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Study Sheet on India 

Subcontinent 
The Indian subcontinent is part of a tec-

tonic 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 enor-

mous 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 Himala-

yas are always capped with snow. 

     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 

suf-

fer 

brain 

dam-

age 

when they are unable to breathe.  Strong winds and 

frigid temperatures make the climate even more rigor-

ous. 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 subconti-

nent 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. 
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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 them-

selves. Archaeologists named the cities 

Mohenjo-Daro, which means “hill of the dead,” 

and Harappa, after a nearby city. 

The people of Mohenjo-Daro 

and Harappa lived in sturdy brick 

houses that had as many as three 

floors. The houses had bath-

rooms that were connected to 

sewers. Their elaborate 

drainage system was centuries 

ahead of their time. Archaeolo-

gists 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 Himala-

yas 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 civiliza-

tion 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 civiliza-

tion, and why they suddenly disappeared. 

The Caste System 
About 1500BC, powerful nomadic war-

riors 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 en-

ter 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 
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 
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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.  

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 Siddhar-

tha’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 re-

place other faiths, but today over three hundred million 

Buddhists in all parts of the world adhere to his philoso-

phy.  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. 

A History of Conquerors 
 India’s diverse languages and cultures are the 

result of many outside influences.  The subcontinent has 

been continuously raided from the north, despite the 

natural barriers provided by the Himalayas.   

The Dravidians were India’s first inhabitants.  

Archaeologists believe the Dravidians migrated to India 

from East Africa in prehistoric times.  Aryan invaders 

from the north conquered the Dravidians about 1500BC.  

The Aryans were related to the Persians and Europeans.  

Their language, Sanskrit, is similar to Greek and Latin.  

Linguists classify Sanskrit as an “Indo-European 

language.”  Most of India’s languages are rooted in 

Sanskrit or Dravidian languages.   

During the 19th century, some Europeans con-

cluded that people who spoke Indo-European languages 

were responsible for most human progress.   They 

regarded the Germanic people as the “purest Aryans” 

and said they were superior to other races. Later study 

proved these conclusions false, but Adolph Hitler and 

the Nazis used these ideas to exterminate Jews, Gypsies, 

and other “non-Aryans.”  

Persians, Alexander the Great’s armies from 

Greece, and Huns from Central Asia also invaded India 

in ancient times.  About AD800, Muslims first began to 

settle near the mouth of the Indus River in modern 

Pakistan.  Muslim warriors began to move south about 

AD1000 to conquer the Indians.  The Indian’s slow 
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elephants were no match for the Muslim’s swift 

war horses.  Additionally, the Indians relied on 

the warrior Kshatriya caste to fight.  Moreo-

ver, Indians from lower castes were 

attracted to Islam because Muslims 

believe that all people are equal.   

About 1500, new Muslim 

invaders, called Moguls, arrived in 

India.  The greatest of the Mogul emperors was 

Akbar, who ruled from 1556 to 1606.  Unlike 

previous Muslim rulers, Akbar did not force 

Hindus to become Muslims.  He ordered that 

Muslims and Hindus be treated equally.  India 

became a prosperous nation under Akbar, and 

the emperors who followed him became some of 

the richest rulers in the history of the world. 

Islamic art, culture and architecture be-

came an important part of Indian culture during 

the Mogul Dynasty.  The Taj Mahal, in the 

northern Indian city of Agra, is an example of 

Mogul architecture. Akbar’s grandson, Shah 

Jahan, built the Taj Mahal as a mausoleum for 

his wife, who died in childbirth in 1631. A 

mausoleum is a large tomb. The Shah told 

builders he wanted a building as beautiful as his 

wife.  Twenty thousand people worked daily for 

more than twenty years to complete the white 

marble structure. 

Portuguese sailor Vasco da Gama cir-

cumnavigated Africa to reach India in 1498.  His 

journey paved the way for other European 

nations, including the Dutch, French and British.  

