hidden no more*



Side by side with the ‘common minimum programme,’ an innovation of Indian coalition politics, the Bhartiya Janata Party (BJP) retained its ‘uncommon’ minimum programme too. The opposition called it the ‘hidden agenda.’ The BJP leaders denied its existence repeatedly, and the coalition partners in the Government fooled themselves by taking the assurance at its face value. However, the farce did not last very long. Just as a leopard cannot conceal its spots, the Union Minister for Human Resource Development (HRD), a member of the BJP High Command, revealed the real intention — the hegemony of Hindutva. Throwing off the veil of secularism, he included in the agenda for the Conference of State Education Ministers, the ‘report’ of ‘a group of experts,’ as an annexure. While the main agenda routinely referred to a set of unexceptionable intentions and reiterated some obvious priorities, the real sting was in this annexure.

The report, attributed to ‘a group of experts,’ was the outcome of the August 1998 Conference of the Vidya Bharati. It was to be presented to the Education Ministers by one P D Chitlangia, an industrialist from Calcutta. In his antecedents, there is not much to show him as an ‘expert’ on education, except his association with Vidya Bharati, the Education Wing of Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS). His selection for this assignment is as extraordinary as is the inclusion of the report itself in the agenda of the Conference. The only justification is the saffron shade of the report content, apparently shared by the HRD Minister. The report recommended, inter alia, that:


a.
Content of education from the primary level to the higher education stage be “Indianised, nationalised and spiritualised,” and


b.
Courses at all levels, including vocational training courses, should incorporate the “essentials of Indian culture.”



This recommendation assumes that the curricula currently followed are un-Indian. And, in order to correct the situation, the report advocates incorporation of Vedas and Upanishads into basic curricula. This, it is argued, will not violate the constitutional prohibition on religious instructions in schools funded by the state, because the “Supreme Court has already defined Hindutva as a way of life, and not religion.”


c.
Sanskrit learning should be obligatory from class III to X.


d.
“Moral and Spiritual Education” should be introduced to inculcate “desirable social and national values.”


e.
While the curricula for both genders at the primary stage of education would be same, girls at higher level should receive compulsory training in “house-keeping.”

The above recommendations obviously encroach upon the rights given to minorities under Articles 29 and 30 for preservation/protection of their culture and sustenance of their educational institutions. Record of discussions in the Constituent Assembly shows that the founding fathers of the Constitution had foreseen the threat to the cultures of minorities. That is why the required protection has been provided by incorporating these Articles in the Constitution. The chauvinists of Hindutva, however, regard this protection as pseudo-secularism and discrimination against the Hindu religion. The ‘expert group,’ therefore, envisages suitable amendments to these Articles to remove the constitutional hurdles.

As expected, the agenda drew sharp reaction from several state ministers, and a number of private organisations. The Institute of Sikh Studies was quick to convey its dissent (text of its response appears at the end of this article). Even the Chairman of Minorities Commission, Tahir Mohamed, characterised the recommendation of the ‘group of experts’ as violative of a 1958 Supreme Court ruling that the rights under Article 30 of the Constitution are absolute and cannot be undone by any legislation. While Article 29 protects the interests of minorities in preserving their language and culture, Article 30 states : “All minorities whether based on religion or language have the right to establish and administer educational institutions of their choice.” He added that the alibi that “Hindutva is a way of life,” is not tenable since that ruling is itself under review by a larger bench of the Supreme Court.

The HRD Minister, M M Joshi was, however, not convinced. And as if the intrusion of unauthorised experts and the controversial agenda were not enough, he chose to supersede the national anthem by Saraswati Vandna. Until the last moment, he remained defiant, and kept defending the right of any individual or organisation to address an official conference, as also the hymn to the glory of goddess Saraswati.

The retreat came only when, on the opening day, the non-BJP ruled state education ministers, including the BJP allies, walked out in protest, leaving no alternative except to withdraw the objectionable annexure to the agenda. It is gratifying to note that the Punjab Ministers, Sardar Manjit Singh Calcutta and Jathedar Tota Singh, joined the protest, in spite of the Akalis’ commitment of ‘unconditional’ support to BJP.

The retreat is, however, only tactical and not final. The developments preceding it have made it abundantly clear that BJP is determined to impose a majoritarian ethos on the country. According to Mr Parthasarthy, “The Ministry of Human Resource Development under the stewardship of Mr Murli Manohar Joshi has been in the vanguard of the effort to address the task of altering the national political ethos in favour of a majoritarian one. A fresh sign of this effort was the reconstitution of the Indian Council of Historical Research last June. This exercise involved the substitution of some of this country’s finest historians by persons of much lower scholastic repute, and in fact, in a repudiation of the fundamental requirement of historical research, by persons with a known bias in favour of a particular interpretation of historical events.” (The Hindu, Oct 26, 1998)

The National Council of Educational Research and Training, the Indian Council of Social Sciences Research, the Indian Council of Philosophical Research, and the Indian Institute of Advanced Studies, under the same Ministry, have also been revamped in the same manner and with the same purpose.

Dr A A Engineer reports in the Secular Perspective, (Nov 1-15, 1998): 

“In the BJP-ruled states the history textbooks have also been tampered with. When the BJP came to power in U.P., Rajasthan, Haryana and Himachal Pradesh in 1991, it had introduced history textbooks in which Akbar was painted black. The whole aim of tampering with the history textbooks is to sow the seeds of conflict between Hindus and Muslims right from the primary stage. It is, to say the least, a game pregnant with serious consequences for not only the religious harmony in the country, but also for its integrity.

