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Jonathan Gill Harris is a Professor of English at Ashoka University. He
was formerly Professor at George Washington University, where he
taught from 2003 till he came to India five years ago. Prior to that he held
positions at Ithaca College, New York, and the University of Auckland in
New Zealand. The past recipient of fellowships from the Folger
Shakespeare Library, the Society for the Humanities at Cornell
University, and the National Endowment for the Humanities, he also
served as Associate Editor of Shakespeare Quarterly from 2005 to 2013.
What he had to say about the workshop: 'A vital part of critical thinking is
listening carefully to the voices of others and working in conversation
with them. This workshop gets students to listen carefully to several
speeches of Shakespeare so they can recognize that the task of
interpreting a text is not one of cracking its correct meaning but rather of
entering into dialogue with it---a mixture of attentive listening and
creative intervention.'
Students of classes X, XI, & XII from various schools of the tri-city
attended the seminar conducted on July 28, 2017 at LPS.
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Nehal and Rehmat in a chat with Dr. Jonathan Gil Harris

What are your favourites, like:
Favourite Song?
Being a musician, I like a lot of songs. ‘Hey Jude’ by the Beatles is
one of my favorites.
Favourite singer/band?
The Beatles.
Favourite poem?
The Immigrant.
Favourite writer?
William Shakespeare.
Favourite novel?
One Hundred Years of Solitude by Gabriel García Márquez.
Favourite Genre?
Masala! I like mixtures of genres and not any single genre. For
example, Shakespeare! His tragedies have clowns and his comedies
are dark.
If you are given a novel, a poem, a short story and a play, which
one would you take up first?
I would read any, if they were good, but I am more inclined towards plays.
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What’s your take on American education in comparison with Indian
education?
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I was brought up in New Zealand and pursued higher studies in
England, so these two places shaped my life. Later, I taught in both
India and USA. What I liked about the culture of education in USA was
that children there were taught to think on their feet. Critical thinking was
a part of education. Children automatically learned it in school, because
of the culture of education there. But over time, I saw that as the cost of
education rose, more and more children from well-to-do families came
to obtain higher education. These children viewed education as a
service, and I started to feel like an ATM machine!
In contrast, in India, teachers are still respected. There is a ‘gurushishya’ relationship. But the Indian culture of education has its own
faults. I taught at JNU and DU for some time, and was horrified by the
lack of questions from children, by the lack of interaction among them in
the classroom.
What do you want to see in an education system?
I once gave a guest lecture for the Young India Fellowship program. I’ll
admit, at first, I was skeptic. Why would engineering student want to
learn Sociology, English, and the like? Anyway, I gave a lecture on the
first foreigners who came to India, which became the basis for my book,
‘The First Firangis’. You will not believe it, they (the students) kept me
there for TWO HOURS after my talk was over, asking me tough
questions. They would answer each other’s questions, and build upon
them, acting like a group. They got excited by each other’s opinions. I
felt like I was an ‘occasion for conversation’, and privy to the group’s
conversation.
At Ashoka, we strive for a similar environment. On the first day of the
semester, when students asked me about tests, I informed them that
there will be none. Rather, they shall be assessed on their discussions,
debates and involvement throughout the year. The students were
shocked to hear this, and then exploded with happiness.

What is your message for young readers?
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Keep reading! In today’s world, we have many distractions. Our mobiles
and laptops seem to attract us towards them. I also am in the habit of
checking my mobile constantly. I sometimes cannot read unless I switch
off my phone and keep it away from me. We should try to give up our
devices just for a while each day and continue this good habit of reading.
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