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This paper attempts to problematize the various educational processes by highlighting 
their oppressive nature which can be indicated by an invisibility of the learner within the 
system. The impact of these various oppressive structures may be called, after Johan 
Galtung, as Systemic Violence. In order to resist any form of systemic violence, this 
paper proposes ‘dialogue’ as a way of relating with others. In this paper Buber’s 
understanding of dialogue has been taken as the theoretical framework because it can also 
lead to the conception of the school as a community that fosters peace and growth of the 
being. 
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Introduction 
The inspiration for this paper came from a previous study entitled ‘Search for an 
individual: A Case-Study of Psychological marginalization in a grade 4 classroom’, 
which explored the sources of psychological marginalisation of children in a classroom. 
The study concluded that the school seemed unresponsive to the diversity among students 
who studied there. As opposed to earlier models of schooling, like the Gurukul model, 
which has been talked about as the ancient model of schooling in India, or the model of 
schooling in pre-colonized India where the teacher was generally from the village and the 
curriculum “was guided by the convictions of belief and practice in pedagogy and by the 
needs of the village economy” (Kumar, 1991). It was a familial learning environment 
characterised by feelings of belonging to the community, knowing others very well, 
cooperating and caring for one another. These days schools have adopted a ‘business 
model’ in which the only aim of establishing a school is to make profit. The business 
model has brought with it its bureaucraticstructure characterized by a “hierarchy of 
personnel, tenure and careerism, role formalism, record keeping and paperwork, impartial 
and impersonal rules and regulation, professionalism and technical competence, 
committees and collective decision making and unresponsiveness to changes in external 
or internal environment”(Watkinson, 1997). This has led to a dehumanisation of the 
learning environment that contributes to the children’s feelings of isolation and 
alienation. There is rigidity and reliance on impersonal rules and regulation such as 
wearing a ‘proper uniform’, fixed seating arrangement, and maintain a proper attendance 
in the school. Though some norms are required in an institution however, following of 
impersonal rules and regulations do not take into consideration the circumstances of a 
particular student and makes him/her almost invisible. Thus, the students who are 
different from the conforming majority in any way are often ignored in the classroom.  

Abstract 
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This act of ignoring the children may be conceptualized as marginalization which 
“denotes a pushing to the periphery or margins, not including as central to the given 
endeavour”(Hutchinson, 1999, p. 32).It may take place in various ways: physical, 
psychological, intellectual, and moral or any combination of these. 
Marginalization,which quite often entails invisibility and powerlessness, may seem even 
antithetical to “the very task of education is to teach children, and hence one would 
assume that they would be at the centre of this process”(1999, p. 19).  

Most of the decisions that are taken in the schools whether they be related to the school 
timings or assessment schedules are based primarily on criteria of rationality, objectivity 
and impartiality. However this does not justify the unwillingness or inability or both of 
the teachers and the administrative staff to understand and empathise with the particular 
contexts from where the children come that has its consequences on the ability of these 
children to learn. The child’s experiences and perceptions of these children do not find 
space in the schooling process.So in an educational institution, the one who must be in 
the centre of the education viz. ‘The child’ is almost invisible.  

It is this invisibility of the child that many radical thinkers like John Holt (1964, pp. 262-
263)objected to when he described what makes a ‘stupid’ child, he noted“Fear, boredom, 
and resistance--they all go to make what we call stupid children”. The National 
Curriculum Framework, 2005 which informs the Indian Education System has also 
acknowledged that “Frequently, the notions of ‘good students that are promoted 
emphasise obedience to the teacher, moral character and acceptance of the teacher’s 
words as ‘authoritative’ knowledge.(NCF, 2005).  

In an attempt to understand this predicament of a modern school a theoretical formulation 
that made sense is the concept ‘Systematic Violence’ by Johan Galtung. He posits that 
“violence is present when human beings are being influenced so that their actual somatic 
and mental realizations are below their potential realizations” (1968, p. 168), and one of 
the important distinctions that he made is whether “there is an actor that commits the 
violence as personal or direct, and to violence where there is no such actor as structural or 
indirect” (1968, p. 169). However, there does seem a need to extend the understanding of 
the human being as more than just somatic and mental constitution. Nevertheless, the 
criterion that the actual realization of the human potential should be similar to the 
realization of that potential is crucial.  

