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Research on the Hindu Indian Culture
Attitudes, Beliefs and Values
Hindu Indians believe in collectivism and harmony. It is a unified and interdependent community that provides a support system which one can rely on daily. Many community groups have their own regulating system of rules to help maintain order and harmony. Cultural Atlas (2022) explains that such systems are often seen as necessary due to economic hardship or the unreliability of official services, but Hindu Indians can always trust in their social ties for assistance. Group loyalty and assurance of inseparability provides security and confidence. Hindu Indians are conscious of how their behavior may reflect on their family or community. Many tend to emphasize humility and the preservation of their own and collective reputation, dignity, and honor. 
Thrane (2022) explains that family interconnectedness, karma, and reincarnation are major beliefs of Hinduism. “Karma is a combination of cosmic and moral cause and effect that can cross lifetimes and life lessons learned for spiritual growth” (Thrane, 2022). The belief in reincarnation gives relief to the dying and their families because they know their loved one will be reborn into a new life. They believe enduring physical suffering may lead to a more fortunate rebirth. 
Prominent Customs and Practices
(Hays & Erford (2018) explain that Hindu Indians believe in fate, rebirth, and an afterlife. Pain and pleasure are seen as a natural part of one’s existence. The Hindu American Foundation (HAF) (2022) explains the forms of wellness and healing that the Hindus have traditionally relied upon. Ayurveda is the most recognized and practiced medicinal tradition around the world.  The aim of Ayurveda is to cultivate a healthy mind and body so one may pursue the four Purushārthas (goals of life). Ayurveda is categorized as having eight limbs which are based on the different systems of the body and their treatments. Ayurveda teaches that daily routine, including diet, physical activity, and environment, affect the balance and imbalance of doshas (bio-energy center).  Thus, Ayurveda prescribes daily and seasonal routines, including diet and physical regimen, to help maintain harmony of the three doshas. 
	HAF (2022) shares that Siddha medicine, like Ayurveda include a focus on preventative medicine and the use of herb-derived medicines.  Disease reflects an imbalance; thus, Siddha treatments too are aimed towards correcting imbalances. Siddha practitioners are often referred to as Naturopaths, Herbologists, or Traditional Medicine Practitioners.
Yoga is a traditional Hindu practice that is so popular it is used world-wide! HAF (2022) explains that yoga is a practice to control the senses and ultimately, the mind. There are many types of yoga but they all have paths to achieve moksha (freedom from life and death), the ultimate goal according to Hindu understanding. Beyond increasing muscle tone and flexibility, regular practice of asana has been associated with lower blood pressure, relief of back pain and arthritis, boosting of the immune system, and reducing attention deficit disorder (AD/HD) in children. 
 Spirituality and Religion
Hindu philosophies influence perspectives on life, health, and illness. Temples as a place of worship and a Hindu priest are key sources of support. According to History.com Editors (2019), Hinduism is the world’s oldest religion with roots and customs dating back more than 4,000 years. Today, with about 900 million followers, Hinduism is the third largest religion behind Christianity and Islam. Most forms of Hinduism worship a single deity, known as “Brahman,” but still recognize other gods and goddesses. Hindus respect all living creatures and consider the cow a sacred animal. Food is an important part of life for Hindus. Most do not eat beef or pork, and many are vegetarians. Hinduism is closely related to other Indian religions including Buddhism, Sikhism and Jainism.
History of Immigration to the U.S. 
	According to the Molina Institute for Cultural Competency, in the late 1800’s Indian immigrants followed the railroads south from Canada to the United States. They began working in the lumber industry in Washington State. But, more recent migration data shows that migration from India to the United States began in 1965 and has mostly included educated Indian citizens from the upper-class. “Due to India's University IT system many citizens have received top-rated engineering educations, however, a previous lack of infrastructure in the country led to few jobs for these students. Frequent power outages, unreliable network concerns and little commerce opportunities drove many qualified engineers to the United States for jobs in computer software development” (Gordan, et al.).
Historical and Current Oppression
	HAF (2022) explains that many of the Asian Indian immigrants worked as low-wage laborers in the Pacific Northwest. Labor unions were not happy about it. They organized an exclusion league. The League began to actively lobby to ban all further Asian immigration to the United States. On September 5, 1907, a mob in Bellingham, Washington drove more than one hundred Asian Indian immigrants from the city. None of the perpetrators of the attack were prosecuted and newspapers at the time celebrated the removal of the “Hindus” from Washington. Similar attacks followed in other northwestern cities and as a result of these attacks, virtually all the Hindu and Sikh population of the Pacific Northwest were driven out. 
