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Introduction:  textbooks, texts, and liberal spaces 

  “I am content when wakened birds, 
   Before they fly, test the reality 
  Of misty fields, by their sweet questionings..” 

- Wallace Stevens 
 

“Have you ever read the Constitution? Of course you haven't: it's boring as hell. 
It's for nerds”.   - Joel Stein 
 
 

The teaching of social science, to my mind, involves enabling students to make sense 

of society in a classroom that values critical engagement and depth. The setting up of 

such a classroom includes recasting it in a very real way as a microcosm of a liberal 

society. Such a space would be open-minded, value individual liberty and encourage 

looking critically at material and issues. Such a space may not be orderly and the 

conversations within it may take unexpected, even controversial turns. 

The meaningful teaching of political science in the specific context of a pre-

university (Grades 11 and 12) classroom would be predicated on this kind of enabling 

classroom. The fact is that political science classes at this level tend, by and large, not 

to look like the picture described above. For a variety of reasons the situation is vastly 

different: 

It is important to reflect on the way society views the social sciences. More often 
than not it is seen as an easy option for those who do not wish to/ considered not 
capable of working hard. The societal premium on the natural and physical 
sciences – more specifically medicine and the various shades of engineering, is a 
direct corollary of the dominant social mood prevalent for quite some time now. 
This mood clearly indicates that competence and capacity are reflected in a 
person being trained to be a a doctor, an engineer, a chartered accountant or at 
least a pure science or commerce graduate, necessarily in that order (Shastri, 2005). 

The challenge of creating a lively liberal space where real learning in political science 

(indeed all social sciences) takes place, involves confronting some of the concerns 
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mentioned above. The kind of situation Shastri describes leads inevitably to classes 

where there is virtually no discussion, and an almost total reliance on textbooks and 

guides. In the interests of fairness it must be conceded that some recent textbooks in 

political science commissioned by the National Council for Educational Research and 

Training (NCERT) have moved away from the restricting approach of those produced by 

private publishers and provided possibilities for exploration and discussion within the 

pedagogical design of the textbooks itself. Nevertheless, I would maintain that the 

NCERT initiative, though a necessary and welcome change to support the classroom as 

a liberal space, is not sufficient to ensure that this happens. 

In significant ways, textbooks and guides do not support, in the Indian context, 

good practice in social science teaching. The nexus between the high stakes 

examination system (in Grades 10 and 12) and textbook publishers significantly 

undermines the classroom as a liberal/argumentative space. Textbooks and guides 

provide in packaged form what good teaching would like to arrive at through discussion 

and exploration. For example a ready-made response in point form will be available to a 

fairly complex question like: Does the Indian constitution have strong unitary traits 

despite being federal in form? This question is perplexing and an answer ought to have 

come from interrogating constitutional provisions, considering contemporary historical 

events and making sense of them. This rarely happens. In other words, the situation on 

the ground does not (at least in the high stakes examination) reward so worthy a project 

as developing a constitutional sensibility. Therefore, the challenge for the political 

science teacher is to make the classroom a vibrant centre of liberal debate and 

exploration, without disadvantaging the students in high stakes examinations, for a 
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strong performance in these, opens doors in higher education. I am convinced that we 

do not have the option of either/or in this situation. 

A possible way to do this would be to deploy both the text book and the text 

within a context provided by newspapers. I use the two words textbook and text 

differently. The first I have explained earlier. The text in this paper is the constitution, a 

primary source, unmediated by the text book writer. It is also a socially embedded 

source, understood because it assumes ‘the existence of shared meanings and 

practices’ and is ‘encoded in a form that is accessible to others’. It also makes sense if 

we refer to the ‘shared linguistic and social practices’ of our time (G.Mahajan, 1992). 

The constitution as text enables us to deploy the textbook in a very different way: the 

former providing a critique of the latter. 

Finally, newspapers become an easily available resource to both uncover the 

text’s meanings and undermine the textbook’s stranglehold. This whole approach pre-

supposes a growing familiarity with newspapers, magazines (in paper or digital form) 

and a range of news-providing or controversy-generating forms of popular culture. Not 

to locate the constitution amidst this existential mess would constitute a failure to 

recognize that ‘context …is temporal. It is located in the here and now and places the 

individual’s learning within the framework of other larger social, economic and cultural 

structures’ (Narayanan, 2008).  