Isn’t that violence that our education system is in itself divisive? Isn’t that violence that 
we do a pilot of a major change like introduction of Continuous and Comprehensive 
Evaluation in schools of the whole country comprising of twenty-eight states and seven 
union territories after doing a trial in only seventeen private or government funded 
private schools of or near Delhi alone? How do we justify the dominance that electronic 
media are gaining over our pedagogical practices?  

Why Dialogue? 
Education in the present scenario seems to be limited to getting a degree from a ‘reputed’ 
institution in order to get a job in a private firm by performing well on the various 
assessment tools that teachers use. Anything that sells or helps employees of these firms 
to work efficiently, e.g. psychology, has to be put into curriculum and anything that has 
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no monetary outcome is overlooked e.g. a course on Art, Logic has been finalized by 
CBSE but apparently as it seems there is not even a single school in Delhi that offers it. 
Do we need to see education as something more than a tool or a means to an end? In such 
a scenario, adherence to any pragmatic theory for education or for life would ensure that 
these inequality promoting neo-liberal policies and actions goes unquestioned.  

It is worth mentioning that those who consider the school system responsible for 
disconnect between child and society, child and learning, among children, and from 
oneself, conceptualize this phenomenon also as systemic violence in education (Epp & 
Watkinson, 1997), (Epp & Watkinson, 2005). Others call this disconnect as alienation 
that  

“seems to be the product of a range of institutional conditions including 
privilege, social isolation, impersonality, hierarchical social relations, 
workload, assessment, academic discourse, a culture of expertise, the 
production of difference, and the preparation of students for the labor 
market” (Mann, 2008, p. 51). 

However, the concerns that enter one’s mind are:  

- Can we move from a ‘culture of use’ to a ‘culture of relations’? 
- Are questions like ‘to have or to be’ relevant? 
- Instead of thinking about the self should one think about being? 
- Can the questions of quality be reduced to a conceptualization of quality as a 

property and attribute, or can we go towards a conceptualization of quality as 
authenticity of the meaning that one’s life has? 

- Is it possible to conceptualize the process of teaching and learning as an 
essentially relational process which entails responsibility, recognition and 
inclusion before it is assumed to be a process of control and manipulation?  

- Do we need to put the questions of ontology come before the questions of 
epistemology in reference to educational theory? 

- Are we responsible only in reference to being a seller or a consumer? How do we 
understand relational responsibility? 

In the light of these concerns this paper attempts to explore ‘dialogue’ as a viable 
theoretical framework to address some of these concerns. Here the need is to 
acknowledge the uniqueness of the other and the irreducibility of the ‘other’ to any 
category, whether this ‘other’ be a teacher, a learner, or the idea of knowledge itself. 

The concern of man for the centrality of the ‘other’ has been voiced time and again by 
philosophers, thinkers, psychologists, sociologists and the like. The problem posed by the 
appearance of the other has been an issue that has exercised a powerful hold over 
philosophical discussions of the twentieth century” (Kakkattuthadathil, 2001, p. xix). 

This paperintends to establish that ‘dialogue’ is not just a method of knowing, 
communicating, or relating with others, but rather a way of being that has its reflections 
in the myriad spaces of human life.Dialogue has the strength to counter the forces of 
structural violence by positing a conception of community that enables mutual growth, 
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reciprocity, and peace.Therefore, a discussion of dialogue as a way of being-with others 
is important. 

Structural Violence as Violence to the Otherness of the ‘Other’ 
One of the most profound understanding of dialogue has been put forth by Martin Buber, 
in which dialogue may be understood as a fabric in which human beings exist. Thus, any 
kind of violence would break this fabric and a human being will feel alienated. From 
Buber’s perspective this fabric of relation shreds because human beings take other beings 
as means to some ends, as tools, or as objects of enjoyment. This kind of relationship, 
according to Buber is an ‘I-It’ relation. As opposed to this objectified and reductionist 
way of relating with others Buber proposes another way of being-with-others in which 
the other is considered as ‘thou’ rather than as an ‘it’. This is not to say that the ‘It’ is not 
important for human existence but that amidst the multiple ‘It’ relations the relation with 
the ‘thou’ must not be forgotten.  

