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Every civilization evolves over a period of time and develops certain unique characteristics by 
which it can define and differentiate itself from other civilizations. Indian civilization can also be 
distinguished from other world civilizations in respect to its continuity, heterogeneity, its 
syncretic qualities and its accommodating ethos. Indian civilization can be compared to a great 
river that carries the various cultural strands that join as streams and tributaries at various points 
of time and give it a distinct composite character. 

Ancient India played host to many migrant communities like- the Aryans, the Kushans, the 
Mongols, the Sakas, the Greeks, the Huns, the Arabs and the Europeans in the recent times. 

Archaeological evidence points to the existence of commercial and cultural relations between the 
borders of north-west India ,Iran and central Asia even before the dawn of the Harappan 
culture.1 The Harappan civilization had extensive trade and cultural contacts with Mesopotamia, 
Persia, Afghanistan, and Mediterranean world. The process of acculturation which was set into 
motion as far back as the third millennium BC continued unabated during the successive period 
of Indian history and led to the intermingling of a variety of cultural traits and features. The 
Indian science, mathematics and astronomy were also influenced by the Babylonian arithmetical 
system and the Greek geometrical system.2 Successive waves of Aryan people from central Asia 
began entering India from the second millennium BC. There is ample evidence in the classical 
literature about the intermingling of Aryans with indigenous and foreign groups. 

Pluralism has been the quintessential feature of Hinduism. From early times, the tribals, the folk 
cults and ritual practices were incorporated and assimilated into the corpus of Hinduism.  
Totemic deities such as fish, tortoise and boar were  made into incarnations of Vishnu.3 Shiva 
was formed by the fusion of the Vedic Rudra and some non-Aryan deity, including the Indus 
deity which has been described as proto-Shiva4 Similarly Narayani and Durga, manifestations of 
Shiva’s consort, were associated with non-Aryan tribes and were later absorbed into Hinduism.5 
The cult of sun worship was brought to India by the Magas who came to India from the 1st 
century BC from Sakadvip or Persia.6 
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 This proves that even during Vedic times the society was never monolithic or homogenous. It 
was an amalgam of Aryan, non-Aryan and tribal elements. 7 This can be testified by the 
popularity of the Jagannath cult in Orissa, that of Vithala in Maharashtra 8, the Shakta and 
Tantric tradition, which were mainly derived from indigenous and tribal cultures. 9  This 
pluralist and composite ethos which began germinating during the Vedic period continued during 
the rise of Buddhism and Jainism, and further strengthened with the flowering of the Bhakti 
movement. The late medieval period witnessed a creative synthesis of Hindu and Islamic 
civilizations and thus represented the zenith of India’s component tradition.10 This Indo-Islamic 
tradition manifested itself in various forms in the fields of music, art, language, literature and 
architecture. It also influenced Indian culture which found expression in the dress patterns, food 
habits, folk lore and the way of life. The Sufis played an important role in promoting the Indo-
Islamic tradition.11 Their message of love and brotherhood and their identification with the poor 
and dispossessed attracted thousands of people into their fold. The Bhakti movement also had a 
far reaching impact on the Indian society in the medieval period. 
 
 Multiculturalism  
Multiculturalism of India is very different from that of western countries like USA or UK. The 
pluralism of western countries is the result of economic and political migration from different 
parts of the world and also due to the fallout of colonialism. These new migrants are at in the 
initial stages of integration with their   host country. So they still retain their lineages and bond 
with their countries of origin. Hence, countries in the west are evolving strategies to design 
suitable curriculum and pedagogy to face the challenges of multiculturalism. 
 In comparison, the migrant communities in India have already undergone the process of 
indigenization and integration and have become part of the composite culture of India. They do 
not have any contact with their place of origin. India is many nations within a nation, with many 
sub national identities- ethnic, regional, religious, minority and  Dalit.  Post –independence these 
sub national identities are getting more and more  pronounced and acquiring pathological over 
tones, thereby threatening the unity and integrity of the country. 
 
 Need for multicultural education in India 
Multiculturalism is not a new phenomenon for India. But there is also a question of nationalism 
and national identity that has to be addressed and redefined. In the prevailing climate of 
increased democratization, collective self consciousness and self assertion of one’s own rights, 
there is a need for designing a suitable curriculum and pedagogy that can meet the aspirations of 
a diverse modern India.  
 
