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THE GURU AND THE PROFESSIONAL: 
THE DILEMMA OF 

THE SECONDARY SCHOOL TEACHER 
IN POONA, INDIA 

PRATIMA KALE 

THE PAPER1 attempts to analyze the contradictions and dilemma of status and 
role as projected by the secondary school teacher in Poona,2 India, and the teach- 
ers' ideological adaptations to structural reality. The contradictions and adapta- 
tions can be seen in a variety of occupational identities and self images of the 
teacher such as the traditional Indian Guru, the modern western pedagogue, 
the professional, the academic salesman and the bureaucratic functionary. In 
part the image is formulated from an internalized set of positive and negative 
values, attitudes, and ideology that the individual teacher associates with his role. 
For the other part the image is the result of historical developments and cultural 
traditions to a large extent determine the status and the role of the teacher in re- 
lation to the larger society. 

The set of attitudes, values and expectations associated with the teacher is 
symbolized in the Indian tradition by the word Guru.3 This Sanskrit word, the 
use of which goes back more than twenty five hundred years, has a broad spec- 
trum of meaning-from the teacher in the pedagogic sense to the spiritual guide 
and mentor. In its earliest use the Guru or Acdrya was a teacher of the holy texts 
of the Vedas and the various formal and substantive skills needed for their study 
(for example: grammar, metrics, etymology, mnemonics), as well as a person 
who led the student into philosophical inquiry with questions and answers. For 
a major part of his adolescence, the student in ancient India lived with his Guru 
as a member of the Guru's extended family. The Guru was a Brdmana and his 
students were a selective group drawn from the Brdhamanza, Ksatriya and Vaisya 
families. 

1 The data for this paper were collected in the course of an exploratory study conducted in 
Poona in the summer and fall of 1968, aimed at a sociological analysis of the career of the secon- 
dary school teacher of that city. Unstructured interviews with 105 teachers from 15 secondary 
schools were the main source of information. A selective rather than a random sample of schools 
and teachers was used for the study. 

2 Poona is the second largest city of Maharashtra with a population of 721,896 according to 
the census of 1961. For more than 100 years before 1818, when it finally came under the British 
rule, Poona was the capital of the Peshwas who headed the Maratha Confederacy, which was the 
most dominant force in the Indian history in the 18th century. 

Its importance, today, rests on its claims as an educational and cultural center of the state of 
Maharashtra with many administrative agencies located there. The major language of the city is Marathi which is spoken as mother tongue by 67.57 per cent of its population. Most of the pop- ulation is in the lower and lower-middle income brackets. 

3S. Altekar, Education in Ancient India (Banphatak, Varanasi: Nand Kishore & Bros., 1965), 
pp. 49-72; Veda Mitra, Education in Ancient India (New Delhi: Arya Book Depot, 1964), pp. 40-53. 
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Due to close personal contact between the Guru and his students, the Guru 
could influence the student's life and shape his beliefs, values and moral behav- 
ior. The use of books was rare and knowledge was orally transmitted which made 
the Guru indispensable. The Guru received his reward from the student in the 
form of GuruDaksind., which was not a fixed fee but rather a token of gratitude 
and respect offered by the student at the end of his stay in the Guru's home-the 
Gurukula. The qualities of sacrifice, devotion and a disinterested approach to 
material wealth were essential parts of the Guru image, as they were also a part of 
the Brdhmana Varna, to which the teachers generally belonged. The Guru, as a 

philosopher, thinker, and man of knowledge enjoyed high prestige and status in 

society as one who divorced himself from power as well as material wealth. 
The other type of Guru was a teacher of 'Silpas' (arts and crafts) and Sastras 

(scriptural sciences).4 The Guru as a teacher of arts and crafts, not necessarily 
belonging to the Brdhmana Varna, was a person with special skills. He was fully 
familiar with the semi-scriptural Sanskrit texts related to arts and crafts, and was 
also a practitioner of them. 