My Context 

This paper draws on my twenty years of experience as a teacher of political science at a 

small school in Bangalore. It attempts to convey a sense of how I tried to create a 
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classroom context where discussion and interrogation were at the very heart of the 

teaching and learning process.  

 I teach a course called Political Science 852, offered by the Council for the 

Indian School Certificate Examinations as an elective subject for the Indian School 

Certificate, a pre-university programme. This course is offered over two years (Grades 

11 and 12) and includes political theory and an introduction to the Indian political system 

in the first year and a comparative study of the United States, United Kingdom and 

Indian political systems in the second year.  

The class typically has between ten and twenty students. All the students of the 

class come from upper middle class families, beneficiaries of the post 1991 policy of 

economic liberalization. Most of these students would privilege economics over politics 

in their personal ideologies. The constitution of India, which is the protagonist of this 

paper, is for them a voluminous and obscure tome, far removed from their immediate 

concerns1

Finally, in setting the context, it must be reiterated that this course can be taught 

without requiring the class to get their teeth into a complex primary source like the 

.  Some of them will have a rudimentary understanding of the bare bones of 

the Indian political system, thanks to the compulsory study of a subject called Civics in 

Grades 9 and 10. In terms of gender, this class tends to have more girls than boys, 

reflecting a deeply embedded middle class aversion to the social sciences and 

humanities and a perception that boys are naturally inclined to the pure “hard” sciences. 

                                                           
 
1 Some years ago, a former student of mine brought one of the original copies of the constitution (given to 
all the members of the Constituent Assembly, who were signatories of the constitutional document) to 
school. This document filled me with excitement and I shared it with my students. Suffice to say that the 
response was less than overwhelming. In what could perhaps charitably be described in terms of 
adolescent ennui, the reaction of the students was lukewarm at best.  
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Constitution of India. In India, like other countries which have high stakes public 

examinations in Grades 10 and 12, an effective strategy to secure success in these 

examinations can be developed that precludes any sort engagement with anything as 

complicated as a constitutional document. There had to be other, no less compelling 

reasons, to introduce the constitution into the classroom narrative.  

Key Question and Approach 

I reflect on my practice over the last two decades and answer the following question: 

Does an interrogative approach to the study of the constitution of India lead to the 

development of a constitutional sensibility? By this I mean a sense that the constitution 

is source of rights but also a site of contestation. This sensibility also entails an 

understanding that the constitution is complicated and layered. 

Such an approach, minimally, involves the following: 

a) Creating opportunities for interrogation and contestation in the classroom, looking 

at past and ongoing issues and cases in the light of the constitution. 

b) Getting students to identify and explore tensions (both potential and unresolved) 

within the constitutional document itself. 

Teaching with the Constitution 

The Constitution  

The constitution of India has long held a deep fascination for me. A long and incredibly 

detailed document, it contains 395 articles and 12 schedules. It describes the structure 

of the Union (federal), state and local governments. It details fundamental rights and 

duties, lists the languages of the nation, identifies in meticulous detail the areas of 

legislative competence for each level of government and addresses a host of other 
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questions relating to government. It is difficult for me to regard it as anything short of an 

extraordinary accomplishment, ‘perhaps the greatest political venture since that 

originated in Philadelphia in 1787’ (Granville Austin, quoted in Guha, 2007). 

 The constitution has also been, over the last sixty years, a deeply contested 

document. It has been amended over ninety times, some of its provisions misused and 

its basic structure a matter of controversy between the legislature and the judiciary. A 

recent book described India’s dilemma about its constitution in the following words: 

The tension inherent in the desire to achieve radical social and political change while 
preserving the constitution was recognized by Nehru at the founding of the Indian 
republic, and has remained at the fore of Indian constitutional development through 
the twentieth century. This paradoxical urge to ensure fixity in our constitutional 
arrangements while allowing for the possibility of constitutional change has returned 
to the forefront of national debates at the start of the twenty first century. 
(Krishnaswamy, 2009). 

