Within this city there are multiple ones. 
Just as there are areas with extreme wealth 
there are several with extreme poverty. 
These are mainly at the eastern and 
western tip of the city. These have ‘come-
up’ during the last two decades after India 
privatised its ‘protected’ sectors’ of road 
building, power, mining, water. These are 
relatively new migrants speaking mainly 
Hindi, Urdu, a variety of southern languages 
and belong to the lowest of Hindu castes, 
the neo-Buddhist and Muslims.
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The number of BMC schools in all wards 
reveals how the various grades of schools 
(primary, upper-primary and secondary) 
are unevenly spaced in the areas and how 
they are inversely proportionate to the 
density of population in the wards. Lack 
of secondary schools creates a range of 
impediments in quality education. Parents 
choose hardships but prefer to put children 
through schools from pre-primary up till 
class X, as mere primary schooling does 
not have value in today’s world. Thus 
schools only till lower/upper primary means 
- low enrolment, skewed teacher-pupil-ratio, 
leading to multi-grade classrooms, lack of 
teaching-learning; with the gross result of 
even the poor rejecting them and opting for 
low-grade private schooling. 

A noteworthy issue here is that when the 
middle class and the working class lived 
side by side in south and central Bombay 
(till early 1980s) the BMC schools were 
in relatively better number and even the 
secondary schools were in comparatively 
better proportion. This reveals how the 
class of planners and administrators allied 
with the interests and aspirations of those 
similar to them. Further it also reveals that in 
the pre-liberalisation era the BMC accepted 
its responsibility towards continuous 
education. Post the 1990s however only a 
minuscule number of secondary schools 
were built by the BMC. 

Information sought through RTI in 2001 
reveals that while in South and Central 
Mumbai where the population density and 

the slum population is negligible the ratio 
of primary to secondary schools is much 
higher. For example; in South Mumbai’s B 
ward where the population was 1, 40,481 
the ratio of primary to secondary schools 
was 5:1. While in Western suburbs where 
population in H/W 3, 36, 051 and K/E 8, 
06, 360 was higher the ratio was 41: 1 and 
74:1 respectively. Where population is much 
higher at the western and eastern tips of 
the city, R/N (3, 63, 991) in M/E (6, 72, 767) 
M/W (4, 08, 077) and L (7, 74, 812), and S (6, 
91, 107) there are no municipal secondary 
schools.7

Ironically; areas with higher density of slum 
population have a lower number of BMC 
schools providing secondary education. (S 
ward has the highest slum population at 
85.8 %, followed by L ward with 84.7 %, H/E 
ward with 78.8 % and M/E with 77.5 %. The 
literacy rates also are representative of this 
picture and are as follows. A-75 %, B-75 %, C 
-83 %, D-82 %, S-78 %, M/E - 66 %.)

The argument that education contributes 
to poverty alleviation and quality of life 
is clearly reflected in the correlation in 
literacy, rank in Human Development Index, 
and poverty. For example; C ward in South 
Mumbai has 0% slum population, 83% 
literacy and ranked .83 in HDI. Whereas 
M/E with nearly 78% slum population had 
66% literacy and ranked .05 in HDI.8 The HDI 
rank is indicative of general well-being. It is 
not just educational facilities but even other 
civic amenities that contribute to this well-
being and it is well-known that it is given 

Book 17.indb   414 01/03/17   6:37 PM



Mumbai Reader 2017 415

to those with more bargaining power and 
withdrawn from those who sorely need it. 
This tendency has existed from the British 
period creating islands of wealth and 
ghettos of suffering. 

As these pieces come together the jigsaw 
puzzle falls in place. It is evident then how 
civil amenities, economics of land, social 
mobility are inter-meshed and how in this 
economic capital of India the future of 
the traditionally weaker-sections is pre-
decided. 

How does the civil society and media look 
at education? The fundamental questions 
why nearly 50% of India’s population is 
illiterate after 60 years of Independence 
and who are these people, are seldom 
asked. Understanding of the nature of 
knowledge also lacks depth. The Oscar 
winning ‘Slumdog Millionaire’ epitomized 
this symbol of bite-size knowledge and the 
victory to the chosen poor.

Summing up :

The thus far traversed trajectory of 
unfulfilled promises resulting in the 
unfortunate RtE Act 09; tells us that; 17 crore 
children will be denied health, nutrition and 
education in their crucial, formative years. 
From a total of about 90% able children 
above 6 years will be enrolled in primary 
schools but nearly 50% of them will attend 
schools with teachers manning multi-grade 
classes and non-teaching responsibilities. 
With the lack of pre-primary foundation and 

absence of full-time teachers about 40% of 
those enrolled in BMC schools will not even 
be able to acquire basics of the 3Rs and be 
mechanically ‘promoted’ to class VIII or exist 
only on school registers. On completion 
of 14 years the child will not be ready to 
move even to a low fee-paying school even 
if the parents pool together their meagre 
earnings. Finally; the family will reconcile 
to their children continuing in the ranks of 
unskilled labourers. Some of them will opt 
for seemingly easy ‘underground life’. The 
class VIII child having attained 14 years will 
lose her right to education and will not dare 
dream of anything more than a hot square 
meal a day. 

The RtE 09 Act will have done its job 
of having a high percentage ‘literate’ 
population without disturbing the age-old 
balance of power. Meanwhile films like 
‘Slumdog Millionaire’ will be produced, and 
the media will celebrate their achievements. 

The Right of Children to Free and 
Compulsory Education Act 2009 : 

Denial of Constitutional rights to Pre-
Primary Education and Care to children 
between 0 to 6 years.

Booming business of education. The RtE 
2009 remains silent on the issue the of cost 
of education. (Birla-Ambani Report - 2000, 
pegs private sector turnover to 37% of total). 
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RtE 2009 takes ‘low-quality’ of Government 
schools as a fait-accompli and channelizes 
Government resources to private enterprise. 
(Section 12: 25% reservation for children 
from economically weaker sections to ‘un-
aided’, Government to reimburse expenses. 
Besides free land, subsidised power, water, 
tax benefits additional public revenues to 
be officially transferred.)

RtE Act silent on education of the disabled 
- makes a mere reference to norms of 
‘Disabled Persons’ Act, 1995. 

RtE 2009 does not even allow the natural 
right to redressal in a court of law. 
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