
ies—Delhi and Mumbai– 
but miss the countryside. 

India is the world’s fourth 
largest economy in terms 
of Gross Domestic Product, 
with a overall GDP of over 
one trillion US dollars. 

If you’re interested in 
learning more about this 
country, talk to people 
around you. Look over the 
inside of this newsletter 
and discuss the content. 
Then go back to your 
school and make a new 
friend! 

 

-Dan Frechtling,  

The University of Michigan 

India is a nation with a rich 
history that dates to the for-
mative years of civilization 
itself; today, India is a rising 
power in world affairs and 
home to more than 1.3 billion 
people. 

If you’re like me, you proba-
bly know a person of Indian 
descent– a ‘brown person’ as 
they sometimes call them-
selves. 

If you take the time to ask 
them about India, you’ll 
find a lot of interesting 
things: 

-India is the birthplace of 4 
major religions; 

-There are 23 recognized 
languages and as many as 
1600 dialects; 

-Black pepper originated 
in India; 

-Bollywood is the largest 
film industry in the world; 

-Cricket is the most popular 
sport in India. 

It’s a land of deep tradi-
tion with amazing topogra-
phy and interesting sights 
to see at every turn. Visi-
tors may be taken in by 
the sights of the big cit-

Of Subcontinents and Curry: Spotlight on India 

October is Diversity Awareness Month 

Let’s see: sixty-one years 
ago, the color barrier fell in 
baseball; a black man 
crossed into the Major 
Leagues.  

Sixty-one years later, Afri-
can-Americans are a minority 
in the major leagues: the 
majority of players have 
Latin-American roots.  

Even the Japanese, Chinese, 
and Koreans are playing the 
game and playing it well.  

And so it is for America, on 
college campuses across the 
country. 

Take time this month to cele-
brate the differences in our 
world; think about another’s 

culture, their faith. Think 
about your roots: where are 
your ancestors from? 

Keep an eye out for the 
things that make us all unique 
and special, and celebrate 
the many sides of the human 
condition! 

Presidential Politics 
• THE 2008 ELECTIONS ARE 

COMING ON TUESDAY, NO-

VEMBER 4TH. IT’S NOT TOO 

LATE TO REGISTER TO VOTE! 

• BE AN INFORMED VOTER! LOOK 

OVER THE PLATFORMS OF THE 

CANDIDATES BEFORE VOTING. 

• NOT ELIGIBLE TO VOTE? BE 

INVOLVED IN YOUR COMMU-

NITY ANYWAY! THERE ARE LOTS 

OF OPPORTUNITIES FOR CIVIC 

ENGAGEMENT, IF YOU LOOK! 
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India is one of three cradles 
of civilization, from which all 
modern civilizations are de-
rived (The Fertile Crescent 
and China are the other 
two). 

The rise of Hinduism through 
a period known as the 
“Vedic” age was the start of 
modern India, to about 500 
years BC.  

The region was eventually 
controlled by Ashoka the 
Great in the 3rd century BC, 
and then by dynasties start-
ing in the 3rd century AD.  

Eventually, the dynasties fell, 
and India fell under the rule 
of the Mughal Empire and 
the Delhi Sultanate, Muslim 
kingdoms that controlled 
much of the region after the 
twelfth century AD.  

These gave away to a pe-
riod of colonization by Euro-
pean powers; the British East 
India Company and later the 
British Crown would have 
control of the region for 
nearly one hundred years. 

In the first part of the 20th 
Century, Mahatma Gandhi 

led nonviolent protests—
mass civil disobedience— 
against the British rule. As a 
consequence, India was 
granted independence in 
1947; Pakistan, once part of 
the British colony, gained 
independence as a Muslim 
state at approximately the 
same time. This was a violent 
partitioning that led to the 
displacement and death of 
up to one million people.  

Today the countries have an 
uneasy peace; both are 
armed with nuclear weapons.  

beliefs, making it difficult to 
define. 

The commonly worshipped 
are Shiva, Vishnu, Brahma, 
and Shakti. Each represents a 
different part of life: destruc-
tion, life, fertility. 

Some practices involve an 
icon of a God, a link between 
the divine and the person. 

Hinduism is the most common 
form of religion in India, with 
an estimated 905 million fol-
lowers. It is a complex faith, 
characterized by many 
schools of thought, polytheistic 
and monotheistic. There is a 
belief in an eternal soul and 
a God (or Gods).  

Hinduism is very open and 
tolerant to differences of 

By contrast, Jainism has only 
4 million or so followers; it 
stresses the existence of a 
soul in all living creatures 
(thus care must be taken to 
avoid killing even a fly). It is 
an ascetic religion: followers 
develop through practicing 
self-control and wisdom. The 
goal is the realization of the 
soul’s true nature. 

The Cradle of  Civilization: Historic India 

On Faith: Hinduism and Jainism 

On the Rise: Modern India 

In the late 20th and early 
21st centuries, India has 
shifted toward a free market 
economy, and has exploded 
onto the world scene. One 
estimate puts India’s growth 
since 1991 at an average of 
5.5% annually, making India 
one of the world’s fastest-
growing economies. 

Today, India takes advan-
tage of a large number of 

well-educated and English 
speaking workers to be a 
major beneficiary of job out-
sourcing, even in the medical 
field (think: what might a 
hospital outsource to another 
country?) and an important 
player in the software indus-
try. 