 
Another writer, one of the country’s leading constitutional lawyers was less nuanced. He 

titled his book Our Constitution Defaced and Defiled (Palkhivala, 1974); making no 

secret of his antipathy for most of the amendments that had been made to the 

constitution up to that point. Controversy has visited the institutions set up by the 

constitution as well. In recent times, two controversies have undermined the prestige of 

the judiciary, often regarded as the most respected branch of government. The first 

involved a respected constitutional lawyer and former law minister alleging corruption in 

the Supreme Court of India, allegations that have led to contempt of court proceedings 

being initiated against him (Bhushan, 2010). The second was the Allahabad High 

Court’s judgment in the controversial Ayodhya case, where, in the view of some 

analysts, the idea of constitutional supremacy was sacrificed to subjective notions of 

religious belief (Ramakrishnan, 2010; Noorani, 2010; Naqvi, 2010).  In summary, our 
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use of the constitution as text had to be informed by sensitivity to all the controversy and 

debates surrounding the constitutional document itself.  

The rest of this paper describes my attempt to understand and address the 

challenge of bringing the constitution to the centre stage of my teaching of political 

science. 

The Absence of Argument 

Amartya Sen makes a convincing claim for the existence of an  argumentative tradition 

in India. He underlines ‘the importance of the contributions made by India’s 

argumentative tradition to its intellectual and social history, and why they remain 

relevant today’ (Sen, 2005). This being said, he also admits that the arguments though 

‘quite substantive’ have also been confined to those whose privilege gave them voices 

and the space to argue. I have found the tradition of argument to be lacking in 

classrooms. In some classrooms questioning is certainly encouraged but argument is 

frowned upon. The argumentative milieu goes beyond one where questions are 

welcomed to one where answers are frequently challenged and interrogated further. 

The first challenge then, was to create an argumentative tradition in the classroom.  

Creating an Argumentative Classroom: 

The question that follows from this is: in the specific context of my subject, can an 

argumentative tradition be created around the constitution? For reasons already 

touched upon earlier, the Constitution of India provides multiple opportunities for doing 

just this.  

In setting up the framework for an argumentative tradition in the classroom, I am 

indebted, in part, to the six facets of understanding proposed by Grant Wiggins: 
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explanation, interpretation, application, perspective, empathy and self knowledge 

(Wiggins and McTighe, 2005). The constitution provides meaningful opportunities to 

develop each of these facets of understanding.  

I now recount how the argumentative classroom was set up. The first step was to 

make a copy of the constitution (complete and unabridged) available to each student in 

the class. Given our long tradition of reliance on textbooks, the constitution appears to 

the students as another textbook. Reactions of the students range from apprehension to 

amusement to resignation. A frequently asked question is: do we need to mug all of 

this?  

In the first class, after being given the constitution, students are asked to get a 

feel for it by looking at structure, parts, layout, contents, schedules, etc. They are 

required to do this, both individually and as a group. Some time was spent looking at the 

preamble and getting the sense of it. Simple questions lead to interesting discoveries. 

For example: who is responsible for regulating the sale of alcohol for human 

consumption? When a reference to the Seventh Schedule2

Looking at Fundamental Rights in Part III of the constitution provides many 

opportunities for deep study and reflection. Each right is looked at in some detail, 

students being asked to respond to a variety of questions about meaning and 

 reveals that it belongs to the 

states, students suddenly realize why the legal age to drink varies from state to state. 

In the classes that follow the attempt is to explore, through structured questioning 

and detailed discussion, various aspects of the constitution. A range of exploratory 

options are available, a few of which are discussed in this paper. 

                                                           
2 The Seventh Schedule of the constitution deals with subjects within the legislative competence of the 
Union (federal) and state governments. 
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implications. A series of questions are posed with gradually increasing complexity. 

Some of the questions were: 

• What privileges does the right confer? 

• Are privileges conferred on all equally? 

• What general and specific exceptions to rights are envisaged by the constitution? 

• What would constitute a reasonable restriction? 

The discussion on Fundamental Rights went deeper. Students were able to distinguish 

between: 

• leave me alone rights and  

• please don’t leave me alone or enabling rights.  

In other words, rights that create a space around the individual, against intrusions by 

the state and those which enable them to develop as autonomous beings. In the Indian 

context, the latter was most recently exemplified in the Right to Education Act of 2009. 

In terms of the facets of understanding framework, students have moved beyond 

explaining (getting the meaning) to interpreting (making sense). One could persist with 

this exploratory task and ask students to make a case for negative and positive rights if 

one had to be privileged. If one wished to stay with the text itself, another possible 

avenue would be to explore the relationship between Fundamental Rights in Part III and 

Directive Principles in Part IV. 

