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FACTSHEET, JANUARY 8, 2006
HINDU NATIONALISTS/SUPREMACISTS CAMPAIGN TO CHANGE CALIFORNIA
TEXTBOOKS
________________________

Why are organizations linked to militant
Hindu groups in India providing input on
California textbooks?

On December 2, 2005, the California State Board of Education
Curriculum Commission, an advisory body to the Board,
accepted 131 of the 153 textbook changes proposed by the
Hindu Education Foundation (HEF) and Vedic Foundation
(VF), both connected with the militant Hindu nationalist /
supremacist conglomerate known as the Sangh Parivar. The
edits aimed to revise sections on India, Indian history and
Hinduism in 6th grade textbooks in California. The changes were
approved by an Ad Hoc Committee that included Shiva Bajpai, a
Professor Emeritus in the History Department at California State
University, Northridge (CSU Northridge)1 and a member of the
Steering Committee of World Association for Vedic Studies
(WAVES),2 a Sangh-affiliated organization.3

Rewriting history is a critical component of Hindutva's Hindu
extremist ideology. Hindutva calls for the construction of India
as a Hindu nation in which India's diverse cultures are
assimilated, expelled or annihilated to the benefit of Hindus. To
do so requires the construction of a history that renders India
as "Hindu" and Hindu as Brahmanical. In this instance, the
California textbook revisions proposed by Hindu nationalists /
supremacists deny, contrary to historical scholarship, the
migration of Aryans (identified as the community from which
Hindu practices emerged) from Central Asia into India. The HEF
and VF revisions pose Hinduism as an indigenous religion,
invisibilizing adivasi (tribal, first peoples) histories, and
presenting Christians and Muslims as "outsiders". The rewrites
to the California curriculum sanitize caste and gender
hierarchies that permeate ancient Indian history, omit mention
of caste and gender injustices in India today, and delete the
word dalit (former "untouchable" castes).

The changes proposed by Sangh-affiliates HEF and VF were
accepted by the California State Board of Education Curriculum
Commission in spite of a letter, received by Commission and
Board members on November 8,4 from forty-seven renowned
South Asian scholars, including Professor Romila Thapar, the
(2003) Kluge Chair in Countries and Cultures of the South at
the Library of Congress, expressing concern regarding the
political agenda of the HEF and VF. On November 30, more than
130 United States-based scholars of South Asia sent a letter to
the Curriculum Commission, protesting the changes proposed
by HEF and VF.

What is the Sangh Parivar?
In India, members the Sangh Parivar (the Sangh) have been
charged by Indian citizens groups and international
organizations with numerous brutal violations against cultural
and religious minorities in carrying out their Hindu supremacist
agenda, including economic boycotts, social ostracization,
threats, and physical and sexual violence.5 The Sangh consists
of dozens of organizations in India; the major ones include:
Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS), the fountainhead
hardliner group; Vishwa Hindu Parishad (VHP), the social-
cultural mouthpiece; Bajrang Dal, the militant youth wing; and
Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), the political party. Their main
counterparts in the United States are, respectively: Hindu
Swayamsevak Sangh (HSS), VHP of America (VHP-A),
HinduUnity, and the Overseas Friends of the BJP. Several other
front organizations are also connected with the HSS, VHP-A,
and HinduUnity.

_____________________________________________

How are the Hindu Education Foundation and the Vedic
Foundation connected to the Sangh?
1. According to the Hindu Swayamsevak Sangh website, the
Hindu Education Foundation is an "educational project of the
Hindu Swayamsevak Sangh" in the United States.6 The HEF's
coordinators and advisors include members of other Sangh-
related organizations, such as HSS, Hindu University (also a
project of the VHP-A)7, India Development and Relief Fund8, and
VHP-A.9

2.  The Vedic Foundation shares a spiritual leader and location
with Barsana Dham, a temple in Texas.10 This temple hosted the
1999 North American Dharma Sansad (a VHP-A event),
attended by Ashok Singhal (identified as Working President of
VHP of India) and Dr. B. K. Modi (identified as Working
President-External Affairs of VHP of India).11 The Vedic
Foundation was also inaugurated by Professor K. C. Gupta,
Hindu University President in 2003.12

3.  The organizations that support the HEF changes are listed on
the HEF website.13 Many of them are linked with the Sangh,
including: HSS, VHP-A, and the Hindu American Foundation.
Mihir Meghani, President of the Hindu American Foundation,
which has threatened legal action against the California Board of
Education in regard to the textbook changes,14 has been active
as a member in both the VHP-A15 and the HSS16.

