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The path towards a pluralist civil society

uring the inougural sessiom of the mew
Farliament, controversy erupted after
Blembers were gifted copies of the
Indian Constitution, wherein the
Freambile appeared tohave dispensed with the
terms “Socialist’ and “Secular’.
Interestingly, r]m-:rvd.mudyd:bmthl
followed r b

Mdﬂm‘hﬁrmddum:pﬂﬂﬂu
Canstitution. Without going into the merits of
that debate, there is a largely unaddressed Bcet
o point out; one which ought to comprise the
Tbasdz of any such delfberative inguiry: the
meaning of the opening words of the Preamble,
“Wethe People’.

The meaning or character of our populr
sovereignty & ofien treated as a convenient myth
wunwﬂb’aﬁhﬁdmpﬂmlnmmﬂ
society & Yet, as | schalar
Sarbani Sen argued in ber book, The Constifution
af India: Popudar Soversignty and Democratic
Transformations, the revolufionary potential of
the Constitution inheres in this very spirit of
populir sovereignty. She looks at Thow the idea of
papular sovereggnty and its relation to
constitutionalizm developed a5 a result of
imter-generational discourse in Indian political
thought during the pre-foundimg colonial period”.

Omne can interpret the enactment of the
Constitution as the calmination of a decades-long
acturs, wherein an impartant pant of it focussd
on the character of the emvisaged republic. The
Py bl explicitly anchors the legitimising ends
of the republic in terms of securing justice socil,
ecanamic and politicil, berty (of though,
excpressiom, belief, Eith and worship), and
equality (of status and of opportunity) w all

When we nedsce soversignty of the *palitical
community” o mere stabe sovereignty, we redoce
the constitutional promises given above o vigee
spirations Boating in ether. The Constitution can
waly remain a ving force in our demooracy as
leng as the phrse, “we the people’, can somehow
approsimate to 2 discerning cifizenry, which
efferctively discharpes its agency as vigilant
participants.

The elite versus non-elite spheres
‘The western tradition of civil socety tended t
grant such awﬂ:'hﬂ)gfunu.muuf

the state’s drive 1o manopalise

sovereign power, toan elite public sphere.
Cﬂmmrbahmugthemmlphmm
the exceses of government power. This liberal
pubdic sphere {15 describad by theorists suchias
Jitrgen Habermas), platformed the sducted
miiddle clmses, held to be engaged in a ratoml
selFinterest.

mmﬁmmmlmm

particularly in journaliem and il socety
activism, reflexiely borrowed from this western
discourse the drecting role of 2 modernising
elite. Further, the normative assumptions

The aliemative

I o have a
civil sochety
that functions
@ the
handmaiden of
an
atharizarian

slane

underlying the gquestion “who constitotes this
modernising elite? served i redouble the bold
of the trditiomal elites on the public sphere.
Broadly, the public sphiere, tended bo privilege
the views of segments that skewed made, upper
class and dominant casbes,

Yet, this elite public sphere has largely
remained inert in the Bee of severe challenges to
prevailing constitutional governance,

Indesed, thee more forcehal democratic chims o
the mantle of populbr sovereignty have emaroted
oo what we can term a= the non-elite
counter-sphere. This is the counter sphere of
“organisations and movemenis': social
movements, fumers and labour groups, buman
movemnenis and their powerful examples sudh
th:Umaéhtmvaahumm—hnu:d
af tribak in
jhmi]laml..dlefzrmer: mevements of Punjab
and Haryana; and the mation-wide protests by
Blulims (bl by wommeen) agiinst the Citizenship
Amendment) Act.

Hten, the liberal public sphere, even while
being empathetic owands these movements,
seels 1o cast them in the subordinate role of
“sectional movements' ar emotional firational
upsurges, which can at the most merit
comdlitional suppart. Yet, if we refuse bo accord
these counter sphere palifical actors a position of
complete aquality within our dvil society, we will
lse the liberatory potential of these rxdiclly
demucratic’ forms of popular assertions and
mass profests.

Ambedkar's framing

BE. Ambedicar had framed the Preamble in
terms of herakling a “way of lifie, which
recognizes liberty, equality, and fraternity as the
primciples of e and which cannet be divorced
fromeeach other: Liberty cannot be divoroed from
equality; equality cannat be diverced from
Eberty. Nor can liberty and squality be divorosd
From fraternity. Without equality, liberty woukl
prochsce the supremacy of the few over the many.
Equality without liberty would kil individuoal
imitiative".

