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Three grim questions hovered over India’s rebirth as a modern nation state six decades ago. These were (1) Will India hold together?  
(2) Will India remain democratic? and (3) Will India overcome poverty?  The first two questions have lost a great deal of their power which they once had to arouse anxiety; but the third one continues to be relevant and has gained sharpness in the context of processes we relate to  globalisation.  If the third question does not get resolved within the foreseeable future, the second question might once again begin to cause anxiety, and the same may happen to the first question in as much as India’s unity as a nation-state can be attributed to the federal democratic system.

The system of education has played a significant, though somewhat silent, role in shaping the answers that India has found to all the three questions.  While it is true that many of the reforms recommended  in mid 1940s by  the post—war  Sargent  Commission,the Mudaliar Commission in the early 1950s  and the Kothari Commission in the mid 1960s   are still relevant, the system has greatly expanded and has disseminated a vast body of common  knowledge necessary for the complex challenges that modernization and social change pose in a highly segmented and stratified society.  Perhaps, the most important area of knowledge relevant to the  first two questions is that of history, for history shapes a society’s perception of itself.  It is hardly surprising that as a school subject, history has  provided a contested political space where two salient ‘ideas of India’ have struggled hard for dominance.  One is the idea underlying the Constitutional vision of a liberal, secular state serving a diverse and stratified society.  The other is the idea of cultural nationalism which has found support from fundamentalist forces in many countries of the world, including India.  After a long period of  controversy and strife, educational policy has very recently found an appropriate means to resolve the debates on what kind of history should be taught in schools.  The strategy of pedagogic modernism, which permits children to reflect on conflicts and debates has been recommended by the National Curriculum Framework (2005) and this approach has now begun to be implemented.

Craetion and maintenance of a civic-legal space is another means by which education has served the cause of nation-building.  Many British officers of the 19th Century were deeply sceptical about the possibility of such a space in India.  It is interesting that the often criticised early development of higher education is what led to the creation of a liberal space, in a greater measure in its metropolitan cities than in the provincial towns and villages. Democracy has thrived precisely because of this liberal space. Education has further contributed to democracy by enhancing individual mobility and by reducing the socially shaped  destinies of culturally  oppressed sections of society, marginalized groups, and women.  The system of education has been the key orbit in which the state pushed the Constitution’s agenda of social justice.  
 The spread of education and literacy has extended the discourse of institutionalized participation.  While individual mobility has made a significant dent in both the perceptual and objective realities of a caste - governed social order, extensive poverty continues to persist in India’s vast rural hinterland. Even in the southern states where economic growth has been fast, grass roots democracy has spread, depression continues to haunt the peasantry. In most parts of northern India, the rural socio- economic landscape is grimmer. The current initiative of the Government, namely, SSA or ‘Education for All’ up to the elementary stage, has greatly expanded enrolment but the quality of children’s educational experience remains a matter of serious concern.  The nexus between extreme poverty and lack of opportunity has proved hard to break, although there are inspiring examples of dedication of community mobilization such as that of M.V. Foundation in Andhra Pradesh.
The strongest challenges education faces today arise from cultural institutions.  Speedy and superficial  modernity has triggered a reactive and intolerant kind of collective identity in many parts of the world, and India is no exception.  The system of education must expand the limited discursive space India has in order to nourish India’s civilisational flexibility and diversity of cultural practices.  A great challenge in this respect pertains to girls and women whose oppression is closely associated with obsolete notions of purity perpetuated by the caste system.  In the economic sphere, education must confront the problem of inequality which is threatening to get worse as a result of the globally popular ideology of neo-liberalism and the obstacles placed by it in the state’s distributive role.  Changes in the technology of production and communication have brought about a complex situation  which directly effects the basic aims of education.  Some of these complexities, which the British economist Professor Ursula Huws has analysed, are deeply linked to entrenched inequalities and are likely to exacerbate the problem of unemployment.
Two and a half millennia ago,the  Buddha  invented a robustly intellectual alchemy which focuses on mindfulness as a means to transform suffering into happiness. India’s educational and cultural destiny in the new millennium which has just started will be shaped by her ability to  mindfully negotiate the two major calamities afflicting today’s world, namely, the use of violence to solve problems, and destruction of the natural environment.  If education is to enhance peace and sanity in these contexts, it must act with the help of cooperative structures spread across nations. The ‘educated imagination’, the Canadian scholar Northrop Frye spoke of is just as important  today as social efficiency emphasised by the American philosopher John Dewey.  These two priorities were central to the visions of, respectively,Tagore and Gandhi.  The greatest systemic challenge India faces today is that of finding a sufficiently large body of teachers and the means to train them in the practice of these qualities.
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