	HAF (2022) explains that the Naturalization Act of 1906, restricted naturalized citizenship only to “free white persons” and “persons of African nativity,” excluding all Asians. These legal restrictions lasted for the next twenty-two years until President Harry Truman signed the Luce-Celler Act of 1946. That Act finally allowed Hindus naturalization. 
HAF (2022) also states that in the aftermath of the 9/11 attacks, some Americans turned their anger against Americans perceived to be Arab or Muslim. The 9/11 backlash resulted in over 600 bias-motivated attacks, targeting Muslim Americans, but also sweeping in Sikhs, Hindus, Arabs, South Asians, and Hispanics. Hindu temples were frequently targets of vandalism, trespassing, and sometimes burglary.
Given the level of misconceptions and ignorance about the Hindu religion and it’s beliefs, Hindu Americans frequently face harassment and religious prejudice when they attempt to participate in public life. The Department of Education did not evaluate the level of bullying directed at Hindu American students, so in 2015, HAF conducted a six-year survey of 335 middle and high school students. The results showed that one out of three students said they had been bullied for their religious beliefs, while about half shared feelings of social isolation because of their religious identity.
Hindu Events
Satsang and Lecture
	I attended a Satsang and a lecture on Hinduism. These events were at the same center -Radha Govind Dham in Ashburn, VA but on different nights. The Satsang which is a two-hour spiritual and sacred gathering was attended by what they call, devotees. When I walked in, I was greeted by very gracious people who welcomed me with open arms. Hugo, who actually converted to Hinduism years ago sat with me and answered my questions as the Satsang unfolded. When devotees walk in, they take their shoes off and walk up to the alter of their Guru, who he shared died 10 years ago. They kiss the ground in front of him. His name is Maharaji. The Satsang started with 1 hour of chants (songs). The chants are repeated. They’re about how much they worship Radha and Krishna who are the combination of feminine and masculine forms of God (Brahman). The paintings of these two deities are all over the walls as are the famous Hindu Temples in India and Texas. They were so beautiful. Hugo shared that he had visited all of them. The devotees sit on the carpeted floor, legs crossed. Two people lead the chants and play the Pakhawaj which is like a bongo, and the Harmonium which looked like a recorder with a guitar on top. Devotees on the carpet grab cymbols, or tambourines. I did not grab an instrument as I did not feel comfortable I would do it correctly! Two of the chants I followed along with were Kawwali and Sankirta Sudha. Then the chanting started for Radhey Radhey which is the greeting used for the deity Radha. This chanting went on for a long time also. After this, someone came around with a candle and we were to wipe the heat from the candle onto our faces. Hugo showed me how to do it but he actually didn’t know why we were doing this ritual. It was funny. At the end of the Satsang we sang another chant where each devotee took turns with a candle to stand in front of the Radha and Krishna alter swaying the candle back and forth singing the chant. I participated in this ritual. After this was done, we each took turns putting a rose pedal on the feet of their Guru, Marajahi. The Satsang was a very calm, peaceful, meditative type of service. I felt amazing when it was over. I felt the calm meditative energy that they all felt. It’s funny how in the instructions to this assignment it says do not be surprised if they invite you stay after for food. It was a Thanksgiving Satsang (so I learned) and so they invited me to stay for food. I obliged and had an opportunity then to chat with some of the attendees. Everyone was so welcoming and so interested in my story! 
	The other event I attended was just the other evening at the same center. This event started very similar to the Satsang with chants/meditations. I felt comfortable the second time around and I also saw some familiar faces but also new ones as well. Hugo was there again and shared with me the agenda for the evening. I sat in the same spot (around the perimeter of the carpet) so I could take it all in and take notes. After the chanting was done which was at least another hour we watched a Devotional Philosophy video by their Guru. This was displayed on the big screen. The Guru was speaking to thousands of Hindus in India somewhere (I never learned where) they were all cross-legged on the floor. The Guru was preaching in Hindi but with English subheadings about how to perform Sankirtan (which I learned is what the chanting is called). It’s a song or chanting that praises God. He said there are three ways one can perform Sankirtan – through listening and chanting, through musical instruments, and through dancing. He said that doing one is okay but that doing them all in combination is the highest form of Sankirtan one can do. He also said that the main devotional practice is to meditate. He went on to explain how we must practice drowning out the noise and listen deeply within. The attendees in my room were at times in the lecture, laughing at what the Guru was saying or raising their arms in the air in agreement. I could tell they were so devoted to his words. This was about 1.5hrs. After the lecture I got to converse with some of the attendees. I asked them if children ever attend these lectures or Satsangs and they did say yes but because it was a long weekend the children were traveling. They also said they do not have child-centered classes but that they are working on this. 
