I. AN OVERVIEW OF THE YOUTH SITUATION IN INDIA TODAY

1. Called by God to the service of the young, we Christian educators in India find ourselves face to face with an enormous challenge.

2. Young people make up the majority of the population of this vast sub-continent of India. They constitute a veritable kaleidoscope of races, creeds and cultures. This unique variety is enrichment for the young themselves, leading them to a spirit of tolerance, a pride in our own ancient heritage, esteem for the great men and women of our history, and a sense of the divine.

At the same time, the young are to be found in a plurality of situations.

There are the youth of the urban areas (where over 20% of the country’s population live)? Many of them are in the process of receiving an education. Having been exposed to technology and its benefits, they aspire in securing a “good job”, which in effect means earning a lot of money and so being able to live comfortable well off. The attraction for a western style is very strong in a good segment of them.

But many others especially those of the lower middle-class families are very worried about securing a job in the face of rising unemployment and this in spite of the fact of their having even a University degree. Likewise, the youth of the slums suffer poverty and deprivation and are alienated from the mainstream of society; they lack privacy and the facilities for sanitation, recreation and study.

Again in urban areas, there are a growing number of street-children, mostly migrants from the rural areas who have come to the city/town either forced by poverty back home or drawn by the attractions of urban life. Such youngsters have little or no education; they sleep rough (having no such thing called “home”) they work at all sorts of odd jobs; and are easily exploited by others.

3. Rural Youth are subject to many forms of discrimination, not least among them the caste system. They generally have few schools to go to, and even if they do go to school, they tend to drop out sooner than later for a variety of reasons, but notably because they lack proper motivation and because they are needed for work at home or in the fields. With the village undergoing change today, an not always for better, many of these youngsters are forced to leave home and migrate to the towns and cities in search of a livelihood; and those who remain do not entertain much hope of improvement in the near future.

4. Tribal youth generally live in rural pockets (“tribal belts”) in this vast country. They have a physiognomy of their own, for they seemingly possess a strong sense of identity with their group, and together with it, an openness in sharing among themselves, a sense of equality, close family ties and a capacity for work. With rapid changes taking place among the tribes today, the youth are facing a crisis of values and of identity.

5. Varies as the youth of India may be from the socio-eductional point of view, they would seem to present certain characteristics today which are more evident in some than in others. They have a deep attachment to the family and a respect for elders, an innate sense of justice, and a strong desire to change society for the better.

One feature, however that stands out in our Indian youth on the whole is that they aspire to a “better life”, which they understand chiefly in economic terms. For many of them, it is simply a matter of breaking out of the poverty in which they find themselves. Material poverty is in fact, the single biggest reality facing young people in this country. And their aspirations for the ‘better life’ have been fuelled in recent years by the rapid changes taking place all over the country.

6. The villages, for instance, are no longer the timeless and changeless places they once were. The influx of cheap indigenous industrial goods, the extension of the railways and roads, the expansion of agricultural commodities into a market economy (even for export), and the diversification of employment opportunities in trade and service – all these factors have generated new aspirations among the young.

So too has the expansion of the mass media in India in the last decade, by means of which the life among the higher middle-class is projected – in films, on television screens, in magazines, and in advertisements. There is a greater awareness today of what life is like in Western countries and in other prosperous countries of Asia. Many people too go abroad to seek employment.

Consequently, in comparison with the resignation and fatalism of yesteryear, there is today dissatisfaction with one’s level of living and a desire and striving for a “better one”.

7. All this “striving for more” has had an impact on the values of our young people. Recent surveys have shown that economic values are uppermost in the hearts and minds of the young in India and those religious values occupy the last place. Not that our Indian youth have given up believing in God or do not practice religion any more, they still do. In fact, religion is so deeply ingrained in them that they engage in religious worship and carry out their religious customs and duties, But it would seem to be only a matter of time before a crisis of religion sets in among the young; as is already seen in our college-going youth, who begin to question the religious practices they see foisted on them.