 The next exploration addresses altogether deeper levels of understanding: 

application, perspective and empathy. The approach here is to provide the class with 

the facts of an actual case and have them, through discussion, identify avenues through 
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which it may be resolved, using  constitutional benchmarks.  A brief description of such 

a case and the questions that it threw up is provided below: 

Facts of the case: 

The case involved three ‘school children who were followers of Jehovah’s 
Witnesses, a world-wide sect of Christians. During the morning assembly at school, 
the (students) were respectfully standing during the singing of the national anthem, 
but refused to sing it on the ground that it was against the tenets of their religious 
faith. The Jehovah’s Witnesses have several tenets, among them is the refusal to 
sing any national anthem or salute the flag. Circulars issued by the Director of Public 
Instruction of their state obliged school children to sing the national anthem. As the 
students refused to sing the national anthem, they were expelled from the school. 
They sought relief from the court on the grounds that their fundamental rights had 
been violated.’ (V.Mahajan,1991) 

 
Discussion: 

I have used this case in many classes over the years. The challenge has always been 

to push the level of discussion by drawing attention to nuances. The issue of the case is 

generally identified by the class. It involves a possible conflict between Freedom of 

Religion granted in Article 25 of the constitution and the Right to Equality granted in 

Article 14. If the Right to Freedom of Religion is privileged, then equality is 

compromised: these three students are asking for a concession that others do not get. 

This line of reasoning leads to a very fruitful discussion that comes to the following 

tentative conclusions:  equality is not absolute, and the constitution itself permits special 

provisions for certain groups of individuals.  

 Another direction that this discussion takes is towards the tension between rights 

and obligations. Even without referring to the constitution, students make an argument 

that goes something like this: They must sing the national anthem. This is their country, 

they have benefited from it; their primary loyalty must be to the country. Religious 

affiliation is not more important than their citizenship. A constitutional basis is also found 
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for this. The students often refer to Part IVa of the constitution dealing with Fundamental 

Duties: ‘It shall be the duty of every citizen of India to abide by the Constitution and 

respect its ideals and institutions, the National Flag and National Anthem.’ (Bakshi, 

2009). Deeper study reveals that Part IV does not enjoy the same juridical status as 

Part III. Also, as the discussion progresses there is a realisation that the students in the 

case study were respectful of the national anthem, while holding on to their religious 

beliefs. These discussions are generally inconclusive but often meet three core 

objectives: 

1. The discussion is informed by continually referring back to the text of the 

constitution. 

2. Referring to the text involves interpreting it to address a specific context. 

3. The discussion is sensitive to the social context in which the students live. Their 

own class is, more often than not, diverse: multi-religious, multi-lingual and multi-

cultural. 

Incidentally, the Jehovah’s Witnesses case was real and marked a milestone in 

Indian jurisprudence. In the face of the emotional intensity surrounding our national 

symbols, the Supreme Court found in favour of the three school children in Bijoe 

Immanuel vs.State of Kerala, 1986. The court held that it could find ‘no provision of 

law which obliges anyone to sing the national anthem’ (Mahajan, 1992). 

Of course, the discussion also reveals their biases as a group. I mentioned earlier 

that these students are from families that benefited greatly from the post 1991 

policies of liberalization. Their insistence about the students in the case: this is their 
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country, they have benefited from it, speaks intimately of their own experience and 

of their relative ignorance of the fact that many citizens may not have. 

 On no other issue do the biases of the group engage with the constitution and 

lead to fireworks as that of reservation. Reservation, or affirmative action, is 

enshrined in the constitution. It permits reservation of seats in parliament, state 

legislatures, educational institutions (funded partly or wholly by the state) and in 

public employment for, in the language of the constitution, socially and educationally 

backward classes of citizens (Art.15:5). These provisions, particularly those relating 

to reservation in educational institutions have an immediate impact on the class’ own 

future prospects. This issue is one around which a range of exploratory exegeses of 

the constitution would be a fruitful, if contentious, intellectual exercise.  

