India Fact Sheet
Subcontinent

The Indian subcontinent is part of a tectonic plate that has been moving for more than 200 million years. The plate was once attached to Africa, Australia and Antarctica. It separated and collided with Asia 50 million years ago. The land rippled up as the two landmasses met. That rippling is ongoing and is expected to continue for the next several million years. The land that was pushed skyward became the Himalayas, the world’s highest mountain range.

The subcontinent is a peninsula that juts southward from the rest of Asia like an enormous arrowhead. We call India a subcontinent because it is a distinct landmass, but it is not large enough to be considered a continent. The nation of India dominates three-fourths of the subcontinent. Pakistan, Nepal, Bhutan, and Bangladesh occupy the remainder.  Sri Lanka is an island nation off the southern coast of India. 

The Himalayas

     The colossal Himalayan Mountains form a border between the Indian subcontinent and the rest of Asia. The Himalayas are the world’s tallest mountains, towering more than five miles above sea level. Himalaya means “home of snow” because the tallest peaks of the Himalayas are always capped with snow.
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     The Himalayas include Mount Everest, the tallest mountain in the world. Everest rises 29,028 feet above sea level on the border between India and Nepal. No plant life grows near the mountain’s peak due to powerful winds, extremely cold temperatures, and a lack of oxygen. Many adventurous people attempt to climb Everest every year. Often their venture ends in sickness or death. Most people are unable to breathe 20,000 feet above sea level because there is not enough oxygen in the atmosphere. A person will suffer brain damage when they are unable to breathe.  Strong winds and frigid temperatures make the climate even more rigorous. Clearly the peak of Mount Everest is a place for only the heartiest of people.

Monsoon


India’s climate is dominated by monsoons.  Monsoons are strong, often violent winds that change direction with the season.  Monsoon winds blow from cold to warm regions because cold air takes up more space than warm air.  Monsoons blow from the land toward the sea in winter, and from the sea toward land in the summer.


India’s winters are hot and dry.  The monsoon winds blow from the northeast and carry little moisture.  The temperature is high because the Himalayas form a barrier that prevents cold air from passing onto the subcontinent.   Additionally, most of India lies between the Tropic of Cancer and the equator, so the sun’s rays shine directly on the land.  The temperature can reach as high as 110oF during the Indian winter.


The summer monsoons roar onto the subcontinent from the southwest.  The winds carry moisture from the Indian Ocean and bring heavy rains from June to September.  The torrential rainstorms often cause violent landslides.  Entire villages have been swept away during monsoon rains.  Despite the potential for destruction, the summer monsoons are welcomed in India.  Farmers depend on the rains to irrigate their land.  Additionally, a great deal of India’s electricity is generated by water power provided by the monsoon rains.


Pakistan is much drier than India.  The summer monsoon winds in India bring moisture from the Indian Ocean; Pakistan is north of the ocean and receives much less rain.  The Thar Desert is on the border between India and Pakistan.  It covers more than 77,000 square miles, about the size of Nebraska.

Mohenjo-Daro and Harappa

Archaeologists discovered two 4000-year-old cities, 400 miles apart, along the banks of the Indus River in Pakistan. These expertly constructed cities were parts of an advanced civilization comparable to ancient Mesopotamia and Egypt. We don’t know what the ancient people of the Indus River Valley called themselves. Archaeologists named the cities Mohenjo-Daro, which means “hill of the dead,” and Harappa, after a nearby city.
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The people of Mohenjo-Daro and Harappa lived in sturdy brick houses that had as many as three floors. The houses had bathrooms that were connected to sewers. Their elaborate drainage system was centuries ahead of their time. Archaeologists have found the remains of fine jewelry, including stones from far away places. This shows that the people of the Indus Valley civilization valued art and traded with other cultures.

We don’t know what happened to the Indus River Valley civilization. It seems to have been abandoned about 1700bc. It is possible that a great flood weakened the civilization. The moving tectonic plates that created the Himalayas may have caused a devastating earthquake. It is also possible that the people may have been defeated by another culture.

What we know about the Indus civilization is evolving. Archaeologists are continuing to find new artifacts. In time, we may learn how this amazing civilization developed, how they learned to create an advanced ancient civilization, and why they suddenly disappeared.

The Caste System

About 1500bc, powerful nomadic warriors known as Aryans appeared in northern India. The warriors were from Central Asia, but managed to overcome the Himalayas by finding lower passes in the mountains, such as the Khyber Pass in Pakistan. The Aryans conquered the Dravidians of Central India and imposed their social structure upon them.

The Aryans divided their society into separate castes. Castes were unchanging groups. A person born into one caste never changed castes or mixed with members of other castes. Caste members lived, ate, married, and worked with their own group.