8. Such a change in the value-system of our young people shows that several changes are taking place: religion is not seen as a major force for development but may even be considered as an obstacle; the education to the faith (be it of Catholics or of the others) is not good enough to enable the young to withstand the allurements of a materialistic culture which have increased drastically with the phenomenal expansion of the mass-media; traditional values such as honesty, respect for one’s neighbour, and hard work are breaking down, partly because of the headlong rush for material prosperity, and partly because of the negative example emanating from a society which is pervaded by a lack of social responsibility , widespread corruption, dishonesty, power-seeking and the exploitation of women, children and backward/scheduled castes and tribes – on all sides, in fact, there is a clamour for values/morality to be injected into politics, business and all other aspects of life; moreover the growth in a scientific mentality (at least in urban areas) is provoking a clash with traditional values, including religious ones; at the same time, the young are not critical enough (or rather, have not been trained to be critical enough) of the new set of values they are adopting. No wonder, then, they easily fall a prey to drugs and alcoholism, crime and delinquency. 

9. It is apparent then that, while youth is the beneficiary of the many advances in society, it is also the first victim of its ills, and in particular today, of major ills like poverty in the social sphere and communalism in religious sphere.

Illiteracy is still the bane of millions of our people, denying them access to practically all the benefits of modern society. ‘Malnutrition, unsafe drinking water, inadequate sanitation, and the lack of primary health facilities make a decent human life impossible for untold millions. These people make up the silent, voiceless majority whose existence is bleak and hopeless. They are the victims of unjust structures, maintained by vested interests.

10. Likewise, the plurality of religions in the Indian sub-continent has its ugly side in the communalism and fanaticism so rampant today. Periodically, as if systematically, communal violence erupts in one or other part of the country and spreads like wildfire engulfing whole towns and villages in a frenzy of hate and arson.

It so happens that very many of our youth are caught up in these tragic realities, and consequently are led to a feeling of hopelessness and despair. Our young people, like our people at large, do not question their own faith, much less discuss with another a faith different from their own. But, with the rise of religious fundamentalism and communalism in the country today, it is possible that the a-critical attitude towards religion may turn into one of religious indifferentism. 

11. No doubt, today’s youth are capable of idealism, and their potential is there to be harnessed. But unfortunately, they do not have very many models in public life they can emulate; and if they are lucky enough to get an education, they have a few educators who can provoke them or awaken their potential, as the system of education does little to promote thinking and self-criticism. Caught up in the whirl of work and study, they have little space for leisure, and consequently, for working out their problems or questioning themselves in peer groups. That is why, for instance, they are easily taken in by a political party which makes social justice for the poor its slogan, and allow themselves to be manipulated even to the point of resorting to violence.

12. This then is the situation of our young people in India among whom God has called us to work as educators.

We render our service to them through a variety of works especially through academic and technical institutions.

13. Our institutions cater to a variety of young people – the middle class, the poor of the urban and semi-urban areas; the youth from the country-side; and the youth belonging to the many tribes from the hills and from the plains.

14. While all Catholics who knock on our doors are taken care of, still the vast majority of the young we serve are not Christian. We make no distinction of caste, and in general cater by preference to the poorer youngsters who stand in need of everything – from food and clothing to an education and a job in life.

Of late new initiatives have sprouted in various parts of the country to take care of the backward classes, the underprivileged, the illiterate and drop-outs etc. and there is a greater awareness among ourselves to make a stronger thrust in this direction because of the urgency of the problem.

15. We are realizing more and more today that our educational institutions ought not to have priorities that are only academic. Our young people have to discover the meaning of their lives; they need to be steeped in proper values; they have to grow in a strong sense of social concern, especially because of the great poverty surround them; and religion must become so meaningful and central in their lives that it gives them a vision and courage for all that they do in society.

In short, all this points to the need for a planning of our educational apostolate  so as to improve the quality and effectiveness of our service to our young people of India. It is not enough that we are submerged with work; what is important is to know where we want to arrive at, and what is the best way to get there. More-over, we want that this common vision should not only be of the Management, but that in all our institutions it should be assumed also by all those who are co-responsible with us for the education of the young, viz. Our lay collaborators, the parents and the young people themselves.

