BACKGROUND:  What is the California Textbook Controversy about?

California state textbooks come up for review every six years. This year, the sixth-grade history and social science texts are under review, and a controversy has arisen over the sections on Ancient Indian history. Although we appreciate that the publishers had made significant efforts to improve the representation of minority histories and cultures, most of these textbooks were inadequate for a number of reasons. Taking advantage of this inadequacy, two groups: Vedic Foundation and Hindu Education Foundation (VF and HEF), backed by the Hindu American Foundation (HAF)—all with demonstrable ideological and organizational links to the Sangh Parivar in India–-inserted themselves into the revision process.  But instead of just making corrections to erroneous texts, the VF-HEF tried to push though changes that reflect their supremacist and chauvinistic political agendas, seeking to equate the history of India with the history of Hinduism, and the living, diverse religion of Hinduism with a Brahmanical, Vedic religion frozen in time for thousands of years. 

The particularly problematic changes that we oppose are concentrated on three issues:

i. Promotion of a narrow and sectarian viewpoint within Hinduism as representing the entire religion. According to the edits of HEF/VF, Hinduism is described as a homogenous, monotheistic, brahmanical and revealed religion. This description subverts the pluralistic traditions and diverse viewpoints and attempts to promote only one sectarian viewpoint.
ii. Sanitization of caste and gender inequalities in Ancient and present-day India, thus silencing a large number of peoples’ struggles against injustice and oppression. Some of the proposed edits attempt to invalidate the very identity and existence of lower caste and Dalits in India.
iii. The ahistorical notion that the speakers of the Indo-European languages (Aryans) in Ancient India were indigenous to India instead of the currently accepted historical research that gives them a Central Asian origin. The legitimization of this thesis is tied, not to any differing scholarly viewpoint, but simply to a wider contemporary Hindu nationalist political agenda of proving that while Hindus were “indigenous”, the Christians and Muslims who arrived in India later were “invaders”!
How the Story Unfolded

In the beginning, the HEF/VF faced no opposition as most other community groups were not aware of their attempts to insert incorrect changes into textbooks.  They were also aided by the fact that instead of appointing an independent scholar as an expert to oversee the changes requested, the California Department of Education enlisted a retired professor, Dr. Shiva Bajpai, whom these groups had suggested as an independent expert to review the recommendations, who was later found to be closely aligned with the Hindutva movement.  As a result, the HEF and VF managed to get the Curriculum Commission to agree to a large number of their suggested changes aligned with their Hindu nationalist ideology know as Hindutva. The only opposition they faced was a last minute organizing by some Indologists (led by M. Witzel from Harvard with around 50 other scholars supporting them,

http://www.people.fas.harvard.edu/~witzel/witzelletter.pdf ) and a faculty letter from over 130 South Asian Studies experts and South Asian professors at universities (see

http://www.southasiafaculty.net ). While these interventions did help prevent the inclusion of many incorrect and potentially harmful suggestions, many other problematic Hindutva changes got accepted by the Curriculum Commission on Dec 2, 2005.


At this stage, many secular groups such as Friends of South Asia (FOSA), Coalition Against Communalism (CAC), Federation of Tamil Sangams of North America (FeTNA) and Ambedkar Center for Justice and Peace (ACJP), who were appalled at these changes, petitioned to the State Board to reject the edits. In addition to the factual inaccuracies of the VF-HEF edits, they also urged the State Board to reject these changes approved by the Curriculum Commission on procedural and legal grounds.  First, the Curriculum Commission is an advisory body to the State Board, and had been instructed by the Board to accept only changes that reflected “factual accuracy,” but chose to ignore the mandate.  Second, it had accepted many new recommendations when it had been explicitly requested to decide only upon existing proposals that had been evaluated by experts. And thirdly, the Curriculum Commission violated the legally binding California Education Code requirement that sectarian viewpoints not be a part of the curriculum taught in schools.

Consequently, on Jan 12th, 2006, the State Board of Education (SBE) took these concerns into account and announced a 5-member special committee of the SBE to investigate whether the Curriculum Commission violated its mandate while making its recommendations, and also charged it with making recommendations about the edits to the SBE.  On Feb 27th, 2006, this 5 member committee agreed with FOSA, CAC and others and announced that the Curriculum Commission had indeed over-stepped its mandate while making its recommendations. Furthermore, the 5 member subcommittee substituted the recommendations made by the Curriculum Commission with a new document prepared by the staff of the California Department of Education and the State Board of Education that incorporated suggestions based on consultation with a broad spectrum of experts on South Asian history, and rejected the majority of contentious changes proposed by HEF/VF.  Community groups such as FOSA, CAC, FeTNA, ACJP and others have voiced their satisfaction at the recommendations, and have urged the SBE to adopt them.  

The SBE met on March 8th, 2006 to deliberate over the recommendations of the subcommittee (the History Social Science Committee) and heard testimonies from various community groups and faculty.  After 2 and a half hours, it voted 9-0 to adopt the recommendations of the subcommittee.  The Hindutva organizations, angered at this adoption, have vowed to sue the Board.

For further information, please log on to: www.friendsofsouthasia.org