Equally, he refased to harbour naive
presumptions abowt the sif perpetiating
character of these constitutional principles. In his
essay, Puddha and the fisture of religion’, he
wnobe, Buddha ako “did not believe that Liw can
be a guarantee for breachss of Bherty or
equality..In all secieties, lw plays a very small
part. [t is intendked bo keep the minority within
the range of social dizciplne” Since the majarity
is constrained not by law but by morality,
Ambedicr held that “religion, n the sense of
morality, must therefore, nemoin the governing
principle in every scety”.

It might be instrsctive 1o juxiapose
Ambediar's plea for a tramscendent dvil morality
with Gandhi's conception of swaraj or “selfrde’.
I ithe managraph, Unconditional Equality:
Gandhi's Religion of Resistance (2005), historian
Ajay Skaria explains that “Swaraj” for Gamdhi did

not comfine itself 1o 2 mechanistic selFrule, bot a
creative process of self-realisation through which
ome might reach out towards a more secure and
substantive plane of freedom and equality. The
means o achieve Swaraj was thos ‘satyagraha”
{defimed as “wruth forcee™ and “love force™). “For
him {Gandhi), sovereign power is not exemplified
only in the state. Rather, every self i deeply
Emnured, and sovereignty is ubkquitous, always
exercised everyday by the sl Skaria wrote.

Therefore, Gandhi's practice of ‘ahimsa”
canmot be divorced from his ingisbence on
recognising a deeply fissured self. The palitically
Eabricated wholeness or boundednes acoonded
o the self (whether ‘Hindu 5l or Muslim Seli™),
mirroring the colenigng Europe’s axioms of
maticmal mwcwu:y Thas led o0 much Bloodshed
inthe subcontinent in the last century.

The folly of mimicking the imperialists'
Arrogance wrecked vther countries as well, not
lzast the militaristic Japan of the fing half of the
Hth century. The book, lapan'’s Orient: Rendering
Pasts into Histary (1995), uncovers how Japaness
winlent militarism was built on the fansdamental
aszsumption of a perfected modemn seif. This
construction of this supremely comfident seIf
necessitated the reflexive dsplacement of the
western Orientalist category of a “badoward
Oiher” from itself onto other subordinated
proples. Aocording to Tanaka, Japan’s historians
constrscied their own backward Orient, defimed
bry the “Asiatic culiure. .. Asistic noture was
characterized by its gentleness, maral ethics,
harmoey, and communalizm; Japan’s genius ky
inits ahility to adapt creatively only thase Asiatic
characteristics that wene harmonious with its
oran navture; and Japam thus became the
possessor af the best of Asia®.

India can cnly be a pheral cvil society, ifit is
structured on the free and squol participation of
Mr:rcnmmm\t_v HRegarding any particular
community as socilly Indr:wwllnr:rlel]:ctual;
nfrrnr[mmpumdluarwas.ﬂmmlalthumc
“welf ") imevitably skids into periloushy umesciminesd
pride.

The path towands a pluralist civil society must,
muwdmmmm:mnm
dialogue. This i not the shallow bt the
commonplace mode of dalogee — a form of
Mmh:modmadmahm:&d

anxd modern theorists of deliberative democracy
seeks o understand the position of the ‘other’.
i throusgh this empathetic engagement with the
concerns and the world views of ‘others” that we
can buikd a stable fnndation of mutual
selfunderstanding, thus opening up possihilities
fior genuine solidarity. The alternative is a civil
society with litile self-knowledge beyond
chaunvinistic pride, and litte agency beyond being
the handmaiden of an increasingly autheritarian
state.
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Micro-credentials, the next chapter in higher education

igher educabon institutes (HE) in India

must play a much mare active role in

ensuring that students become:
employable by connecting them with the careers
and jub oppartunities of iomorrow:, This &
becmse there is a gap between the knowledge
that students sccpuire in HELs and the knowledge
they must have in aorder to become employable.

Micro-credentials are emenging as a disruptive:

wary af bridging this gap to acquire ‘just-in-time'
modern skills and competencies. They ane
evalving as the new normal in Itﬂl.:redl.l:ubun
due to their fexdbility, accessibility, and
a'lr.l.rll.l.pﬁ.ltml.uthu noted that hiring practices
are ako changing, with a tendency to priocitise
skills over degrees, an the endorsement of
micro-credentials & on the rise.