At the top of the caste system were the Brahmin – the priests, teachers, and judges. Next came the Kshatriya (kuh SHAT ree yuhz), the warrior caste. The Vaisya caste (VEEZ yuhz) were the farmers and merchants, and the Sudras, were craftworkers and laborers.

The untouchables were the outcastes, or people beyond the caste system. Their jobs or habits involved “polluting activities” including:

· Any job that involved ending a life, such as fishing.

· Killing or disposing of dead cattle or working with their hides.

· Any contact with human emissions such as sweat, urine, or feces. This included occupational groups such as sweepers and washermen.

· People who ate meat. This category included most of the primitive Indian hill tribes.

Untouchables were often forbidden to enter temples, schools and wells where higher castes drew water. In some parts of southern India, even the sight of untouchables was thought to be polluting. The untouchables forced to sleep during the day and work at night. Many untouchables left their rigid social structure by converting to Islam, Buddhism, or Christianity.

The Caste System has been illegal in India for more than fifty years, but it continues to shape people’s lives. The Indian government has provided the Harijan a term now popularly used in place of untouchable, with specific employment privileges, and granted them special representation in the Indian parliament. Despite such measures, the Harijan continue to have fewer educational and employment opportunities than Indians from higher castes. 

Hinduism

[image: image4.wmf]Every spring the Ganges River swells with water as snow melts in the Himalayas.   The water brings life as trees and flowers bloom and crops grow.  This cycle of rebirth is a metaphor for Hinduism, the religious faith of most people in India. Hinduism is a polytheistic faith, with many gods and goddesses. Hindus believe that every living thing has a soul, which comes from the creator, Brahma. They believe that people’s souls live on after death, and that all living things can be reborn. This is called reincarnation.  Traditionally, a person who followed the rules of their caste would be reborn to a higher form in the next life. A Hindu who neglected their duties would be reborn in a lower form, perhaps as an animal or insect. The goal of Hinduism is to escape the cycle of rebirth by reaching Nirvana. Nirvana is a Sanskrit word that means ending.  Hindus and Buddhists believe Nirvana is a state of happiness without change or pain.

Hindus believe that all living things have souls, so almost all Hindus are vegetarians. A vegetarian does not eat meat. Some Hindus are vegan, which means they will not eat any animal products, including eggs and cheese. Other Hindus will eat poultry and fish, but will not eat beef.  Cows are particularly sacred to Hindus. It is not unusual to see a cow wandering through the streets of an Indian city.

Many Hindus consider the Ganges River holy. Lately, the Ganges has become very polluted, but Hindus believe the water from the Himalayas will purify the souls of those who drink or bathe in its waters. Many Hindus make a pilgrimage to the Ganges. Others travel to it near the end of their lives so they may die near the banks of the Ganges River.

Buddhism

Siddhartha Gautama was a prince who lived in the kingdom of Sakyas, near the present day border of India and Nepal, more than 2500 years ago. The young prince was raised in great luxury, but he was not happy.  He wanted to understand what caused human suffering.  He did not understand why some people were rich and others were poor.  Why some people were healthy and others sickly.

Siddhartha left his palace and lived as an ascetic.  An ascetic is a person who has few material possessions and has given up all pleasures and comforts.  He prayed and fasted.  To fast is to eat little or no food.  Siddhartha fasted so strictly that he nearly died, but he was still not satisfied.  Finally, Siddhartha sat down under a bo tree and determined to understand why he had failed to find a satisfying way of life. Late that night Siddhartha Gautama became enlightened. 
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Siddhartha told other people of his enlightenment.  He became well known for his teaching. Siddhartha’s students called him “the Buddha,” which means “the Enlightened One,” and the followers of Siddhartha’s teachings are called Buddhists.  

The Buddha taught his followers to seek balance in their lives.  The path to happiness is neither through indulgence nor denial, but a “middle way.” Siddhartha taught that by putting aside your ego, you can escape the cycle of death and rebirth to reach Nirvana. 

Buddhists look within themselves to find peace; they believe they can find the path to Nirvana through meditation and karma.  Karma can be defined as the rewards or punishments a person faces because of their thoughts, words, and actions.  A happy person who treats others with kindness and respect creates good karma.  A   person who mistreats others will in turn be mistreated.  This is bad karma.

The Buddha did not want his teachings to replace other faiths, but today over three hundred million Buddhists in all parts of the world adhere to his philosophy.  His ideas traveled to China, Korea, Japan, and Southeast Asia. Buddhism lost its influence in India by the 8th century, partly because its ideas were absorbed into Hinduism, and partly due to the rise of Islam.  Buddhism is a major religious and moral force in the world, but it has been all but unknown in India for over one thousand years.
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