The idea of a Guru who was respected not for his learning or his ability to 
teach, but for his inspirational qualities, began to develop during the Hindu revival 
after the period of Buddhist ascendancy in the 7th Century. The Buddhist and 

Jain doctrines, which emphasized the messianic powers of persons and the later 
Hindu Bhakti (devotional) movement, helped create a cult of personality 
around this spiritual, mystical Guru whom the devotee enshrined as a personal 
prophet and mentor. Many of the contemporary forms of popular Hinduism cen- 
ter around the personalities of various Guru figures, not only those who lived in 
the past but also those who are living today even in modern cities like Bombay. 
It is not necessary for a Guru of this type even to be knowledgeable. He is a figure 
of supreme authority whose existence depends upon the unquestioning faith of 
the followers. 

A number of these traditional aspects of the Guru image have become a part 
of the contemporary teacher's ideology and claims. Some teacher-respondents 
tended to view teaching as a noble duty comparable to that of the Guru. The 

concept of sacrifice and disinterest in material wealth is also claimed to be a part 
of the teacher's ideology. Therefore a number of teachers expressed a sense of 
shame and guilt as they talked about the teachers' militant attempts to demand 
higher pay, for such militant actions do not correspond with their image of the 
nobility of their profession. But they observed that the teacher cannot perform 
the expected Guru role in a time of rising costs of living, struggle and change. 

The other element of the Guru image that is emphasized by teachers is in- 
sistence on the student's respect for the teacher and his unquestioned faith in the 
teacher's authority, knowledge and indispensability. Teachers complain that 
students today have little respect for the teacher and his authority. Many teach- 

SFor a description of eighteen Silpas see Altekar, op. cit. pp. 329-31. 
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ers find it difficult to accept the idea of students questioning and challenging their 
information or explanations. 

A quite different image associated with the teacher is that of the western 
pedagogue which was introduced in the nineteenth century under British rule. 
When the aims and the pattern of education in India were determined in 1835 
by Macaulay, and the organization of education was determined by the Wood's 
Despatch in 1854, a system of public education called the Grant-in-aid Code 
system was established. According to this system the schools were maintained and 
managed by local authorities, private managements, local committees or private 
proprietors and by the Education Department. Observation of regulations gov- 
erning curriculum, textbooks and organizational details, and regular inspection 
were the conditions for government recognition and support. 

In this system, as Arthur Mayhew has observed, the schoolmaster was a func- 
tionary caught up in the bureaucratic organization. 

The master enmeshed in the network of our Indian system works with code in 
hand.... There are "returns" to be submitted periodically, regulations to be fol- 
lowed, examinations in which a percentage of passes is to be obtained, and an in- 
spector, more regular in his visitation than famine or the plague, who, in the 
course of a few minutes, must be convinced that no rule has been broken and that 
something practical has been done. The man who is noticed, and who achieves pro- 
motion in government service... is the "window dresser", well versed in the rules 
and the personal idiosyncrasies of the inspector, and regarding his pupils as units 
in a percentage scheme rather than as living personalities .... His real self, possibly a very attractive one, will be resumed when he discards his professional coat in the 
other world of his home after the day's work is done.5 

Although attempts were made by the British officials and the Indians to improve 
the conditions, the image of the alienated bureaucratic employee was strongly 
developed during the nineteenth and the early part of the twentieth centuries. 

The revolutionary changes in the British ideology of education between the 
two world wars, characterized as New Education, were reflected in secondary edu- 
cation in India. The philosophy of New Education was introduced in the govern- 
ment Secondary Training College in Bombay under the leadership of Principal H. R. Hamley and Professor R. P. Carr, who was one among the few Indians to 
receive the Teacher's Diploma in England." Sir Percy Nunn's Education: Its 
Data and First Principles became the new educator's bible in the training col- 
lege.7 

Influenced by the ideas of Montessori, Parkhurst, and Cook the New Educa- 
tion was viewed as a two-way process of exchange between the teacher and the 