	Three key things I learned about this religion that I did not know before:  1. The devotion to their God or deities is palpable. 2. The message is to chant and meditate deeply which takes on a therapeutic form. 3. That Hinduism is not denominational. There is no central authority rather it is a way of life which followers abide by.  
	Attitudes towards counseling may be a little different for a Hindu American. I am not sure any one counseling theory would be effective and to impose western modalities without modifications would be culturally insensitive. “The older, more traditional, and less acculturated Asians tend to hold on to traditional cultural beliefs and are likely to have less favorable attitudes toward the use of mental health services” (Hays & Erford, p. 352). In order to avoid making assumptions and overgeneralizations (Hays & Erford, 2018) suggest there will be many factors to consider. First, what is their “adherence to Asian cultural values, acculturation level, immigration experience, communication style, family dynamics and interdependence, proneness to shame, and use of traditional healing methods?” (p. 352). I won’t be able to find out these answers right away, it will take building a trusted relationship with the student first, building trust before I will fully understand his/her beliefs. I will need to be extra sensitive to the Hindu cultural norm of placing family’s needs before an individual’s needs and the preference this group has for the use of alternative healing approaches. Hays & Erford (2018). 
All this being said, I believe a psychodynamic counseling theory would be effective because within the Asian cultures, the mind and body are considered inseparable. Because the mind and body are seen to be interconnected, “psychopathology is often conceptualized within the physical and spiritual frameworks” (Hays & Erford, p. 346). It is not uncommon for this culture to believe that a problem is a result of a past life and bad karma or an imbalance between the yin and the yang. According to the American Psychological Association (2022), Psychodynamic counseling aims to help clients reach conflicts from the past, so the client becomes more self-aware and bring what is unconscious into consciousness. I believe in an elementary school setting this will be accomplished by first building a relationship with the student and then offering a safe space where the student feels they can slowly open up about what could be the root causes of their struggles. 
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Introduction	
For my cultural immersion project, I chose to study the Hindu religion because the school I work at is 40% Hindu. Before this project I did not know very much about this religion but through the two events and interviews I completed, I have gained invaluable insights and appreciation for this amazing Indian culture. I feel more aware of and educated about this population which will only serve me well when working with my students. 
Radha Govind Dham Organization – Interview with Bhavin
	I interviewed a man named Bhavin from the Radha Govind Dham (RGD) Centre in Ashburn, Virginia. Bhavin is a Coast Guard who has lived in America for 20 years. He has two children 8 and 10 who attend Lorton Station in Springfield, VA. 
I asked Bhavin what the mission of his center is. He said the RGD is a center for Radha Krishna devotion where all interested people come to develop their inner spiritual potential and attain lasting happiness by adopting the path of devotion. He said that RGD serves the local community by providing a way for families and people of all ages to gain spiritual knowledge and engage in devotion through meditation - the chanting of God’s divine names. B. Desai, (personal communication, November 30, 2022). The devotional programs offered at RGD include weekly satsangs, lectures by visiting pracharaks, Gita classes for families, interactive meditation workshops, and celebrations of Hindu holidays/festivals. Members of the population are made aware of RGD’s services and programs through facebook, their website and word of mouth.
According to B. Desai, the area of greatest need is that more spiritual practice is needed. People are still holding onto anger, ego, pride, and material happiness. A lot of members also live far from the center so more centers are needed. Some of the more significant challenges for Hindu Americans today according to B. Desai is that over 90% of Hindu American families do not understand the basic concepts of Hinduism. People are more towards sensual enjoyment. He said that four things need to happen: 1. Get a soul (human life). 2. Get a God realized Guru to explain Hinduism teachings to you. 3. You need to believe and have faith. 4. You need to practice. B. Desai said people need to start listening and understanding philosophy, practice, go to ashrams they’re not boring. You go hiking and chant with other devotees. He said you need to attach your mind to your physical actions. 