The vast majority of the peo-
ple speak Hindi; the most 
common religion is Hindu.  

India is the world’s largest 
democracy– think about it: 
there are one billion more 
people in India than in the 
United States.  

The government of India is 
very like that of England, 
with a bicameral (two-house) 
parliament and a prime min-
ister, who exercises the ma-
jority of the executive power. 
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The Hindu God Vishnu 



Buddhism is today not widely 
practiced in India, but began 
in northern India and Nepal 
with the teachings of Gau-
tama Buddha, known simply 
as “The Buddha.” Overall, 
Buddhism teaches that the 
self may reach enlightenment 
through meditation (and, per-
haps, an ascetic lifestyle).  

Karma is a key concept be-
cause it is the driving force 
behind the cycle of rebirth 
and death; with this cycle 
comes the possibility of re-
birth into a higher status, or 

even escape from the cycle 
altogether. 

Today, there are two major 
schools of Buddhist thought: 
Mahayana Buddhism (which is 
commonly practiced in China, 
Korea, and Japan) and 
Theravada Buddhism (which 
preaches an ascetic lifestyle 
and supplanted Mahayana 
Buddhism in South East Asia). 
Both stress similar concepts 
but vary in interpretation and 
scripture. 

Sikhism is a smaller religion, 

with an estimated 23 million 
followers worldwide; most 
live in India’s Punjab prov-
ince. The religion is founded 
on the belief of finding God 
through service to others.  

Distinct in this faith is that it is 
non-anthropomorphic; God is 
viewed as the Universe, not 
as ‘he’ or ‘she.’ 

Sikhs believe in the teachings 
of ten gurus (guru means 
‘teacher’ in Sanskrit). The 
current guru is Guru Granth 
Sahib (a sacred text). 

Festivals and Holidays: 

Diwali– The Festival of Lights 
in October or November 

Holi: The Festival of Colours 
in the springtime 

Onam– state festival of the 
state of Kerala, in September 

Vaisakhi– harvest festival 
marking the beginning of the 

India’ most popular sport is 
cricket, although soccer is 
gaining popularity.  

Chess is also very popular 
and the rise of Indian Grand-
masters is a trend in the 
game today. 

 

 

new solar year (Sikhs) 
 

Independence Day–August 15th 

Also: October 2nd is the birth-
day of Mahatma Gandhi, who 
led non-violent protests against 
the British rule of India. Interest-
ingly, Gandhi is a controversial 
figure in India. 

On Faith: Buddhism and Sikhism 

Indian Holidays and Leisure 

Sociologically Speaking: Gender and Class in India 

hold, even what they eat.  

The caste system was codi-
fied under British rule, but in 
modern India is a more con-
textual system rather than a 
rigid system. The government 
today assures political seats 
to people of all castes. Thus, 
as India westernizes, the 
caste system is becoming less 
powerful. 

For Indians who have emi-

grated to the west, the caste 
system is even less important; 
it only comes into play with 
marriage customs. 

Gender roles are not clearly 
defined, but there is some 
evidence for women having a 
subordinate role to men; 
however, as India modernizes 
in the 21st century, men and 
women are enjoying more 
equal status. 

Because of the scope of India
--1.3 billion people– one 
must understand that it is im-
possible to define everyone’s 
positions and beliefs. 

However, in general terms, 
India has received a lot of 
attention for its caste system; 
this system dictates the ac-
tions of the people within it—
what clothes they wear, who 
they marry, what jobs they 

Page 3 

Volume 1, Issue 1 

“INDIA HAS 

RECEIVED A LOT 

OF ATTENTION 

FOR ITS CASTE 

SYSTEM… FOR 

INDIANS IN THE 

WEST, IT’S NOT 

IMPORTANT.” 

The Taj Mahal is an example 
of Mughal (Muslim) architec-
ture in India. 



Other Notes 

I hope that you have enjoyed this look 
at India and will look for more informa-
tion at home. India is a place of such 
size and diversity that it is impossible to 
convey a true sense in these few pages.  

For further information, I recommend 
talking to Indian (and Pakistani) people 
around you; they have perhaps a differ-
ent perspective on the region than the 
West does.  

The BBC has a good profile of India; go 
to the BBC website and search “Country 
Profile India.” 

I highly recommend looking into Bolly-
wood. The movies are vibrant and color-
ful and wholly different than Holly-
wood’s offerings. 

Bollywood 

Bollywood, the Mumbai-based Hindi
-language film industry, is the larg-
est film industry in the world. 

Hallmarks of Bollywood movies in-
clude catchy song-and-dance num-
bers (most movies are musicals) and 
a mixing of Western-defined genre 
(action, comedy, romance, and thrills 
may appear in the same movie).  

There are traditional strictures in 
Bollywood movies—such as no kiss-
ing on film— but at the present films 
are becoming more westernized; 
there is an increasing sense of fitting 
into a certain genre. 

 

 

Indian history is a fascinating subject for 
many reasons, not least of which is the 
number of religions that have passed 
through or been born in India. 

Give it a look! 

Got any other issues that you’d like to 
examine? Let me (or the actual IDC 
Chair) know! 

 

-Dan Frechtling 

 

 

 

Parting Shots 

Got a comment, correction, or 

complaint about this newsletter?  

 

Talk to Dan Frechtling or send 

him an email at 

rha.vpsr@umich.edu. 
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