Namaste,

After having listened to these great scholars, it is now my turn to stand before you, and I am reminded of the hotel elevators that drop at great speed from enormous heights. I’m Mona Vijaykar and I‘d like to thank Dr Adarsh Deepak for inviting me to share my perspective on how Dharma is presented in American schools.

First I would like to establish that I am not a scholar or a professor unlike many of you, neither am I affiliated with any political or religious organization.

I am very simply an immigrant, a mother and a citizen of the world…in other words… a Hindu.

Perhaps it is because I approach these three roles with intensity and passion that I am perceived as an activist!

When I first arrived in this country, 20 years ago, I was excited to be part of a society, which I believed reflected all world cultures. I have never been more disappointed as when I discovered that generations of immigrants to America seem to have been boxed into this unidimensional culture, which is obviously based on western culture. 

Over time these immigrants have been conditioned into thinking that it was abnormal to speak anything but English, wear anything other than western garb. I do believe this conditioning has robbed Americans of the true meaning of liberty.

In 1991 during the Gulf War I was saddened and shocked by the loose comments made by regular Americans, people whom I interacted with. It exposed their utter ignorance and lack of regard for the rest of the world. That was when I became very concerned for my children, as they would grow up in this culturally restricted environment. This is when the mother in me surfaced.  I found nothing in the library that my children could relate to or that explained our culture to their peers. That prompted me to write several children’s books with the hope that I would provide an insight about the Indian way of life to kids and instill some pride in young Indian Americans. Having grown up in India’s multidimensional culture I had learnt to appreciate diversity.  Particularly diversity of thought, which was understood to be a fact of life, and which we were taught to respect. 

Of course India’s society has evolved and matured over a longer period of time while American society is still in its adolescence.  Which is why, diversity in the US appears to be a superficial concept much like the quilt that is displayed upon the wall, rather than serve its original purpose. As I looked around me, I became painfully aware of the ABCD syndrome (for those of you who don’t know, it stands for American Born Confused Desi ) second generation children of Indian immigrants. It hurt to watch these children distance themselves from their ethnicity out of shame and embarrassment. I also found that the ABCDs lived like closet Indians, practicing their traditions at home while being careful not to display any traces of it in public.

What causes this inhibition? This intimidation; this mortification.
Throughout my children’s school years, I observed that these children reacted with pride and delight at the slightest validation of their culture in the classroom. This betrayed their true feelings and I was convinced that there is a direct connection between the lack of awareness in the mainstream about India and the ABCD syndrome. Since, I have been determined to help create a new generation of ABCDs, (American Born Confident Desis). 

This called for the world citizen in me as I took upon my self the responsibility, in my limited capacity to contribute towards educating the American public, through newspaper articles, theatre, singing, painting, power point presentations and every possible medium that would help generate broader understanding of the Indian culture. My purpose is also to bring a universal approach to education in schools as it ties in to the Sanatana Dharmic philosophy of Vasudhaiva Kutumbakam. Meaning …the world IS the family. 

I am also engaged in helping bridge the gap of cultural misunderstanding that exists in schools by providing them with material that is consistent, comprehensive and accurate. I plan to achieve this through the Network of Indian Parents in Classrooms an idea that is modeled along the same lines as the Islamic Network. This would help eliminate misinformation as parents and teachers would be provided with researched information from a central source.  

I am grateful for the internet for it has not only helped me connect with other very inspiring, like minded individuals and brought us together here…but it has been an invaluable resource of graphic material that I have adapted in my presentations to 6th graders. At this time I would like to share some of the slides that I have in my power point presentation.

I’d like you to bear in mind that this presentation has been created to supplement the 6th grade social studies curriculum on Ancient India in California. For children to understand the history of the Indian Civilization, it is important that they are introduced to its original underlying culture-the Vedic culture, which evolved into Sanatana Dharama or Hinduism as it is known in the West. This is a subject that has been grossly misinterpreted by most teachers. I have been careful not to burden these 12 year olds with details for it is important that they are aware of the bigger picture. In order to understand concepts of Sanatana Dharma it is important that we first clarify a few key points that have long been misunderstood by westerners and perhaps even some Hindus.  