The essence of micro-credentials
‘What are micro-credentials? They are
shart-duration learning activities with proof of
specific learning outoomes that are validated
through a standlard and reliable asessment
proces. Micro-credentials are offened in onfine,
physical, ar hvbrid modes ot various levels, ssch
as beginming, intermediate, or advanced. In
contrast bo micro-credentialk, studenis must
study for several years 1o obtain
macro-credentials such as undergrachibe

In addition, micro-credentials cin also
Tbe desigied for life-long learners, e, working
profeszionals who may not be able to attend a
formal degree programeme in 3 university.

Micro-credentials, s a path o lifelong
learning, are still developing. An obvious sign of
this is how assorted terminologies, such as digital
‘badges, micro-master degrees, nano-degreess, and
vnline certificates, are being used for this
short-duration learning.

Bultiple players such as Atingd, Alisonoom,
Credly, Coursera, sdX, Futurelearn, Google,
Linkedin, Microsoft, Pwi and Udacity affer
micro-credentials. Mamy universities in Australia,
Camach, Europe, the United Kingdom and the
United States are also engaged in providing
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Higher
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mECTo-CT Bore onganisations ane
expected 1o join this growing clsh.

In formal degree programmes conducted by
HEls, ‘cresdits” are used bo assign vahse to different
forme of learning — lectures, htoriaks, hboratary
wark, seminars, projects, imternships and 5o on_
In such maero-credential programmes, courses
are generally designed to be of thres o foer
credits, and one credit corresponds 1o one hour
af lecture or two hours of lab work per week,
Therefore, in conventiomal educational
programmmes, “credit’ is associated with the Gme
spent in a chesroam or a lab.

Hiowever, in micro-credentials, the trend & o
asmociate the credit with the notional hours gpent
acquiring a definesd mindmum compestency. As
this makes micro-credential credits cummbmt

imtegrating diverse kills i a part of their regular
education, or they can store the credits on the
ARC phiform for redemption Bber or o geta
separate certificate or diploma in addition 1o their
macr-credentials. Depending an the duration
and learning owicomes, micro-credentials can be
given as between one to five credit short
mmosclules. O, learners can accamulate multple
short mochsles 1o earn the total number of credits

required 1o obtain a degree as specified in the
MNCrF.

There is much potential

As the NCrF & being implemented across the
I.'I.II.Irll.'j-’ tuﬂmrq._'httunu for Indian HELs to pln
b micro-credentiak in par hip with

imdustry. The NCrF offers an opportunity for HEls

with those in comvenBonal higher ed they
can be universally validated and recognised.
Begardless of this, what is required is clear
quality benchmarking and a regulation of these
micro-credentials o prevent Sgnificant
divergences in learning outcomes and fcilitate
their sasy endorsement in the workplace and
India now has a National Credit Framework
{NCrFY, which spells out learning owtoomes and
corresponding credits a student shoukd
accumulate in arder h:lpn:@ushu the: nenxt level
uFI:ummg Ome of the primary benefits of
micro-credentials is that they are portable and
stackable ana digital platform such as the
Academic Bank of Credits (ABC).

Fostering trust is a key step
T exsure that micro-credentials denote o
genuine acquisition of skills, they must be aligned
with higher education standards in the areas of
delivery, asessment, grading and the awarding of
iqualifications. Our capadty to devise reliabls
asxesgment methods is crifical in fstering trost in
micro-credentials, and in this task, the
association of HEIs is of great importance.

For students in ndian universities,
micro-credentials can open up opportumities in

b ine the develog of evedit-based
micro-credentiaks s a part of regular degree
programmes. Broader deliberations must take
place an the potential impact of
micre-credentiak and the additional value they
can create in the tertiary edocation system.

Is there demand for micro-credentials
in India? With the focus of the Maticnal Educaticn
Palicy 2020 an providing skilled education to
students right from school o the higher levels,
andd with employers koking for young employees
with adeguate dkills and competencies o boost
produsctivity, kamers ane increasingly viewing
micre-credentiak & a value-added advantage.
Therefure, millions of students could be looking
Erearn micro-credlentials either as stand-alone
credits or as a component of their standard
higher education.

Indian HEYs nmust serve as agents of
transformation and consider introducing
micro-credentiak a vital element of their strategic
institutional objectives. Further to this, regulabors
and HEls must work towards harmonisng
micro-credentiak with existing scademic
programmes by coming up with dear validation
metrics.
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