What is multicultural education? 
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The primary goal of multicultural education is to help the students to acquire the knowledge, 
attitudes and skills needed to function in an ethnically diverse nation. At the societal level, 
multicultural education aims to reduce prejudice and discrimination against oppressed groups, to 
work towards equal opportunity and social justice for all groups, and to effect an equitable 
distribution of power among members of different cultural groups 12 (Sleeter, 1996). 
It challenges and rejects racism and other forms of discrimination in schools and society and 
accepts and affirms the pluralism (ethnic, racial, linguistic, religious, economic, and gender 
among others) that students, their communities, and teachers reflect. Multicultural education 
permeates the schools’ curriculum and instructional strategies, as well as the interactions among 
teachers, students and families, and the very way that schools conceptualize the nature of 
teaching and learning. Because it uses critical pedagogy as its underlying philosophy and focuses 
on knowledge, reflection, and action as the basis for social change, multicultural education 
promotes democratic principles of social justice. 14 
 
 The Traditional Multicultural Perspective 
The traditional perspective is often called conservative multiculturalism in education.  
Traditional multicultural tenets tend to see culture as fixed, essentialist, and predetermined 
15(Taguieff, 1997). Traditionalists are concerned primarily with the expeditious transmission of 
the cultural heritage of the dominant society through the fixed body of knowledge and the 
perpetuation of the existing social order 16 (Banks & Banks, 2007). Individuals such as Franklin 
Bobbitt, Ralph Tyler, E.D. Hirsch, and advocates of “back to basics” curricula fall into this 
category. What one assumes as being a universal culture is the manifestation of Western-
centrism. This view has failed to “promote a systematic critique of the ideology of ‘Westernness’ 
that is ascendant in curriculum and pedagogical practices in education… [although its] 
proponents articulate a language of inclusion” 17(McCarthy, 1994, p. 89). In fact, the 
consequences are the perpetuation of established groups’ hegemony and the marginalization of 
disadvantaged or segregated groups. In education, traditional multiculturalism favours the 
reproduction of the values of the mainstream society or “cultural production” 18 (Bourdieu & 
Passeron, 1970).  

Conservative Critiques of Multicultural Education 
The conservative critics are not opposed to multi-cultural education but they are against the 
widespread and indiscriminate changes that are being introduced into the school and college 
curriculum in the name of pluralism which will slowly weaken the unifying forces and give more 
strength to the divisive forces.  Their point of contention is not so much whether education 
should be multicultural but to what extent it should be allowed. 
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The main concern of conservative critics is that schools and universities are responding to 
diversity in an increasingly harmful manner, and that damaging ideas increasingly drive public 
education, with “myths of multiculturalism fed to all school children by a state monopoly that is 
masquerading behind the values of tolerance, diversity, and pluralism”19 (Stotsky, 1991, p. 26). 
Furthermore, this “spread of new multicultural perspectives throughout schools has taken place 
without much foresight. 

 
The Liberal Multicultural Perspective 
Liberal multicultural education values cultural pluralism, which is, according to Bennett (1999): 
an ideal state of societal conditions characterized by equity and mutual respect among existing 
cultural groups. It contrasts sharply with cultural assimilation or “melting pot” images, where 
ethnic minorities are expected to give up their traditions and blend in or be absorbed into the 
mainstream society or predominant culture. 20 
In such a reality, teachers will need to be prepared to understand students from different 
backgrounds, to teach content that does not represent mainstream culture only, and to learn to 
communicate with parents. This position sees culture not as fixed and essentialist, as in the 
traditional position, but as dynamic and flexible. From the liberal perspective, mechanisms of 
racism requisition the social construction of superiority and inferiority, discrimination, and 
exclusion based on physical or ethnic differences, whereas ethnocentric biases revisit the 
perspective of universality. Hence, from the liberal perspective, the world might be different. 
 
Critical Multiculturalism 
Critical multicultural education encourages students and teachers to review the traditionally 
unrepresented cultures in their own right and not through the lens of the mainstream culture. 23  
Critical multiculturalism helps the students to understand the complex web of inter cultural 
relationships existing in the society.  It seeks to promote democratic attitude towards curriculum 
and pedagogy and to improve the social relations in schools   21 (Mc Laren ,2003.)  It induces a 
healthy understanding and participation in a diverse society directed towards attaining social, 
cultural and emotional harmony. 
 
The main objectives of critical multicultural approach are 
1) understanding the knowledge - power relation in society 
2) emphasizing and nurturing an appreciation for diversity and global processes  and 
3)  facilitating a democratic and inclusive classroom environment. 
 
A critical approach enables the student to understand the world   better; to reexamine the power 
equations between communities and to effect necessary reforms towards transformation. 
 