Social justice according to B. Desai is that he wants people to be informed of their culture. He wants people to be respectful of their practices. He also said that there are no experiences of racism or discrimination. I found this interesting because in my research I learned that in 2015, the Hindu American Foundation (HAF) conducted a six-year survey of 335 middle and high school students and the results showed that one out of three students said they had been bullied for their religious beliefs, while about half shared feelings of social isolation because of their religious identity. We do live in a very diverse, liberal, progressive area. Like I have mentioned, we have a 40% Hindu population at our school. I think this plays a big part in the fact that he, his family and members of their center have not experienced racism or discrimination. I think depending on where you take this survey, the results will vary significantly. I also learned that this culture is very private and that could play a part as well that if there is any discrimination it goes unreported. 
I asked him how interactions with his culture and other cultures here in the U.S. are the same or different than the interactions he had in India. He just said that he was happy to be here. He said that he actually practices more here because he is trying to hold onto his religion and that in India he didn’t practice as much because he felt he didn’t need to. 
I asked Bhavin what resources Hindus use when they need help. He said first they turn to their parents. They will have a Guru come to the home for satsangs and if necessary, they would ask the Guru to spend time with the family, take them for a hike, go to a stream, hang out in nature. This way a good friendship is formed, and the child can open up to the Guru about their mental confusions (as Bhavin put it). The Guru would visit the home about three or four times a year if need be. 
I asked Bhavin what schools can do differently to make Hindu students feel welcomed and loved but he said they feel totally American and feel loved and included like everyone else. I thought this was amazing to hear. It validated why I live here as well. It’s a very inclusive environment. He said that although they don’t celebrate Christmas but he does give his children a gift at Christmas because all their friends get gifts. During the winter break they go to the Ashram in Texas. 
My interview with Bhavin was so informative and such an enriching experience. He was so gracious with his time and said that if I ever needed anything to reach out. They are looking to expand their children’s classes and programs to improve their membership and so I offered that when he is ready to advertise for this to please reach out to me because I can share with the school’s in the area. He seemed very grateful. I look forward to a continued relationship with not only the Radha Govind Dham center but also with Bhavin and Hugo. 
Individual Interview with Vennilla Natarajan
	
	My second interview was with a wonderful lady whom I have the privilege of working with at our elementary school. Her name is Vennilla Natarjan. She has one of the hardest jobs in the school as an Autism teacher. Her patience, love, affection, and dedication to her students is inspiring beyond belief. 
	I asked Vennilla how long she has lived here. She said her family came to the USA in 2011 for her husband’s job. They were given a work visa. They stayed here for 3 years and went back to India in 2014. V. Natarjan (personal communication, December 1, 2022). They came back to America in 2016 because they liked it here so much. They plan to stay here now. 
	I asked her what the immigration experience was like and how long it took them. She said it was not easy. They needed an employer to sponsor the visas to the USA so her husband had to have a job lined up before they could move back. She said overall it took six months. Her English is not very strong and I also wanted to be sensitive to her privacy so I did not dig deeper. But, as an immigrant myself I couldn’t help but think that six months was not a long time at all! My immigration from Canada took 1.5 years on a spousal visa. But every immigration experience I can imagine is stressful to some extent. 
	I asked Vennilla what her background was and where she was from in India. She explained that she is from South India and that she was working as a computer teacher. She said her parents, in-laws, relatives, and friends are all still living there. I asked her how often she goes back and she said they plan for at least once every three years. 
	Next, I asked her what Hindu cultural events she attends here. She said they are not specific in celebrating only Hindu cultural events as they like to learn about everyone’s culture so they participate in everything they can. She said they do celebrate major festivals like Diwali and Pongal which are specific to Indian culture. 
	I asked her what the school experiences for her children have been like here. She said that since her kids started school in the USA they felt more comfortable here rather than in India as there is a lot of writing work and other language barriers which they felt were difficult. She said her kids are around both Indian and American cultures. It is kind of a mix. 
	I asked Vennilla if she practices yoga or meditation or attends any satsangs in the area. She said she was practicing yoga until she finished college then she stopped for various reasons. She does not attend any satsangs here. 