The Europeans came to India to trade for jute (a 

tropical plant used for making rope), indigo (a 

blue dye), sugar, tea, cotton, ginger, pepper, and 

other spices.  Eventually, India’s Mogul rulers 

became puppets of the British.  In 1857, British 

troops exiled the last of the Mogul emperors 

after an uprising by the Indian people.  Nineteen 

years later, the British proclaimed Queen 

Victoria Empress of India. 

The British at first had no interest in 

changing the Indian way of life, but they 

eventually made many reforms. They outlawed 

suttee in 1829.  Suttee was an Indian custom of a 

widow burning herself, either on the funeral 

pyre of her dead husband, or soon after his 

death. Sometimes, wives were sacrificed before 

their husband's expected death in battle.  The 

frequency of suttee has been exaggerated, but 
the question of its abolition became important to 

the Indian people.  They were unhappy that 

colonial rulers had no right to change Indian 

customs.  The British argued that in making 

moral decisions, rulers must consult their own con-

sciences, not those of their subjects. 

The British also built the largest railway sys-

tem in Asia, constructed roads and irrigated large 

areas of land.  They improved health care and 

prevented many famines.  

The Indian people were not happy with 

British rule.  They resented the harsh taxes of 

their colonial rulers.  The British forbade the Indian 

people from trading with other nations.  India’s many 

ethnic groups united to evict the British and bring self-

rule to the subcontinent.    

Mohandas Gandhi 
 Mohandas Gandhi was leader in the Indian 

nationalist movement against British rule.  Many people 
consider him to be the father of his country, though he 

never held office.  Gandhi is remembered for using 

nonviolent protest to achieve justice. 

 As a young man, Gandhi traveled to London to 

study law.  He returned to India upon graduation, but 

was unable to find work.  He accepted a job in South 

Africa, where many Indian people had gone to live.  

While on a train in South Africa, Gandhi was told to get 

off to make room for a European.  He refused and was 

beaten.  Gandhi considered that incident his moment of 

truth. He decided he would not accept injustice.  He 

would defend his dignity as an Indian and as a man. 

 Gandhi decided to use his knowledge of law to 

help the Indian people.  He spoke to groups of Indians 

living in South Africa about human rights.  He urged 

them to protest laws that were unfair.  Once he returned 

to India, Gandhi took the sides of the untouchables.  

Gandhi called them harijans, which means “children of 

god.”  Gandhi said that harijans had been blessed by 

their suffering. 

 Gandhi urged his followers to oppose the British 

through civil disobedience and non-violent protest. He 

urged them to boycott, or refuse to purchase, British 

goods.  Sometimes Gandhi and his followers would sit 

down in factories or in the middle of streets.  Women 

would lie across railroad tracks to stop trains.  Gandhi 

and his followers were often beaten or jailed, but he 

refused to urge his followers to fight.  Many Indian 

people began to call him the Mahatma, which means 

“great soul.” 

Gandhi stopped wearing western 

clothes and began to wear cloths made 

from yarn he spun himself.  He wanted to 

show that he was proud to be an Indian.  

Gandhi devoted two hours every day to 

spinning, and urged other Indians to follow 

his example. As a result of Gandhi’s spinning 
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program and the boycott, the sale of British cloth 

in India dropped sharply. 

Partition 
 After World War II, India’s long 

independence campaign finally paid off.  The 

British decided the cost of maintaining colonial 

rule was too high.  They agreed to grant inde-

pendence to the subcontinent.  India’s people 

had put aside their religious differences to fight 

the British, but with victory in sight, problems 

began surfacing between Hindus and Muslims.  

Many Muslims felt the Hindu majority would 

treat them unfairly once the subcontinent 

achieved independence.  The struggle became 

violent.  

 British and Indian leaders decided that 

the only solution to the conflict was a partition, 

that separated the continent into Hindu and 

Muslim states.  In 1947, the Indian subcontinent 

became the independent nations of India and 

Pakistan.  Pakistan was made up of two regions: 

West Pakistan on the Indus River plain, and East 

Pakistan (now Bangladesh), more than 1,100 

away. Important parts of what was once consid-

ered India were now in other nations.  The Indus 

River, for which the subcontinent is named, 

became part of Pakistan after the partition. 