“In fact what BJP calls Indianisation is nothing but Hinduising it. In U.P., the Education Minister has introduced moral classes to be taught by RSS Parcharaks. In addition, the students also in reply to roll call have to say ‘Vandematram’ instead of ‘Yes, sir’ or ‘Upasthit guruji’. It should be understood that Indianisation and Hinduisation are not one and the same. Hindus are one stream of Indian national mainstream; Muslims, Christians, Sikhs, Dalits, Tribals and others constitute other streams.” The U.P. Government also made rendition of Vandematram and Saraswati Vandna compulsory in schools for all students regardless of their religious affiliation. After widespread protests, however, it had to withdraw the order.

“Vidya Bharati syllabus developed by RSS ideologues has altered the map of India. They have included in it Nepal, Pakistan, Bangladesh, and parts of Burma. Also they have renamed the Indian Ocean as ‘Hindu Mahasagar’ and the Arabian Sea as ‘Sindhu Sagar.’ Will it not lead to serious conflict in South Asia?”

Further, according to the Frontline, (Nov 20, 1998, p 11), in the schools in the Vidya Bharati network, apart from the academic content of the instruction, there is a ‘core curriculum’ which is drawn up by Vidya Bharati, and comprises of six subjects: physical education, yoga, music, Sanskrit, moral and spiritual education, and Sanskriti gyan (knowledge of culture). It is through this core curriculum that Hindutva agenda is sought to be advanced. The report adds:

“In 1996, the NCERT conducted an evaluation of school textbooks including those prescribed in Vidya Bharati schools in the country and made the alarming diagnosis that many of the Vidya Bharati textbooks were designed to promote bigotry and religious fanaticism in the name of inculcating knowledge of culture in the young generation.”

“Vidya Bharati General Secretary, D Batra, claims that the organisation currently runs 14000 schools at the nursery, primary and secondary levels, and has over 18 lakh pupils under its tutelage. These schools are run in all states except Mizoram, and they employ over 80000 teachers. The Vidya Bharati controls 60 colleges, which offer graduate and post-graduate education, and 25 other institutions of higher education. The organisation also runs two teacher training colleges in Jaipur and Ahmed Nagar. A large number of the schools are in states where the BJP has remained in power.”

Although Mr Joshi’s plans did not materialise in the Educational Ministers Conference, it would be wrong to assume that the BJP has dropped the agenda. Kushabhau Thakre, the BJP President, left no doubt about this: “We will try to bring in the new system in our own way (read the Hindu way) to the extent possible. There is no going back on this.” And the present BJP leadership will certainly not go back on its Hindutva agenda and saffronisation of education.

India is a multilingual, multicultural and multireligious sub-continent. It is only through a philosophy of multiculturalism that the majority community as well as the minorities can flourish and face the future with confidence, in peace within the country and friendship across its borders. Dreams of hegemony of any single culture or religion can only lead to hatred, unrest and possible disintegration. The partners in the BJP-led coalition have to make a choice as to the kind of state and society they wish to have in India in the future. Whatever the leaders might think, the electorate in the elections recently held in four states has given a clear verdict against communal politics.

The Akalis, too, have to do some serious thinking and review their alignments. Alliance with the BJP might have benefited some individuals, but the Panth has not gained anything. Rather, it has lost a great deal. The fluid political situation offered some excellent chances of fulfilment of all outstanding demands of Sikhs and Punjab. But the leaders offered unconditional support to BJP. There is no sense in this ‘magnanimity,’ for it implies that the only demand of the Sikhs is a BJP government at the Centre and a coalition in Punjab. In Punjab, the Akalis had a clear majority in the state legislature, but they chose a coalition and lost even the right to probe into the excesses committed on Sikhs since 1984.

The Akalis have to heed the warning of the Sikh masses expressed through the Adampur by-election. They have to decide whether they want to solve the problems of the state and the Sikhs, whom they represent, or to continue unconditional support to the RSS agenda, which is hidden no more.

~~~

The Institute Deplores Saffronisation Of Education
Chandigarh, Oct 21, 1998: In a letter, reproduced below, Dr Kharak Singh voiced the feelings of the IOSS on the move to Hinduise education in schools and colleges. The letter was acknowledged by the Prime Minister’s office.

Honourable Sh Atal Bihari Bajpai,

Prime Minister of India, 

New Delhi

Sub: Religious Instruction in Educational Institutions

Dear Prime Minister,

Our attention has been drawn to the news item published in The Tribune dated 19th October, 1998, to the effect that the BJP-led coalition government at the Centre plans to introduce in all educational institutions, religious instruction based on Vedas and Upanishads. While there can be no objection to teaching of religion to impart moral and ethical values, basing it on the scriptures of any single religious faith tantamounts to discrimination against other religions. India is a multi-religious country inhabited by Muslims, Sikhs, Christians, Buddhists, and Jains, besides Hindus. So the curriculum must include all these religions. This is the only way to ensure a balanced mental, intellectual and moral development of our youth as Indian nationals, to build bridges of understanding among the various religious communities, so necessary for national integration, and to win confidence of the minorities. On the other hand, any attempt to impose the religion and culture of one community on others will be viewed as an attempt to establish the hegemony of the majority community, which will be resented.

In America and other advanced countries, all major world religions are included in the curriculum for religious instruction, without bias against, or in favour of any particular religion. The most recent example of countries introducing religious instruction in schools and colleges is Botswana. They took this decision only two years ago and have adopted five major religions of the world for this purpose. They have also included Sikhism, even though the number of Sikhs in that country is insignificant.

Dear Prime Minister, you have an image of fairness and impartiality. We hope that you will exercise the required control and that you will not let the chauvinists of Hindutva in your party spoil your image.

Yours Sincerely

Kharak Singh

Secretary 


cc - 
S Parkash Singh Badal

 
 - 
S Manjit Singh Calcutta

 
 - 
S Gurcharan Singh Tohra