"5 Arthur Mayhew, The Education of India (London, Faber and Gwyer, 1925), pp. 72-73. 
"O P. K. Atre, Mi Kasa Jhdlo? [in Marathi] (Bombay, Parchure Prakasan Mandir, 1953), pp. 119-20. 
7 Sir Percy Nunn, Education: Its Data and First Principles (London: Edward Arnold and Co., 1920). 
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student rather than a one-way flow of information from teacher to student. In the 
Indian setting the emphasis on the lecture method and the translation method 
was shifted to the Direct method, the Project method, the Dalton Plan of self- 
education, and the Dramatization method. The young enthusiastic trainees in 
the training colleges who began to learn about this ideal type role of the new 
teacher tried to put some of these ideas into practice. The teacher following the 
Direct method was expected not to use the mother tongue to explain difficult 

English words, but to use only the English language along with visual aids, move- 
ments, facial expressions and actions. Some of the anecdotes that are often told 

point to the trainees' exaggerated efforts in following the Direct method. The 

story goes that a trainee brought a bed and a blanket to the classroom and made 
each student sleep on the bed to explain the word 'sleep' by the Direct method. 
Another trainee dressed himself as a lawyer in order to teach the word 'lawyer' to 
his class.8 

The new teacher, however, for the most part, existed as a curricular abstrac- 
tion and examination topic for the trainee while he was in the training college. 
It was hard for him to see the teacher as anything but the central figure in the 
educational process. 

Even today, this aura of slight ridiculousness and unreality regarding teacher 
education persists, despite the fact that the state department of education has 
made it an essential part of a teacher's career, making it a "valuable."' Most of 
the teacher-respondents judged that their teacher training was not a relevant and 
useful experience in terms of daily teaching. 

After independence, national development became the chief goal and the 
teacher was given the new role of nation-builder. The teacher's key role in pro- 
moting national development, while preserving India's cultural heritage, was 

emphasized in all Five Year Plans and by different Education Commissions. The 

Report of the Secondary Education Commission, for example, stated, "We are 
convinced that the most important factor in the contemplated educational re- 
construction is the teacher.... Priority of consideration must, therefore, be given 
to the various problems connected with the improvement of their status."'10 

This image of the nation-builder appears in some of the teacher-respondents' 
arguments. They claim a role in society by attaching elements of altruistic moti- 
vation and devotion to the service they offer to the nation in building the char- 
acter and the future of the new generation. 

Along with this positive image as nation-builder, the bureaucratic employee 
image continues to be associated with the teacher. The pattern of organization 

8 Atre, op. cit. pp. 122-23. 
g For a discussion of the concept of "valuables" see Blanch Geer, "Occupational Commitment 

and the Teaching Profession," in Institutions and the Person, ed. by Howard S. Becker et al. 
(Chicago: Aldine Publishing Co., 1968), pp. 221-234. 

10Report of the Secondary Education Commission (October 1952- June 1953), (Ministry of 
Education, Government of India, Publication No. 165, February 1956), p. 155. 
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of education and the Grant-in-aid code system introduced during the British rule 
remain basically unchanged. In the new system the teachers' salary scales in the 
non-government aided schools have been standardized and the private manage- 
ment is controlled much more by the Department of Education in favor of the 
teacher. But the teacher still must comply with the rules of the bureaucracy in 
minute detail. He keeps the student attendance records and prepares report cards 
according to the regulations of the Department. He gives the required number 
of assignments in class and makes sure to grade them all before the inspection 
day. He follows the syllabus and the textbooks prepared and approved by the 
Department. The goal of his teaching is to prepare his students for the SSC Ex- 
amination, and his success is measured in terms of the percentage of passes from 
his class. The bureaucratic organization, it is argued, destroys the teacher's en- 
thusiasm and autonomy while turning him into a bureaucratic employee. 

To further depress the teacher image, the teacher is not viewed as a scholar 
or an intellectual. Most of the student-teachers at training colleges hold bache- 
lor's degrees with third class."1 They are seen, therefore, as mediocre persons with 
college education but without any scholastic distinction, who, for want of another 
career, become teachers. 