How did the HEF and VF become involved in the textbook
editing process?
It is public knowledge that a) the California Board of Education
evaluates and modifies instructional materials for each of the
core subjects (History-Social Science, Mathematics,
Reading/Language Arts, Science) every six years on a staggered
schedule, and b) the instructional materials for the History-
Social Science core subject would be up for review this year.17

As of April 21, 2005, proposed textbooks were made available
for public review at Learning Resource Display Centers
throughout the state,18 and public hearings were held at the end
of September.19 At these public hearings, numerous individuals
and several organizations from different religious communities--
including the HEF and VF -- called for revisions in the
instructional materials.  Due of the unexpectedly high public
turnout, the State Board of Education formed an Ad Hoc
Committee at the end of September to review the submitted
edits from the public.

It is unknown to us at which point the HEF and VF mobilized
around the textbook changes.  According to an article published
on Hindu Press International, the HEF and VF had been working
with the California Department of Education "for months" on the
textbook edits.20 The HEF's website name was registered in May
200521; it is likely that the HEF has been working on the
textbooks edits since its inception. The Vedic Foundation, for its
part, produced a 27-page document with suggested additions
and critiques of the instructional materials on display by
September 6, 2005.

Professor Shiva Bajpai was contracted by the Curriculum
Commission to review the changes suggested by HEF and VF as
a member of this Ad Hoc Committee. It is unknown at this point
exactly how Professor Bajpai came to occupy this advisorial
role, although it appears that he was recommended by the
Vedic Foundation. One other detail of note is that his key
supporter amongst the Commissioners at the meeting on
December 2, Stan Metzenberg, is also a professor at CSU
Northridge, the only Curriculum Commissioner hailing from CSU
Northridge.22 On November 2, a memo sent to the California
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State Board of Education indicated Bajpai's approval of most of
the HEF and VF suggested changes.23

The letter sent by Professor Romila Thapar and other scholars to
the California Board of Education on November 8 was read
aloud to the Board during a meeting and public hearing of the
State Board of Education on November 9. Reportedly, due to
the November 8 letter, a large number of chapter rewrites and
additions submitted by the Vedic Foundation were rejected. The
Board then directed the edits of the Ad Hoc Committee to be
reviewed-- for historical accuracy only-- by another group
composed of Professors Michael Witzel (Harvard), James
Heitzman (UC Davis), and Stanley Wolpert (UCLA).  On
November 22, a list of suggested changes from the Witzel Panel
was sent to the Curriculum Commission.24 However, on
December 2, the Curriculum Commission accepted most of the
changes approved by the Ad Hoc Committee (advised by
Professor Bajpai). If the adoption process stays on schedule,
these textbooks could be in classrooms as early as September
2006.

Key Curricular changes Proposed by Hindu Nationalists

Context: Hindutva, History and Education
Hindutva deprioritizes the lives and interests of cultural and
religious minorities, especially those of women (in all
communities), adivasis, dalits, Muslims and Christians. India is
home to innumerable cultural and religious communities--
tribal, non-Vedic, Muslim, Christian, Parsi, and Jewish, among
others, that may not identify with Vedic or Brahmanical
practices or ideals which function to de-legitimize them in
society. Hindutva's version of Hinduism and history draws upon
Brahmanical and upper caste scriptures and practices,
downplaying the diversity of disenfranchised caste and non-
Vedic Hindu communities, as well as the traditions that emerged
in resistance to Brahmanical dominance (e.g. Buddhism,
Jainism, Sikhism).

When the BJP came to power at the national level in 1998,
Sangh sympathizers were placed in the National Council for
Education and Research Training (NCERT), the school
curriculum development and review body at the national level.
NCERT then introduced changes to the school curricula in
alignment with the Sangh's agenda.25 With the defeat of the BJP
at the national level in 2004, academics have been calling for
the reversal or re-evaluation of those changes.26 The United
States Department of State's International Religious Freedom
reports of 2002, 2003 and 2004 recorded Sangh attempts to
revise curriculum in India as threats to religious freedom.27

Ironically, these attempts that are being currently reversed in
India are being played out now in California.

Proposed changes: Women and Gender Inequities
The changes to the California curriculum proposed by HEF
attempt to downplay the historical inequities of power between
men and women.  One example: the HEF called for the sentence
“Men had many more rights than women.” to be replaced by
“Men had different duties (dharma) as well as rights than
women. Many women were among the sages to whom the
Vedas were revealed.”  This change distorts and ignores a)
scriptural and customary laws that have produced past and
present power imbalances between women and men, as well as
sexual and gender minorities, in terms of safety, livelihood,
property, education, sexual access to one's body, and access to
justice systems; b) the diverse gender relations of the tribal
communities of India, many of which do not consider
themselves to be Hindu or Vedic; c) only about fifteen of the
1000+ hymns of the Rg Veda were wholly attributed to women
sages-- about one percent28.  These histories inform the social,
cultural, and legal treatment of women in Indian communities
today.

