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India is one of the most diverse nation-states in the world. After gaining independence 
from Britain in 1947, it adopted a constitution that was based on pluralism, secular-
ism, and egalitarianism. This constitutional vision guided the national education pol-
icies until very recently. The current moment in all areas of public policy is being de-
fined by the ruling party’s agenda of Hindutva, or Hindu nationalism. In education, 
the hallmarks of this move have been a rewriting of history to glorify a mythohistoric 
version of the Hindu past and a call to engage with ancient Indian knowledge systems 
and traditions. Unfortunately, Hindu nationalism is creating growing rifts between 
the majority Hindu population and other groups, including Muslims, Christians, and 
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the return of the BJP to power in 2014, the saffronization agenda has once again 
been at the forefront. In April 2023, a new draft of the NCF was released, proclaim-
ing both a strong rootedness in Hindu ideals and a commitment to equity, diversity,  
and pluralism. But is it possible for the ideals of Hinduism and equity to coexist? 
If so, how? And if not, what counter discourses can be marshaled to promote eq-
uity, diversity, and pluralism in India?

In April 2023, India was acknowledged as the most populous nation in the 
world, with a population of 1.428 billion people. According to the 2011 census, 
there are over 4,000 distinct ethnic groups, 655 religions or persuasions, and over 
6,000 mother tongues spoken, of which 22 are official languages.2 Most of the 
population (about 80 percent, or 960 million people) identify as Hindu, while ap-
proximately 14 percent (172 million people) identify as Muslim, 2.3 percent (27 
million) as Christian, 1.7 percent (20 million) as Sikh, 0.7 percent (8 million) as 
Buddhist, and 0.37 percent (4.5 million) as Jain. India is one of only two countries 
in the world with a majority Hindu population, the other being Nepal, and it has 
the third-largest Muslim population of any country in the world, with Indonesia 
and Pakistan, respectively, ranking one and two. In 1990, it also became the first 
country to declare the birthday of the prophet Muhammed a holiday.

India has one of the fastest growing economies in the world. Oxfam data indi-
cate that economic inequality has been rising sharply for the last three decades.3 
As a result, the top 10 percent of the population holds 77 percent of the wealth. 
Economic inequality is tied to other demographic issues, such as caste and gen-
der. The term caste is still not well defined but refers to a social hierarchy that has 
existed in India for thousands of years.4 There is still a great deal of residential 
and occupational segregation based on caste, and highly educated Indians tend to 
belong to the higher castes while those with little or no education belong to low-
er castes.5 About 30 percent of all Indians identify as belonging to higher-caste 
groups, and about 68 percent identify as belonging to lower-caste groups. After 
independence, India established affirmative action programs based on a system 
of “reservations,” meaning that a certain number of positions in government and 
seats in higher education institutions are reserved for members of the most dis-
advantaged lower castes, who were designated as “Scheduled Castes” (includ-
ing Dalits) and “Scheduled Tribes” (Adivasis) in the Indian constitution in 1950. 
There is widespread debate over the need for and utility of the reservation system 
in India, and it is beyond the scope of this essay to comprehensively discuss this 
issue. However, a study in 2012 showed that increased political representation for 
lower castes was correlated with increased poverty.6

UNICEF India notes that only 25 percent of women in India are in the work-
force, 77 percent of whom make their primary income from agriculture, and that 
only 12.7 percent of landholdings are in the names of women.7 UNICEF India also 
reports that girls are more likely to die in childhood than boys and are more like-
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ly to drop out of school. While the government has introduced numerous initia-
tives ostensibly to address gender equity in and out of education, the literacy rates 
among women continue to be low, and girls, especially girls from poor families, 
are less likely to be in school than their male counterparts.

I want to briefly describe three aspects of India’s diversity that tend not to get 
much attention in international conversations on equity in education: children 
with disabilities, Indigenous peoples, and refugees. A recent report of the govern-
ment of India states that there are about twenty-seven million people with disabil-
ities in India. Across all categories of disability, about 61 percent of children are in 
an educational institution, 12 percent have been in one but are not currently, and 27 
percent have never been enrolled in school. But if we look specifically at the cate-
gory of children with cognitive or developmental disabilities, about 50 percent of 
children with developmental disabilities have never been in school.8 Adivasis, or 
the original peoples of India, make up about 8.2 percent of the population in 2011. 
There are over two hundred distinct groups of Adivasis, who live in forest or hill ar-
eas, often in smaller communities. Their existence in India predates both the Dra-
vidian and Aryan peoples.9 Most live below the poverty line and in communities 
that have little or no access to education or health care.10 Survival International 
notes that the current government has particularly targeted Adivasis: for exam-
ple, a 2019 Supreme Court ruling evicted eight million people from lands destined 
for either conservation or industrialization projects. At the same time, the govern-
ment tried to pass legislation that would make it legal for forest rangers to shoot 
Adivasis.11 Finally, as of January 2022, the United Nations High Commissioner for 
Refugees (UNHCR) estimated that there are more than two hundred fifty thousand 
refugees and asylum seekers in India, of which about forty-six thousand were reg-
istered with UNHCR.12 These numbers, however, do not consider the refugee com-
munities that have been in India for many years, like Tibetans. Most of the refugee 
communities, except for Tibetans, have little access to education or health care.