To set up a meaningful argument around this issue it is important to create a rich 

social picture. I often do this with the sociology teacher who may, for example, 

provide a theoretical basis and an on-the-ground description of caste as a basis for 

inequality and discrimination. A key question becomes: how does a committed- to -

equality constitution deal with social and economic inequality? In the specific context 

of my students’ experience, this would involve looking at merit often defined by 

marks in high stakes examinations. Therefore, does a first-generation-to-receive- 

schooling student in a badly equipped government school who scores 70% reveal 

greater merit than a fourth-generation-to-receive schooling  student in a selective, 

expensive private school who scores 90%? This begs a compelling and 

controversial question: is merit in some sense socially constructed?  Many threads 

of argument can be built around this question. The discussions are slowly moving 
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away from application and perspective toward empathy and self-knowledge. The 

constitution is now only the background for larger questions that have to do with 

looking sensitively at the situations of others and of self. These are difficult  

conversations. Compelling arguments can be found for a range of positions but with 

this comes the realization that all positions are, in a real sense, tentative (or to use a 

stronger word, contested). 

These are just three examples of possible exploratory avenues to deploy the 

constitution as a text in the teaching of political science. Each of these enables the 

class (in varying degrees) to explain and interpret the text and, develop a 

perspective based on these processes. If pushed further, as was done in the final 

example, students have opportunities to develop empathy for a certain person or 

context and gain a measure of self knowledge, i.e. locating themselves in relation to 

the text.  

This is, so to speak, only the tip of the constitutional iceberg. Given its length and 

complexity, the constitution as text lends itself to myriad explorations of varying 

depth. It supports in-depth investigations of a range of questions including, but by no 

means restricted to the following. These represent varying degrees of complexity 

and challenge: 

1. A plethora of political theory questions can be explored: the relationship 

between the individual and the state; the tension between individual freedom 

and social good; the ends of the state. 
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2. Dilemmas of Federalism: the relationship between the Union (federal) 

government and the states; do weak states lead (in the Indian context)  to 

demand for secession? 

3. Religion and the State: How is a tension between religious freedom and 

equality to be resolved in a constitutional way? Is there a compelling case for 

a uniform civil code in India? 

4. Is the President of India, a powerless figurehead?  A careful reading of the 

constitution and of current events may lead to counterintuitive conclusions. 

5. Do judges, in interpreting the constitution, make law? In so doing, do they 

exceed their constitutionally assigned role? 

Since comparison is one of the stated objectives of the ISC Political Science 

course, the constitution of the United States can be brought into the class as another 

text. This brief document provides a whole new set of challenges for interpretation and 

sense making. Its very brevity forces a different approach, relying on a lot of the 

exploratory techniques detailed above but also on a more intuitive reading and a quest 

for implied, rather than explicitly stated meanings. The creation of a context is clearly 

more challenging, given the remoteness of some aspects of the American experience 

from my students’ world. Despite these obvious handicaps, I have been able to look at 

issues such as: implied powers, due process, desegregation, separation of church and 

state, and judicial review itself. The use of case law provides another fruitful line of 

enquiry to get a sense of what various provisions currently mean or have meant in the 

past. 
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 Finally, a word about method. All the examples that I have cited centre on 

structured class discussion to achieve increasingly deeper levels of understanding. 

However, these discussions are built on the foundation of reading and culminate in 

writing. The individual project for the student is ultimately a writing task. Each student 

has to reveal the depth of her/his understanding through a series of writing assignments 

built around the questions and issues discussed.  I said earlier that we would need to 

deliver on the high stakes examinations; this cannot happen without a continual 

emphasis on writing. 

Findings and Conclusion: 

Developing a Constitutional Sensibility 

My purpose in bringing the constitution into the centre of my political science class was, 

to use the words of this paper’s title, to develop a constitutional sensibility. Such a 

sensibility would entail nuanced understanding and critical appreciation. In this section 

of the paper I reflect on the impact of teaching with the constitution. These are tentative 

and provisional and rely a great deal on recollection. They are in the nature of 

impressions. 

1. Over a period of time the constitution becomes a meaningful presence in the 

classroom. Students gain a level of familiarity, not just with the language of the 

constitution, but with its existence as the basis for government. Though initially 

reluctant to do so, students feel more and more willing, both individually and 

collectively to refer to the text and make sense of it. This brings with it a welcome 

measure of demystification when students learn the language and grammar of 

the constitution. 
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2. Students see the important role that interpretation plays in making sense of the 

constitution. It is in no sense “given” or “revealed” but must be continuously 

grappled with. While it is the courts that interpret in the constitution in a formal 

sense, each individual has to interpret it as well to gain a proper understanding of 

its provisions. The meanings (I deliberately use the plural) do not remain static 

but change over time. 