Proposed changes: The Caste System
Many of the approved changes from HEF and VF distance the
Aryans from the caste system and replaced the word "caste"
with "varna", or "social class".  This misinforms students, as
caste operates in ways distinct from social class, governing
conduct related to marriage, inheritance, worship, purity and
pollution, in addition to livelihood and social status. How can
students respectfully engage with Indian or Indian histories
without a substantive understanding of caste, which informs the
daily reality, conduct, identity, meaning, as well as systematic
oppression for so many people?

Proposed changes: Religion, Racism, and Meaningful Histories
The HEF and VF both wish to correct inaccuracies and racist
representations of India and Hinduism.  These concerns reflect
the realities of racism that diasporic communities and
communities of color continue to face in the United States,
which are necessary for teachers and textbook writers to face.
However, history is not only about the positive achievements of
particular groups; it also reflects the reality of social oppression.
Can't the realities of caste, class, religious and gender
oppression in India, historical and present, be discussed with
sensitivity and care so that students can engage more
meaningfully with Indians and Indian pasts without the
distortions of sanitized histories? Isn't it possible to include
multiple histories that allow students to engage with diverse
communities, while keeping their imaginations open and curious
to those yet unknown?  Endorsing erasures of past and present
inequities disempowers students from recognizing and
interrogating injustices, maintaining or worsening the conditions
of those who live on the margins: immigrants, gender, religious,
and sexual minorities, lower caste persons, people of color,
poor, and working-class communities.

California's Example
California is home to one of the largest textbook markets in the
nation. If the California State Board of Education allows itself to
be schooled by organizations with ethno-nationalist agendas, a
dangerous precedent is being set in regards to California's
curricula in other arenas, as well as for educational curricula in
the rest of the United States. One step toward addressing this
situation is to set up a transparent process for soliciting the
expertise of established scholars and committed community
members in revising textbooks.

Questions About the Process

1.  Will the Board accept the Curriculum Commission's
recommendations?

2.  What were the decision-making processes that authorized
Professor Shiva Bajpai to provide input to the Curriculum
Commission on India and Hinduism?

3. Does the California State Board of Education conduct
research on the political agendas and connections of the groups
that seek to influence curriculum?

4. The Curriculum Commission was directed by the California
State Board of Education on November 9 to approve or
disapprove the VF and HEF proposed edits on the basis of their
historical accuracy. Does failure to do so indicate that the
Commission has stepped outside its authority?
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Timeline

The California Board of Education evaluates and makes changes to existing instructional materials every six years in each of the core
subjects (History-Social Science, Mathematics, Reading/Language Arts, Science) on a staggered schedule. This year (2005), the
instruction materials for the History-Social Science subject are up for modification.

The following is a brief timeline of the issue thus far:

April 21, 2005 -
November 2005

Instructional materials (e.g. textbooks) submitted for adoption are made available for public review at
Learning Resource Display Centers (LRDCs) throughout the state.29

September 29-
30, 2005

The Curriculum Commission holds two public hearings on each day to receive public feedback on the proposed
changes to instructional materials.30

September 30 Due to the high volume of public feedback, the Curriculum Commission forms an Ad Hoc Committee to review
the public comments and edits and corrections received from experts.  The Ad Hoc committee could only
approve of specific edits; it is not allowed to approve the addition or deletion of long passages in the
textbooks.31  The expert on Indian history that served on the Ad Hoc Committee is Shiva Bajpai, a Professor
Emeritus of History at CSU Northridge.32

October 2005 Thirty-day public commentary period; general public sends written comments to the State Board on the
Curriculum Commission’s recommendations throughout the month.33

October 31,
2005

Ad Hoc Committee meets to review the list of edits and corrections recommended by the Content Review
Panel members (including Professor Bajpai) and California Department of Education staff.34

November 8,
2005

Harvard Professor Michael Witzel and 46 other Indologists write a letter to the State Board of Education urging
it "to reject the demands by nationalist Hindu ("Hindutva") groups that California textbooks be altered to
conform to their religious-political views".35

November 9 In response to the letter, the State Board of Education directs the Curriculum Commission to reexamine the
Ad Hoc edits and corrections with the aid of another committee consisting of Professors Michael Witzel
(Harvard), James Heitzman (UC Davis), and Stanley Wolpert (UCLA).36

November 22,
2005

A memo is sent to the Curriculum Commission containing suggested changes from the Witzel Panel.37

December 2,
2005

The Curriculum Commission accepts most of the changes approved by the Ad Hoc (Bajpai) Committee.38

Prepared by students in the Anthropology Program at California Institute of Integral Studies
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