Here violence can be understood as the reduction of a ‘thou’ to an ‘It’, but the question 
that arises here is that if the ‘It’ orientation is not completely undesirable then how would 
one decide whether one is doing any violence to the other or not. Here, for better or not, 
no proposition can me proposed upon that can guide one’s way towards non-violent 
relations. However, the two guiding principles that one may look for in Buber’s thought 
are Mutuality and Inclusion. Mutuality here refers to the act in which partners turn to 
each other in the wholeness of their existence. Whereas, inclusion makes it possible to 
know the ‘other’ in his/ her existence and uniqueness. “It is the extension of one’s own 
concreteness, the fulfilment of the actual situation of life, the complete presence of the 
reality in which one participates” (Buber, 2002, p. 115). However, Buber puts the onus of 
the choice his way of relating with ‘other’ on the person himself. This is because to relate 
with an ‘other’ is like addressing the ‘other’ and the appropriateness of an address can 
only be contextually determined. For example, Buber disagrees with Mahatma Gandhi’s 
advice of using ‘satyagraha’ against the anti-Semites by saying that 

“There is a certain situation in which no “satyagraha” of the power of 
the truth can result from the “satyagraha” of the strength of the spirit. 
The word satyagraha signifies testimony. Testimony without 
acknowledgment, ineffective, unobserved martyrdom, a martyrdom cast 
to the winds - that is the fate of innumerable Jews in Germany. God 
alone accepts their testimony God “seals” it, as is said in our prayers. 
But no maximum for suitable behaviour can be deduced from that. Such 
martyrdom is a deed - but who would venture to demand it?” (Buber, 
1939) 

Thus Galtung’s (1968, p. 168) understanding of violence seems quite pertinent when he 
posits that “violence is present when human beings are being influenced so that their 
actual somatic and mental realizations are below their potential realizations”. Thus, the 
move towards peace, self-integration, and de-alienation can only take place by reinstating 
the human dignity through those ways of life that are based on “love, sympathy, 
compassion, intersubjective understanding and amity, abolition of discrimination, 
egalitarianism and social cohesion” (Sinari, 1970, p. 130). 
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However, only personal dialogue is not sufficient when structures themselves restrict the 
space for the meeting and dialogue between persons. Such structures may be called as 
violent and a deconstruction of any structures like Law, Police, Prisons, Hospitals, 
Religious institutions, Schools, and Families, can point to the various ways in which they 
can be violent andthe ways in which they do commit violence may also be explicated. 
However, the idea of structural violence can no longer be restricted to the problems like 
aggression, poverty and famine that are overtly visible, but, probably, one needs to 
expand its scope to those aspects of human life that are not so visible yet, nevertheless, 
experientially significant. Therefore, there is a need to transform both the individual and 
the structural, the personal and the political, and reason and feelings in order to appreciate 
the strength of non-violent relations. 

Institutional structures are important in a society however it is important to see the real 
nature of these structures becauselike personal or direct violence, structural violence can 
also be seen as violence to the being of humans. Dialogue and dialogic relationships can 
help in reducing structural violence. Thus, Structures may or may not perpetuate violence 
by virtue of their being enabling or disabling the realization of the potential of the 
persons who are engaged within that structure.  

Just as “all religious forms, institutions, and societies are real or 
fictitious according to whether they serve as expression, as shape and 
bearer of real religio- a real self-binding of the human person to God or 
merely exist alongside it, or even conceal the flight from actual religio 
which comprises the concrete response and responsibility of the human 
person in the here and now. So, too, all 'socialist' tendencies, 
programmes, and parties are real or fictitious according to whether they 
serve as strength, direction, and instrument of real socialitas mankind's 
really becoming a fellowship or only exist alongside its development, or 
even conceal the flight from real socialitas, which comprises the 
immediate living with and for one another of men in the here and now” 
(Buber, 1957, p. 113). 

This idea of the sociality can be actualized only in a community in which the dichotomy 
between feelings and institutions can be overcome and where people are able to take 
stand in relation to one another and with a living centre of the community. 

