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I’m Mona Vijaykar.  It’s a great honor for me to be amongst you. I’d like to thank Madhuji, for putting together this event and I hope that we can all achieve our purpose through this meeting of the minds. I would also like to thank Infinity Foundation for inviting me to speak on this panel about issues that relate to the way the Indic civilization is addressed in American schools. 

As a mother of two Indian American teenagers and an immigrant in the US for 20 years, I have interacted with several parents, teachers and school administrators, in an effort to determine the manner in which Indian culture and history is represented in the classrooms. In the process I embarked on a decade long journey to ensure that Indian culture and history receives due attention in schools and is accurately portrayed by teachers, parents and prescribed reading material. The following account is based on my personal experience as well as collective information. 

The recent media blitz in America on the success of the India IT and BPO sectors has dramatically put India into the limelight and promises to change the way India and Indian Americans have been perceived by the mainstream American population. Therefore India’s new image of a high tech leader must certainly generate more interest within the American education system. This is an opportunity that the Indian American community must avail of. 

Westerners have in general believed that the West has always been more developed than the East and that the eastern cultures have been ‘civilized’ by western influence.

One example that contributes to this myth in history textbooks is the theory of the Aryan invasion of India. Also, a glance at the social studies textbook for 6th graders in the California Public schools will illustrate just how the imagery can contribute to the undermining of Indian civilization. While the chapters on Roman and Greek civilizations show pictures of scientists and scholars, there is an absence of positive imagery in the chapters on India. None of Ancient India’s achievements and scientists is highlighted through pictures. (slides) If pictures of Galileo and Socrates can adorn classroom walls, why don’t we have those of Sushruta, Aryabhata and other Indian geniuses who laid the foundation of modern science too?

Most teachers who are as yet unfamiliar with Hindu concepts misinterpret the culture and this can be embarrassing to young Indian Americans in the presence of their peers. As a result, Indian American children feel uneasy with their Indian identity. This has created a generation of ABCDs (American Born Confused Desis), who prefer to distance themselves from everything Indian. 

The problem is further compounded by parents, (whom I refer to as) the IBCDs (Indian Born Confused Desis). Although Indians have lately been recognized as an educated and wealthy community in America, it hasn’t helped to promote a deeper understanding of the Indian culture. This is largely due to hesitation on the part of Indians to share their culture meaningfully. Awareness of the Indian civilization continues to remain at the superficial level of Bollywood dancing, henna painting and bhangra. 

While students learn about parts of a cathedral and can write reports on the crusade and the jihad, many still believe that the Taj Mahal is a Hindu temple. While children have developed a new understanding of Islam through classroom discourses, there is a broad belief that Hindus are a polytheistic ‘cult’ that practices superstitions. While they learn about the great ancient civilizations of Rome and Egypt as having contributed to mankind’s progress, ancient India is associated predominantly with Buddha and the caste system.

What is responsible for this distorted view? How did other communities gain better exposure?

The answer to the first question is the western historians and authors who perpetuated misinformation in encyclopedias and textbooks. Publishers seek exotic stories about distant lands and subjects like child marriage fascinate the American reader. The ‘Homeless Bird’ is one such book written by an American author, which dwells on this topic of child marriage and the widows of Vrindavan. Without any other reference to Indian culture, middle school children in America receive a stilted introduction to the Indian civilization through such literature. This colors the children’s vision of their Indian American peers, whom they believe may also be betrothed at an early age to someone in India. My repeated criticism of this choice of reading material as against a wholesome form of Indian literature by authors like R.K. Narayanan has prompted a few teachers to voluntarily withdraw the book from their classrooms.  

Apart from foreign authors it is the Indians, who have been reluctant to correct misinformation and are afraid to challenge age-old notions. I have found time and again to my dismay that my greatest challenge in promoting better awareness in the schools has come in the form of the Indian community. I have been strongly discouraged, ridiculed and put through the rigors of social animosity by members of my own community. Many Hindus misinterpret the meaning of secularism as ‘not discussing religion’. Even as middle school children are exposed to other major religions of the world, Hindus shy away from mentioning religion in the classroom and avoid drawing attention to it. 

Another cause for ignorance about the Indian culture is the inability on the part of Indians to explain the significance of their tradition and customs in an informed manner. American Public schools often invite parents to supplement the information in textbooks. Indian parents, however well meaning, tend to present a narrow perspective on India and often focus on mythology. Hinduism is often dismissed for lack of consensus on the key aspects that need to be taught. As a result Hindu culture is barely touched upon while more class time is spent on other major world cultures. 

What do other communities do?

Today, each of the major world religions is explained to teachers through seminars organized by their individual communities. The Islamic Network sends speakers to all schools to cover every aspect of Islam for 7th graders. They also provide worksheets for students to learn about the art, architecture, poetry, literature and other aspects of Islam. 

The Japanese and Chinese culture including Buddhism is explained to teachers through teacher training seminars conducted by Stanford University, CA. Apart from that the Taiwanese Govt. provides teaching material to Chinese schools in the US so that there is a standardized curriculum. Parents volunteer to teach the classes after appropriate orientation. The Jewish community has Jewish centers where Judaism is explained to their children as well as to schoolteachers. Sikhism is now being explained to the public in Gurdwaras and classrooms. 

There has been some initiative in the Hindu community. Hinduism teacher training seminars conducted by ICATS (Houston) are a good start but they have yet to gain momentum. However, they need the support of the community to encourage teachers to attend the seminars. Schools need to be given an incentive to send teachers to the seminars. While ICATS addresses the teachers, I have tried to approach the problem from the grassroots level through students. Taking the Islamic Network model, I have helped launch a Network of Parents in the San Francisco Bay Area to mobilize Indian parents to create awareness about India in schools. The Charter of the Group is as follows (slide) 

I have developed a Power Point module that ties into the 6th grade curriculum. Members of the Network can present this to schools once they have received some orientation training. (slides) Besides the Power Point presentation, I hope to develop work sheets along with ICATS, which are tailored to the American students to cover different aspects of the Indian civilization. 

I am aware of several individuals who have been involved in similar efforts in the US and in UK. There is a need to coordinate our efforts so that separate organizations don’t continue reinventing the wheel. I would like to take this opportunity to invite sponsors who might be interested in promoting our efforts. 

Thank you 