The education program should be designed in such way that it gives due representation to all 
diverse cultural groups in the curriculum and pedagogy. 
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The school goals of multi –cultural education are : 
 

1) Critical approach involves students in democratic decision making 
2) It involves the segregated classes and minority parents in school-community activities 
3) It involves the school in local-community action projects  
4) Critical approach should develop necessary life skills in the marginalized groups to bring 

them in to the mainstream and to empower them to lead meaningful lives. 
5) The long term goal of critical multicultural education is to enable social reconstruction, to 

bring more inclusiveness in society and to work towards social equality. . 
6)   The school has to prepare the citizens to work actively towards social structural 

equality; promote cultural pluralism and alternative life styles.  13 ( Sleeter and Grant 
(1994) 

 
Critical Pedagogy 
Critical Pedagogy involves the transformative actions related to all aspects of educational 
practices and social changes that are democratic, equitable and inclusive.  |The teachers should 
be trained to negate stereotypes, prejudices, and discrimination and work towards transformative 
action in school and in society.  Critical Pedagogy should reflect the work/ experience and 
contribution of all the unrepresented and underrepresented groups of society. 
 
The salient features are : 
 

- It develops critical abilities in the student to work towards transformation of the society. 
- The creation of critical spaces is linked to the struggle for a better life for the construction 

of a society based on social justice.21 
- Critical multiculturalism raises an individual critical consciousness about his class, 

gender, racial identity or belief. 
- Critical pedagogy empowers him/her to question the prevailing   dominant practices or 

ideologies. 
- It forces him to rethink these paradigms and in this process directs him towards social 

equality and injustice. 
- Upokudu (2003) defines teaching from a critical multicultural perspective as a learning 

paradigm in which teachers and students engage in the construction of knowledge, 
critique the various forms of inequalities and injustices embedded in the educational 
system and strive to gain the empowerment needed to engage in culturally response and 
responsible practice.22 

- The curriculum should be representative of all sections based on the demographic 
makeup of the society.  The heroes, the history and the folklore of the segregated/ 
oppressed sections should find respectable place in society and in the curriculum. 

- All affirmative steps should be taken by the school and the govt to provide social justice 
and equal opportunity to all. 
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- Teachers should be trained to develop the critical mind needed to work with students 
from diverse racial, cultural, socioeconomic and linguistic backgrounds. 

- Teaching multicultural education should involve taking some risks, coming out of one’s 
comfort zones to understand diverse culture by engaging in field trips and interactive 
sessions. 

- The primary theoretical precept that ground  the  view and practice of critical 
multiculturalism comes from the scholarship  works of Paulo Friere,Henry Giroux, 
Christine Sleeter, Maxine Greene , and Peter Mc Laren.23 

 
Conclusion : 
One of the major achievements of Indian civilization lies in its tolerance and accommodation to 
its diverse identities and to the creative synthesis of these identities. This has been one of the 
major factors for the continued survival and resilience of Indian civilization. But we cannot be 
oblivious of the role of primordial ethnic, religious, and regional identities. We cannot also 
ignore the fissiparous tendencies and conflicts over arching the national identity, raising its ugly 
head from time to time and threatening the unity and integrity of India. We should learn lessons 
from the disintegration of erstwhile Soviet Union, former Yugoslavia, Bosnia-Herzegovina and 
the ongoing ethnic strife in Syria, Iraq, and the Middle-East. 
 Education has a major role to play in defining the contours of national identity and cultural 
policy of a nation. To build a sense of unified form of nationalism and national identity in a 
pluralistic society like India, satisfying the aspirations of every section of society is one of the 
major challenges of multicultural education. The issue of national unity and integration is closely 
intertwined with cultural policy. A policy of integration which discounts cultural pluralism and 
composite character of Indian society and seeks to impose uniformity, homogenization and 
regimentation on the country’s heterogeneous population will ultimately prove to be self-
defeating. What is required is a humane vision of integration.  We should take due cognizance of 
India’s pluralistic ethos and at the same time strengthen the long standing bonds and 
interlinkages among the people, especially at the grass root level. Indian society is to be seen, as 
a honey comb in which communities are engaged in vibrant interaction sharing space, ethos and 
cultural traits.(K.S.Singh) 25 
Therefore what is required is a critical reinterpretation of tradition in the light of cherished 
national goals.  The concept of national identity should be seen as an essentially  ideal-critical 
concept which is embedded in a broad humanistic framework.   
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