Twelve million people were forced to 

move—Hindus to India, Muslims to Pakistan—

in one of the greatest migrations of refugees in 

history.  Both groups moved because they feared 

being ruled by leaders of the other faith.  The 

journey was long and torturous.  Many people 

were forced to leave their possession or trade 

them for water.  Hunger, thirst and exhaustion 

killed others.  Additionally, an estimated one 

million people were killed in religious warfare. 

Gandhi was a Hindu, but he considered 

the partition of his homeland one of the greatest 

disappointments of his life.  He fought vigorous-

ly against the separation, and tried to end the 

rioting and killing.  Some people on both sides 

blamed him for the fighting. When he was 

unable to stop the fighting by persuasion, he 

went on a fast. He won at least two spectacular 

triumphs; in September 1947 his fasting stopped 

the rioting in Calcutta, and in January 1948, he 

shamed the city of Delhi into a truce. A few days 

later, on January 30, 1948, while he was on his 

way to his evening prayer meeting in Delhi, a 

young Hindu fanatic murdered him. 

Gandhi may have felt he failed because he was 

unable to unite the subcontinent, but he inspired people 

around the world.  African leaders used his example 

when demanding independence from their colonial 

governments.  In the United States, Martin Luther King 

used Gandhi’s example to demand better treatment for 

African-Americans.  Today in India, Gandhi is revered 

as a hero, the man who used non-violence to lead his 

people to freedom. 

India since Independence  
 More than one billion people live in India.  The 

nation is about one-third the size of the United States, 

but more than ten times as crowded.  India is the world’s 

largest democracy, but it is a difficult nation to govern.   

India’s population has tripled since independ-

ence.  Nearly one-sixth of all of the people of the earth 

live in India.  Improved health care and increased food 

production has improved the Indian people’s lives, but it 

has also increased the speed of India’s growth.  The size 

of India’s population has made progress in solving other 

problems very slow.   

Indians speak more than 800 languages and dia-

lects.  A dialect is a local form of a language. The Indian 

government has attempted to make Hindi the national 

language, but many people resisted.  They felt that if 

they gave up their own languages, important parts of 

their cultural heritage would disappear. About half of the 

Indian people speak Hindi, English, or both.  

Gandhi believed that once the subcontinent 

achieved independence, the Indian people should go 

back to their traditional way of life.  Villages would 

learn to take care of themselves by raising their own 

food and learning to spin and weave.  Gandhi believed 

that India was not ready for modernization.  Prime 

Minister Jawaharlal Nehru disagreed with Gandhi.  He 

wanted India to become more like European nations.  

Under Nehru, India built factories, highways and 

railroads.  Today, India is one of the world’s largest 

industrial nations.  In 1984, poison gas leaked from an 

American chemical plant in Bhopal, India.  The gas leak 

killed over 2,500 people and prompted many Indians to 

reconsider the costs of modernization. 

India’s hostile relationship with Pakistan has re-

cently gained world attention.  The two nations had 

fought three wars in fifty years.  In 1998, Indian scien-

tists conducted nuclear testing.  Pakistan followed suit 

two weeks later. Both nations implied they had the 

means to use nuclear weapons on enemy targets.  

Nations around the world condemned the testing; the 

United States, Japan and other nations imposed harsh 

sanctions on both nations.  Many people are alarmed at 

the prospect of a nuclear war between India and Paki-
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stan, but others see hope.  Since the nations now 

have the power to destroy one another, they may 

come to the conclusion that settling their 

disputes by force is no longer an option. 

Pakistan and Bangladesh 
 When the British partitioned the Indian 

subcontinent, they created a nation called 

Pakistan for the Muslims in then region.  

Pakistan consisted of two regions – West 

Pakistan and East Pakistan – separated by 1,100 

miles of Indian territory.  East Pakistan seceded 

from the nation, causing a civil war.  India 

joined the conflict on the side of the East 

Pakistanis.  In 1971, East Pakistan became the 

independent nation of Bangladesh.  Bangladesh 

had many reasons for separating from Pakistan: 

• Bangladesh is only one-fifth the size of 

Pakistan, it has a larger population. 