3. Inevitably the students also discover a credibility gap between the sublime 

construction and lofty ideals of the constitution and how its provisions actually 

play out in the real life of day to day politics. Certainly its status as a secular 

canon whose supremacy is unassailable becomes more and more difficult to 

sustain. They see how contested a canon it is in India of the 21st century, and not 

just in the interpretation of its provisions. They understand, very quickly, that the 

constitution is openly rejected by groups like Maoists and secessionists. They 

also see that it is often followed in the letter but frequently violated in spirit by 

mainstream political players as well. In some students this certainly leads to 

cynicism about the constitution. 

4. The big picture that emerges from all this is that all “texts” evolve through a 

continuous process of interrogation, interpretation and reinterpretation. Meanings 

continually change as the text engages with society. One student put it 

succinctly: our constitution is so infuriating. 

Given the caveats of history and experience, the vicissitudes of sense making and 

interpretation, what emerges is a tentative constitutional sensibility; but hopefully, one 

imbued with a measure of depth. 
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The Constitution and Good Teaching: 

Marzano (2007) identifies engagement as ‘one of the most important considerations for 

the classroom teacher’. Engaging students leads to meaningful learning experiences. 

He goes on to cite research that point to conditions that stimulate engagement: high 

energy, missing information, mild pressure, and mild controversy and competition. I will 

briefly consider whether teaching with the constitution create these stimuli for 

engagement. 

High Energy: 

This refers to the teacher’s passion for the subject combined with pacing the lesson in 

such a way as to contribute to high energy. I have already confessed my secret passion 

for the constitution and believe that I communicate this, in some measure, in my 

teaching. With respect to the lively pace of the lesson, this sometimes happens but 

discussions around the constitutions can also get bogged down in procedural wrangles. 

However I have learned over the years to ensure that the lesson resumes a brisk pace 

through “let us move on” questions at strategic points in the class. 

Missing information:  

This refers to our fascination with puzzles and conundrums and how these can be 

deployed to engage. The constitution, in the context of classroom teaching, can become 

(as I have shown earlier) a source of complex procedural and substantive challenges, 

which can take on the nature of games. Missing or incomplete information is a hurdle 

that any discussion around constitutional questions has to grapple with. Reading 

between the lines, considering alternative interpretations and filling apparent gaps are 

tasks that the class is frequently called upon to do. 
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Mild Pressure: 

Mild pressure contributes to engagement. Teaching with the constitution creates 

multiple opportunities to set this up. A lot of the discussion centres on open-ended 

questions with no outright right or wrong answer. These questions challenge the student 

to contribute a viewpoint which may be contested but certainly cannot be dismissed as 

wrong in an argumentative classroom. Yet the pressure is still there as the student is 

being called upon to risk contributing an opinion and construct an argument in support 

of it. 

Mild Controversy and Competition: 

Teaching with the constitution certainly entails “engineered controversy” (Jensen, 2005 

as cited in Marzano 2007). The class is set up to interrogate constitutional issues. It will 

involve students taking a position and competing, in argument, with others. However the 

controversy will not lead to personal discomfort as the culture of the class is at once 

argumentative and liberal. Arguments are the norm, not the exception. Controversy is 

embedded in the idiom of the class and its subject matter. The students are no 

strangers to either argument or controversy. 

 Long before I read Marzano, I surmised intuitively that engagement was the key 

to all good teaching. It is heartening to note that some of the stimuli to engagement 

identified by him may obtain, in some measure, in my classes. 

 Having taught with the constitution over the last two decades I am continually 

struck by the messiness, complexity, excitement, and challenge of the enterprise. It is a 

tentative canon to be sure and precarious scaffolding for building the capacity to think. 

But this contested text is all we have, and it is too precious not to be in classrooms. I 
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have too little empirical evidence of the success of my project apart from the fact that 

quite a few of my students have become lawyers. Whether this points to success or to 

the collateral damage that my constitution centric classes have caused, like so much 

else in this paper, is contestable. 
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