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The increased focus that issues of gender and schooling have received in India over the last decade gives us cause to celebrate.  Increased numbers of girls attending school, more attention being paid to why they drop-out, greater employment of women teachers and considerable fretting about representing female characters in textbooks.  However a closer reading of this ‘gender’ focus reveals an inordinate concern with numbers, i.e. enrollment.  This obsession with enrollment, while deploying ‘gender’, masks a more mainstream modernist anxiety with ‘education’ as necessary for ‘development’.  The instrumentalism that underlies these efforts is revealed through a double-move affected by existing discourses.  The first is to locate the reasons why girls are out of school strictly within a reading of cultural and familial practices and (secondly) to therefore fail to recognize normative practices of schooling and state policies as deeply ‘gendered’.  This double-move is epitomized in the Indian state’s more recent efforts to set up one residential elementary school for girls (Kasturba Gandhi Vidhyalaya) in each district of the country; an effort that has been publically lauded as the most effective way to overcome cultural barriers to girls schooling. 

Through a focus on policy documents that discuss these new school spaces this article will interrogate the existing conflation of ‘gender’ with a biological/culturalist reading of the ‘girl child’, i.e., girls as biological entities through a focus on numbers, and as culturally determined objects through a reading of their non-participation as located in the family.  In what ways does this narrow focus naturalize a binary frame of reference vis a vis the empowered girl child and her family/community? How do these new school spaces set in place new disciplinary regimes to regulate conduct, sexuality, attitudes towards families and futures etc.?  How does this reliance on culture to explain lack of attendance elide a more critical reading of neoliberal state policies as well as multinational efforts around ‘saving’ the ‘girl-child’?  Why have efforts around the ‘girl-child’ not attracted more academic critique in India particularly by feminist scholars who have insightfully commented on ‘women in development’ (WID) discourses?  Do universal assumptions about schooling as a necessary phase of an ideal childhood preclude a more feminist critique of development, human capital theory, classroom spaces etc?  In what ways would existing (largely western) feminist pedagogical theory require to be translated to provide an alternate reading of this new school space?  