A key challenge for India around equity has been incorporating the vast di-
versity of cultures, languages, and religions while trying to dismantle tra-
ditional hierarchies and animosities. India’s policies to address these is-

sues began before it gained independence from Britain. By the 1920s, policies for 
what we might now call affirmative action were in place to ensure that minority 
religious groups were included in the administration of government. While these 
policies were ostensibly meant to ensure harmony among all groups in the colony, 
it is widely accepted today that they were part of the larger British policy of “divide  
and rule” that created new divisions or exploited existing ones within Indigenous 
communities.13 This legacy continues to taint some of the current policies, es-
pecially those for the Dalits, Adivasis, and Socially Excluded and Discriminated 
Groups (SEDGs). 
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Today, and throughout much of the postindependence era, Indian policies ad-
dressing diversity and equity quite clearly encompass objectives related to nation-
al unity, equality, and the development of a national identity that includes support 
for diversity. The meaning of these terms has changed over time, but when it was 
drafted, the constitution was cast in the mold of the classical liberal democracy 
with what has been called an Indian inflection.14 It contains a strong commitment 
to equality, and it seeks to develop an overarching national identity while protect-
ing minority identities. Three important principles from the Indian constitution 
that have shaped postindependence approaches to education are social justice, 
secularism, and the need to create a unified national identity. 

Social justice was initially seen in terms of creating conditions to achieve eco-
nomic and social equality for all minoritized groups. Secularism in India, unlike 
the Western versions of this ideal, meant both that there is no official state reli-
gion and that all religions are, at least in theory, equally recognized and valued. In 
practice, this had been translated into several policies and practices including rec-
ognition of a variety of religious holidays as official holidays for everyone, flexible 
dress codes in schools and other public institutions, and parallel systems of fam-
ily law based on religious principles. Finally, the focus on national identity came 
out of the acknowledgment that, at the time of independence, there was no single 
unified sense of what it meant to be Indian. Instead, people were more attached to 
ethnic, linguistic, religious, or caste-based identities. The constitution gave due 
recognition to these identities and, rather than trying to eradicate them, sought to 
use them as building blocks for a unified national identity. In part, this was accom-
plished by dividing states along linguistic lines and by recognizing several region-
al languages as official languages. In this vision, national identity would be built 
though contact among and between members of the variously constituted social 
and cultural groups across the country. 

The term saffronization has been coined to refer to the agenda of recreat-
ing India in the image of a Hindu nationalist state. This has been the stat-
ed aim of the national volunteer paramilitary organization the Rastriya 

Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS) since its formation in 1925. The RSS wants India to be 
founded on the principles of Hindutva, an ideology based in a conservative and 
revivalist version of Hinduism that equates India with Hindu.15 To understand the 
origins and significance of Hindutva, we must take a short detour into the colonial 
history of India.

Until the nineteenth century, no one in India described their religious affilia-
tion as Hindu. Historically, there were several different communities who “shared 
a cultural matrix but no single Hindu religion.”16 Today, great diversity continues 
to exist within Hinduism based on these older sets of traditions, but there have 
been some attempts to create more structured and hierarchical versions of the re-
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In 1998, the BJP was the major party in the National Democratic Alliance gov-
ernment. Almost immediately it began to change Indian educational poli-
cy, moving away from the constitutional principles of secularism, diversity, 

and social justice to a vision commensurate with Hindutva. Shortly after the 1998 
election, the government appointed a new director for the National Council for 
Education Research and Training (NCERT), J. S. Rajput, who was part of the 
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“cultural and social participation,” which is explained in the following manner: 
“along with democracy and the economy, culture and society play an important 
role in the ‘mode of associated living.’ Cultures maintain continuity as well as 
change over time. The NEP 2020 expect [sic] students to have a ‘rootedness and 
pride’ in India, and its rich, diverse, ancient and modern culture and knowledge 
systems and traditions.”42 While some educators might read this emphasis on In-
dian traditions and culture as a continuation of the vision defined by the constitu-
tion and use this to inform their approach, I would argue that the government is 
working to ensure that the dominant interpretation would be narrowly defined as 
Hindu traditions and culture. NCF 2023 is replete with highlighted textboxes that 

-
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ralism, equality, and social justice. Again, the term 
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religious diversity “that goes beyond tolerance and secularism, emphasizing both 
legal equality and neighbourly solidarity.”51 In other words, it asks not just for the 
engagement of the state in enacting laws and policies but also the engagement of 
citizens in truly working to develop relationships with their fellow citizens across 
lines of caste, class, gender, religion, disability, and other social categories. She 
believes that this would require two things: an acceptance by all parties that the 
right to religious freedom is subject to other constitutional constraints like equal-
ity and nondiscrimination, and a robust campaign to support multireligious liter-
acy and the cultivation of humility and respectful engagement. While Bajpai’s fo-
cus is mostly on religion, I believe this idea points toward a path to thinking across 
multiple aspects of diversity.

I am not so naive as to believe that one could present these ideas to the current 
Modi-BJP government and find any kind of success in moving forward. I am, how-
ever, encouraged by the example of some educators and people in social move-
ments in India who continue to work for causes including economic and social 
justice, communal harmony, gender equity, and the rights of Dalits and Adivasis. 
I am also encouraged by educational institutions that have presented more egali-
tarian and inclusive approaches to education. In short, the way forward is to begin 
these conversations with progressive educators and activists and then to engage 
young people. If there is a way forward, it lies outside the structures of the state 
and in the hands of engaged, caring, and compassionate citizens.
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