Between Feelings and Institutions 
This ‘living centre’ of the community is very significant in Buber’s thought since for 
Buber presence of feeling in persons others is not sufficient for a community to arise”, 
but through, first, their taking their stand in living mutual relation with a living centre, 
and, second, their being in living mutual relation with one another. The second has its 
source in the first, but is not given when the first alone is given’ (Buber, 2004, p. 40). 
Thus both the personal and the institutional are mere variations of forms of connections 
and relations among persons, however, “put together they do not create human life: this is 
done by the third, the: central presence of the Thou, or rather, more truly stated, by the 
central Thou that has been received in the present” (Buber, 2004, p. 41). 
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Thus it is important to resist the inevitable transformation of I-Thou relations into I-It 
relations along with the raising of the functional pragmatic relations to the level of thou 
through mutuality and inclusion, once in a while. As (Herberg, 1956, p. 24)  points out 
“every effort within history to institutionalize group relations… depersonalizes the I-
Thou relation of true community and replaces it by ‘social’ relations, even ‘interpersonal’ 
relations, that belong to the world of I-It”. Similarly, Friedman (1955, p. 62) observes 
that since our culture has given utmost importance to the world of ‘It’ therefore, “the evil 
which results takes the form of individual life in which institutions and feelings are 
separate provinces and of community life in which the state and economicsare cut off 
from the spirit, the will to enter relation”. This relation of separation “which holds off the 
I and the It from one another, he has divided his life with his fellow-men into two tidily 
circled-off provinces, one of institutions and the other of feelings-the province of It and 
the province of I” (Buber, 2004, p. 39). 

Thus, persons and institution both need to transform themselves by becoming all the 
more reflexive and open. In other words, “Man must change himself in the same measure 
as the institutions are changed in order that these changes may have their expected effect” 
(Buber, 1957, p. 179)”. In this reference, Buber acknowledges the religious core of 
Gandhi’s Satyagraha, and in a similar vein contemplates about “What would Swaraj 
amount to if it implied only a transformation of institutions and not a transformation of 
men also!”(Buber, 1957, p. 132). Now, the question is where this central ‘thou’ can be 
found… probably nowhere in particular; but where does it exists… potentially 
everywhere.  

For example, if we consider dialogical life as central to a democratic living then the 
values of equality, mutuality, and respect becomes the core upon which the personal, the 
social and the political are to be based. As we reflect on the various institutions of our 
society in the light of the constitutional mandate based on a socialist, democratic and 
republic ethos, we find that there are some structures that does violence to the persons 
engaged in them. Take for example, the ‘problem’ of naxalism, which for some is also a 
fight for justice because there is a feeling of being uprooted by the State policies and their 
attempt of ‘mainstreaming’.  

The idea of a community based on dialogic relations promote plurality and acceptance 
along with spaces for consensus and negotiations. Moreover “a via media is offered 
between the conflicting claims of the individual and the social institution. The suggestion 
is that we affirm the individual through dialogue without disparaging the 
institution”(Dilling, 1974, p. 6). This is the narrow ridge that Buber walks on. For him the 
I-Thou relation is primary and both the person and the institution are secondary to it.  

Conclusions 
Objections have been raised against a lot of educational practices based on the premise 
that they promote dehumanization and alienation among children, which justifies a search 
for new pedagogical principles that can address the being of humans rather than some 
skill only. A few expressions of the discontent with the institutions of education have 
been quoted below in detail to retain the essence of their words and for the readers to 
ponder upon: 
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“To reduce human action to a constellation of terms such as 
‘performance’, ‘competence’, ‘doing’ and ‘skills’ is not just to resort to a 
hopelessly crude language with which to describe serious human 
endeavors.  In the end, it is to obliterate the humanness in human action.  
It is to deprive human being of human being”(Barnett, 1994, p. 178). 

“The anxiety children feel at constantly being tested, their fear of failure, 
punishment, and disgrace, severely reduces their ability both to perceive 
and to remember, and drives them away from the material being studied 
into strategies for fooling teachers into thinking they know what they 
really don't know”. (Holt, 1995, p. 140) 
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