The three that I have chosen to address are:

1. Polytheism

2. Symbolism

3. Caste System

POLYTHEISM

It has always irked educated Hindus to see Hindu dharma projected as being polytheistic in textbooks and encyclopedias. Clearly there is a disconnect between the authors of these books and their understanding of the culture. 

Here is my graphic representation to explain the concept of polytheism to 6th graders.  

I use the simple analogy of MOM who is symbolically represented here in her many transformations (slides)

SYMBOLISM

(Gandhiji slide)

I have made this illustration of a well-known Indian figure to explain the concept of symbolism. Here Gandhiji’s personality is represented in a manner that is meant to make you think. Ancient Indian scholars used personification of abstract ideas to explain complex theories to lay persons. These personifications like the Statue of Liberty are purely imaginative figures. The children are prompted to see with their ‘mind’s eye’.

(slides:VISHNU-BRAHMA-SHIVA –SWASTIK-SHIVA-PARVATI-GANESHA)

Having explained the meaning of every little object that crams the painting, I ask the children to use their own imagination to express themselves using an individual or an abstract idea such as jealousy, love, friendship etc. The results are amazing!

CASTE SYSTEM

It never ceases to amaze me that of all that has emerged from the Indian civilization-the scientific genius, the philosophy, dance, music and art; historians, for centuries have highlighted just one aspect of the Indian civilization- and that is the caste system. The caste system, which was originally an effective social order, has been presented as the most significant aspect of the Hindu religion. It is evident that Hinduism has been presented from a Buddhist perspective without understanding all aspects of the caste system.

 I would like to point out the glaring omissions that have been made in history textbooks and other world reference material with regards to India’s contribution to modern civilization. It is a matter of great resentment that ancient Indian scientists and achievements have not received as much text space as the European scientists who came much later. These geniuses must be equally recognized if we are to give children of Indian heritage their due. (slide:  Sushruta, Einstein’s quote)

When I ask children what the Vedas are…they raise their hands to answer ‘hymns’. I ask what kind of hymns? Their answer is usually based on their understanding of Christian hymns. They assume these hymns are in praise of a person. It is highly surprising to them when I inform them that the hymns are in praise of the universe and they are in fact lessons on different subjects! (slide)

Apart from the fact that teachers in this country have not been familiarized with the subject, textbooks often highlight irrelevant aspects of Indian culture to the extent that the culture seems to be deliberately portrayed in negative light. 

There are of course innumerable voices from my generation who resent the fact that Hindu culture as presented in textbooks and the media is often demeaning and absurd. This has resulted in Hindus being perceived as strange and mystical creatures particularly in the west. 

It is hardly surprising when a Hindu child reacts with uncharacteristic venom to an article that misrepresents the Hindu culture with, “Gosh! They are so stupid! I HATE them’. How tragic it is when education sows the seeds of hatred instead of understanding. This is where I appeal to you as scholars who provide the rich resource for us to be able to do our work of spreading knowledge. I urge you to keep in mind the trust and tremendous responsibility placed in you as you produce material that would serve as reference to the world. Who knows how far it would reach through perhaps, a journalist, a student, or even a parent like me. Please remember to put a face to your reader so that children will no longer feel outraged and lose faith in you. 

I am fortunate to be a mother of two (ABCDs) American Born CONFIDENT Desis aged 14 and 17. I arrived in the US 20 years ago during which time my experience as a mother, immigrant and graphic artist, served to bring out the best in me as a children’s author, illustrator and playwright. Professionally, I majored in visual communications at the National Institute of Design, Ahmedabad and in Applied Art at the JJ School of Applied Arts Mumbai.I was in advertising as a visualiser at Lintas before I left for America. In the US I had the opportunity to help publish books for gifted children.

 ‘The Vee Family’ series were the first to be published for young Indian Americans in 1991. In 1993 I wrote and produced a musical, ‘Indosaurus in Step’ based on the Panchatantra, to showcase the many talents of 45 young Indian Americans on the mainstream stage. All my efforts have been directed towards raising the self-esteem of young Indian Americans in this society. This June I helped launch a Network of Indian Parents to ensure that the Indian civilization is addressed accurately and comprehensively in the classrooms. 