	I asked her if she feels accultured into the American environment or does she hold onto Hinduism and its way of living here in the US. From her previous answers I predicted what she was going to say. She said she is not a person who stands behind any one culture. Instead, she likes to learn new things and take new things from different cultures. 
	I asked her next if she speaks Hindi at home. She said no. That every state has its own language, culture, food etc. She said she is from the southernmost state named Tamil Nadu, and she speaks a language called Tamil which is one of the world’s oldest languages!
	She concluded our interview saying that the Indian culture has special norms, traditional customs, beliefs, and values of its own. Her family enjoys living in the USA but the only thing they miss here is their family and friends back home and the special festivals in India. 
	As I listened to Vennilla share her experiences I couldn’t help but feel sad that she was not a more practicing Hindu. I think I wanted to hear that she attends satsangs and very much holds onto her religion but it seemed the very opposite was the case. 
Gracism 
Of the seven gracism sayings from Anderson (2007) what stands out to me the most is, "I will consider you." (p. 32) This means you have equal concern for others as you do for yourself. “Having a heart as big for our neighbors as we do for ourselves” (p. 32). One thing I learned throughout this project is that Hindu Indians believe in collectivism and harmony. It is a unified and interdependent community that provides a support system which one can rely on daily. Cultural Atlas (2022) explains that such systems are often seen as necessary due to economic hardship or the unreliability of official services, but Hindu Indians can always trust in their social ties for assistance. Group loyalty and assurance of inseparability provides security and confidence. Hindu Indians are conscious of how their behavior may reflect on their family or community. Many tend to emphasize humility and the preservation of their own and collective reputation, dignity, and honor. 
Anderson (2007) challenges us not to use race, class and culture as negative labels that cause us to resist one another but as opportunities to extend our grace more fully. By being leaders in this area we will, like God, “become bridge builders for unity” (p. 154). Anderson (2007) says that “most bridge builders are people who are learners and not know-it-alls” (p. 158). I am so grateful for this immersive experience as I was able to educate myself on and personally get to know Hindu Indians. Anderson (2007) says that when we do choose to educate ourselves about others it is an act of love. Anderson (2007) says that when we reach out and learn, we ourselves have been reached and blessed in ways we never knew. These words could not be truer! 
Compare/contrast interviews
	I found the interviews I had to be quite interesting. Bhavin is an aspiring devotee who is spending most of his spare time growing in his faith. Vennilla, on the other hand, does not seem to aspire to become more devoted to Hinduism but rather remain open to learning about all religions and cultures. Bhavin said he practices more here, while Vennilla practices less. When asking Bhavin what the challenges are for Hindus today he said that most do not understand the basic concepts of Hinduism today and that is disheartening to him. I can deduce that Vennilla’s children are probably a part of this statistic. They are both extremely kind, gentle, loving individuals however, that appreciate being in America and feel there is no discrimination or racism against their families or culture. I was so happy to hear this. I do believe we live in a very diverse area of Virginia where diversity is celebrated. 
What was surprising? 
	The thing that surprised me was when Bhavin told me that he believes over 90% of Hindus are not practicing basic concepts of prayer today. I felt his disappointment because I know how hard he and the other devotees are trying to grow in their practice and grow in their membership to the center. Vennilla said that her children were more comfortable here in America than they were at home. They have accultured into western ways of living and I can imagine this is the case for many who immigrate. 
Three ways I was impacted
	I was impacted in many ways. I felt a connection immediately to the center. The devotees were so welcoming and willing to share information. I was impressed with how I felt it was purely about meditation and prayer. Yes, we were all there together chanting and singing, but as I looked around I could see it was a deeply personal experience for everyone. I feel differently when I am in church. I don’t feel that church for me is therapeutic like I did feel the satsang was. Just my honest thoughts. 
Three general insights
	Hinduism is a way of life – devotees meditate and pray to their almighty God by worshiping various deities. Hindu Indians believe in karma, the after-life and natural Ayurveda medicines. They practice yoga and meditation and believe in a holistic approach to health and wellness. Hindu Indians are a collectivist culture who put their family’s needs before their own. I am so inspired by this concept as I come from a very individualistic family. I was raised to be independent from a very early age. Although this comes with some benefits, I always admire the values, beliefs and practices cultures like the Hindu Indians have. I will counsel in a loving, gracist way to all of my students, but I am forever grateful for this immersion as I now have more compassion and understanding for the Hindu people and I look forward to my continued relationship with them. 
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