• The two nations are very different.  Paki-

stan is a mountainous nation with many 

ethnic groups, while most people in Bang-

ladesh share the same culture.  98% of the 

people of Bangladesh speak Bengali, yet 

less than ten percent of Pakistanis speak 

Urdu, their official language. 

• By 1970, East Pakistan paid more taxes 

than West Pakistan, but the government 

was dominated by West Pakistanis. 

• A violent flood in 1970 killed more than 

300,000 Pakistanis.  Many people in East 

Pakistan accused the government of delay-

ing shipments of food and relief supplies to 

the victims. 

 

Bangladesh faces some of the greatest challenges of 

any nation in the world.  It is the ninth most populated 

nation in the world.  Bangladesh has half the number of 

people of the United States, but they are squeezed into 

an area less than the size of Wisconsin.  Bangladesh is 

located on a delta formed by the Ganges and Brahmapu-

tra rivers.  The rivers often flood, killing many people.  

Crowded conditions and natural disasters have made 

famine, or great hunger, a common problem in Bangla-

desh. 

Sri Lanka 
Thirty-three miles southeast of India is the tear-

drop shaped island nation of Sri Lanka.  Sri Lanka was 

once covered with rainforest, but most of the forest has 

been cut down to make room for farming and develop-
ment.  Many scientists believe deforestation has caused 

severe droughts in Sri Lanka.  More than 45,000 people 

have been killed in a civil war on the island since 1983.  

Ethnic Hindu militants are fighting a guerrilla war 

against the Buddhist majority.  They hope to create a 

separate state for themselves in northeast Sri Lanka.  

Nepal and Bhutan 
The kingdoms Nepal and Bhutan are two of the 

poorest and least developed nations in the world.  

Located high in the Himalayas, Nepal and Bhutan are 

very isolated, in fact, Bhutan had no paved roads until 

the 1960s.  Until recently, few people visited either 

nation. Bhutan continues to discourage tourists and other 

foreigners because they want to protect their traditional 

culture.  Nepal encourages tourism, but only the heartiest 

of people are able to hike its mountains and enjoy its 

majestic scenery. 

THE NATIONS OF THE INDIAN SUBCONTINENT 
 India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Bhutan Sri Lanka Total Region 

Population 
(July, 1999 est.) 

1,001,124,600 138,108,169 127,567,002 24,219,786 1,948,763 19,396,221 1,312,364,541 

Area (in sq. mi.) 1,249,360  307,374 55,598 56,827 18,147 25,332 1,712,638 

Density (per sq. mi.) 801 449 2,294 42 107 765 766 

Gross Domestic 
Product 

$1,540,000 

million 
$296,500 

million 
$155,100 

million 
$26,500 
million 

$1,300 
million 

$69,700 
million 

$2,089,100 
million 

GDP per capita $1,538 $2,146 $1,215 $1,094 $667 $3,593 $1,591 

Buddhist pop. 10,000,000 - 150,000 1,200,000 1,500,000 13,500,000 26,350,000 

Muslim pop. 140,000,000 130,000,000 100,000,000 750,000 - 1,500,000 372,250,000 

Hindu pop. 800,000,000 1,300,000 13,500,000 22,000,000 400,000 3,000,000 840,200,000 

Life expectancy 62.9 years 59.1 years 56.7 years 57.9 years 52.3 years 72.6 years 61.0 years 

Fertility 3.24 4.91 3.32 4.87 5.22 2.12 3.44 

Annual Growth Rate 1.71% 2.2% 1.76% 2.52% 2.27% 1.12% 1.83% 

Total Literacy 52% 38% 38% 28% 42% 90% 49.2% 

Male Literacy 66% 50% 49% 41% 56% 93% 62.6% 

Female Lit. 38% 24% 26% 14% 28% 87% 35.6% 
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