Private coaching classes, tuitions to individual students on a fee basis, and 
writing of study guides and 'cribs', which are looked upon as crass commer- 
cialism by teachers and non-teachers alike, reinforce this view of the teacher. 
Many of the coaching classes in Poona which began as moon-lighting or inde- 
pendent entrepreneurial activity of gifted teachers have turned into large or- 
ganizations. The hordes of students preparing for the statewide SSC Examina- 
tions create a demand for their services. The tuition or coaching class teacher 
tries to give the student an effective examination technique, based mostly on 
memorization of ready-made answers. Referring to this practice a teacher-re- 
spondent said, "Teaching in recent years has been commercialized. Teachers 
earn five times more money from tutoring than from regular salary. They have 
turned teaching into a business-a corrupt business. Why do they do that? Be- 
cause they have no security. The society expects the school master to be a mis- 
sionary but does not give him the security, income, insurance, pension that he 
needs."12 

Nevertheless, in my discussions with the teachers in Poona it was evident that 
they do use the term "professional" to describe themselves. They look upon teach- 
ing as a morally desirable activity in which altruistic motivations and devotion 
are emphasized. In this respect they come close to the Guru image. Both images 
are used by the teachers to lay claim to honorable titles and to demand higher 
status and prestige. We can see here the traditional image merging with the mod- 

"11J. K. Shukla, "Professional Preparation of School Teachers-Changing Trends," A paper 
presented at the seminar on "Sociology of the Teaching Profession in India" (February 5-10, 
1968), [Mimeographed copy of the report prepared by S. P. Ruhela, (NCERT, New Delhi, 1968)]. 2 Interview No. 11. 
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ern. The teachers tend to view both the traditional and the modern images as 

symbols and compare them with the quite different reality of the teaching career. 
These contradictions need to be understood in a sociological analysis of the 

teaching career. The status of an occupational group is determined by the larger 
society. The researcher does not grant or withhold the status. Instead, what he 
can legitimately do is to raise questions such as-What are the characteristics of 
the symbol "profession" as viewed by the occupational group of teachers? How do 

they project the objective reality as differing from the projected symbol? How do 

they make ideological adaptations to the structural reality of their occupation in 
order to deal with the contradictions between symbol and reality? 

The teachers' projected symbol is of a profession nobly dedicated to the ser- 
vice of society, a body of trained and qualified men, confident in their knowledge 
of what is best for their clients, with full freedom to do what they think best in 
educational matters. From this flows the professional's high prestige, status and 
income. 

According to the teachers, their own occupation's failure to approach this 

image derives more from defects of the social structure than from their own 

shortcomings. Teachers assert that if they received higher incomes, their status 
would improve and then they would offer better services. Students with better 

qualifications would enter teaching and the quality of education would be im- 

proved. Instead, the complaint goes, the teacher is labeled an intellectual 

mediocrity, and looked down upon as an academic salesman, when he tries to sell 
his coaching expertise on the tutoring market. Rigid standardization of the syl- 
labus, textbooks, examinations and inspection turn the teacher into a bureau- 
cratic employee who cannot hope to enjoy the freedom and autonomy of the 

professional. 
Thus, the deviations of teacher status and behavior from the projected sym- 

bol are viewed as adaptations to structural reality, while the teacher continues 
to look up to the ideal image. 

Which one of these complex images the individual teacher identifies with 
seems to depend on his own career pattern and stage, and on the informal or- 

ganization of the school with which he is involved. A teacher looking back to his 
successful teaching career at the age of sixty-one feels that the teacher's low status 
is a myth. Teaching, for him, remains an honorable profession. Of course, it all 

depends on the individual teacher, he argues. If a teacher asks for extra money 
every time he does a little extra work, he turns teaching into a job.13 On the 
other hand the young teacher feels ashamed of himself when he thinks that cir- 
cumstances forced him to choose teaching as a career though his true aspiration was 
to become an accountant.14 

18 Interview No. 12. 
"14 Interview No. 40. 
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