Comment on KK’s House of Lords lecture
Mylords, Ladies and gentlemen. 

Many thanks to the Council for education in the Commonwealth for inviting me. Special thanks go to John Oxenham who has worked so hard to make this a special event. It is indeed a great honour to speak here and at least as great an honour to be asked to be the discussant to Prof Kumar, India’s most famous name on the contemporary education scene.

There is little I have ever disagreed with Prof Kumar’s corpus of work. So this is not setting the scene for a debate but rather deepening some of the comments that he has made.

Prof Kumar raises three questions of India’s unity, India’s democracy and India’s poverty and looks at the role education has had to play with regard to al three. I want to develop two particular points he has made and will try to give a slightly different take on the balance between political and economic concerns.
The role of education in developing and post colonial counties plays two central roles: there is the goal of human capital creation and the goal of creating a unifying national identity. As such the role of education in society links in with economic and political concerns.
When looking at India is helpful to go back and look at the Nehruvian legacy: Nehru was prime minister for 17 years (1947-1964) and shaped the making of the constitution and with it contemporary India.

Education and the economy:

The issue of human capital creation was well born in mind during Nehru’s time - we only have to look at the furthering of higher education, unusual in many developing countries, as well as the focus on maths, science and engineering. Prof Kumar has mentioned how the education system was harnessed for development and how literacy and higher education both have contributed to social mobility.
Today India has redefined itself as a regional and a global power – with a radical change of image from the land of rural poverty (and snake charmers) to the land of the IT revolution. But this is a change of image and a change of the international perception. The recent Lehman Brothers report – India: everything to play for, promising 10% growth for a decade is just one of many publications focusing on India’s economic success. However let us not forget that this is the India of the 30%, of the growing middle class. Prof Kumar is right when he points out that India’s poverty as being a central concern. 70% of Indians still live in poverty and the trickle down effect of this growth has been at best marginal. In fact today the gap between rich and poor is larger than it has ever been before. This - despite the expansion of India’s education system. It is India’s most important challenge to allow for an equitable education system to be available to all. India’s drive to get solutions from the private sector is dangerous and has to be viewed with caution as the divisions between those who can and cannot access education is likely to widen as the state relinquishes its responsibilities.
Education and politics:
Nehru also had a political project which laid the foundations for unity and democracy: India’s definition of national identity was not going to be based on ethnicity, or on language, or on religion. Nehru chose a shared history as the basis for defining who was Indian and who was not. This civic and inclusive national identity has been one of India’s biggest achievements, yet also one which to this day is still contested as the  ‘two ideas of India’ grate against each other. As Prof Kumar rightly points out the subject of history is the fault line of the debate between secularism and religious nationalism. His book Prejudice and Pride is a flagship study in how history textbooks both in India and in Pakistan have been used to politicise the young.
Yet this deeply divisive issue is one which bears thinking about in more depth. As globalisation has brought increased prosperity to the middle classes it has also brought about the question of ‘who are we?’. As the BJP led the government between 1998 and 2004 the debate about the role of religion in national identity creation became acute and with it the question of the role of religion in education. One should remember that traditionally the Hindu notion of identity is a tolerant and inclusive one. However In 2001 the National Curriculum Framework for school education was heavily based on the Hindu nationalist ideological agenda and on the premise of ‘Indianise, nationalise and spiritualise’, which ended up dividing the country.
The discursive implications of this slogan are enormous:
· ‘Indianise’: India is not really Indian, it needs to be ‘indianised’. 
· ‘Nationalise’: India is not a proper nation, because it contains too many un-Indian elements. Foreign elements from the British legacy and the Mogul invadors  had to be purged from the curriculum. 
· ‘Spiritualise’: The foreign, non-Hindu elements (as opposed to the consumerism advanced by economic globalization) have taken away India’s soul. 
The new policy engendered a massive textbook revision that justified an anti-minority outlook. Today the textbooks are still the battle ground as different states across India chose textbooks with different political messages depending on the state government in power. The nationalist agenda is dangerous as it means a radical re-articulation of Indian identity and creates divisions as opposed to unity.
Conclusion:

Based on Prof Kumar’s presentation I have tried to raise two areas of concern for India’s future. As we approach the next elections in 2009 (or earlier if this government falls) we should bear the in mind Nehru’s vision, his legacy and the role education has to play in maintaining the inclusive values, both economically and politically.
India has come a long way – a very long way in 60 years.

Vande Mataram.

