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1- This is India
Are you familiar with India? Thinking about India means smelling the scent of spices and incense, seeing
brightly coloured fabrics, hearing the streets’ hustle and bustle and auto rickshaws’ horns, or savouring the
spiciness of its food.
Before continuing, let's greet as people do in India: we put our hands together as if we were going to pray
and say: "Namasté" (“I greet the light that shines within you”).
India is a very large country in Asia. It’s six
and a half times larger than Spain! In the
same country there are not only deserts, but
also tropical jungles, forests, lakes and
rivers. There are great valleys, but also the
highest mountain range in the world, the
Himalayas. The climate is obviously very
© Ramon Serrano

different in each place. What do you think
the temperature is like in the Himalayas in
winter? How hot do you think desert areas
are in summer? Many animals live in India,
such as tigers, camels, elephants, snakes,
monkeys or hippos. It takes more than 70
hours to cross the country from north to
south by car (or 700 hours on foot!).
Some Indian traditions are the same as ours,
but some others are very different: people usually wear very colorful clothes, their food has lots of spices,
their streets are always lively and filled with food stalls and street markets... Many people live in this Asian
country; it’s actually the second most populated country in the world. Do you know which one is the first?
India has more than 1.3 billion inhabitants, which means that its population is 25 times greater than Spain’s.
Being such a big and populated country means that India is also home to a rich cultural diversity.
There are 22 co-official languages in India, which vary by region. Some of them, like Hindi and Telugu, have
completely different alphabets from ours. The most important languages are Hindi, which is the official
language of India, and English, which is spoken in business, politics and in public administration. The
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reason for this is that India was a British colony for 200 years, until 1947. In Spain, we also have several
languages. Do you know what they are? How many languages do you speak at home and at school?
Other habits have remained from the British era, such as driving on the left side of the road or drinking tea,
which is called ‘chai’ and is blended with spices. Have you ever tried it? It’s very sweet and so delicious!
This is a banknote worth 10 rupees, the currency of India. On the back, you will notice the number - 10
rupees - is written in 15 of the official languages of India. Can you recognize Telugu on the note? What do
you think you can afford with 10 rupees? You can buy a coffee, a small chocolate bar or a snack from a street
stall.
People of different religions and beliefs coexist in India; this is one of the things that greatly enriches India.
Apart from Christianity, Islam and Judaism, other religions such as Buddhism, Jainism or Sikhism are
practiced. The main religion is Hinduism, which recognizes different gods and goddesses and also marks
the calendar of festivals and celebrations across the country.
The country we are getting to know is one of the most culturally diverse places in the world, due to the fusion
and enrichment of its culture, a result of the different peoples and civilizations that have crossed its territory
since the Arab invasions in the 10th century. In addition, traditions and culture vary from north to south.
However, India’s shared history and elements such as religion have built Indian identity as one nation. Do we
all have the same culture and the same traditions in Spain? They are varied, aren’t they? Well, try to imagine
a country that is more than six times bigger than Spain.
India is divided into 29 states. One of them is Andhra Pradesh, where the Vicente Ferrer Foundation helps
improve the lives of the most impoverished communities. Improvements are sought through better
education, access to healthcare and care for the environment, as well as giving special support to women
and people with disabilities, two groups who face many challenges to pursuing a secure future due to
existent inequalities.
If many people already lived in a situation of poverty and inequality before the pandemic, could you imagine
what happens when a global crisis like the coronavirus strikes? Impoverished people without access to safe
water at home have faced difficulties in washing their hands and following all the recommendations to avoid
getting sick. How do you think a crisis like the coronavirus can also affect peoples’ lives? For example, like
in our country, people had to stay at home and have struggled to support their families because they were
unable to work and earn money.
In addition, large cities are overpopulated and keeping a safe distance has been very complicated. As you
can see, a crisis such as the coronavirus impacts everybody in the world, but those with fewer resources or
who already lived in difficult conditions suffer its worst consequences. They also have faced more difficulties
in taking care of their own health and their families. Murals have been painted in many cities and towns,
especially in rural areas, in order to spread awareness about the coronavirus and its risks. They have been
extremely useful and necessary, especially for those who do not have access to the Internet or newspaper
and television news.
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2- Towns and cities
In India, there are very large cities, but most families live in rural areas. There are many differences depending
if you live in the country or the city. Let's see a few!
Let's start by talking about cities. On the map of India, you can see the most important cities, such as New
Delhi, the capital, and Mumbai, the most populated city. Mumbai is a huge metropolis and home to more than
twenty million people (almost half of the population of Spain).
Indian cities are quite different from ours due to their overpopulation, lack of space and huge differences
between their inhabitants. People commute by train, bus, car, motorcycle and other typical means of
transport, such as auto rickshaws, which are pedicabs or motorcycle taxis that carry two, three or more
passengers. The streets are crowded with vehicles and traffic is always very slow, there are many traffic jams
and people have difficulty arriving at their destination on time. So many vehicles cause serious air pollution.
How clean or polluted is the area where you live? Do you know which cities are the most polluted in our
country?

© Carlos Mateo

In addition to being crowded with
people and vehicles, city streets are
also populated by animals such as
cows, pigs or monkeys. According to
the Hindu religion, cows are sacred
animals in India and they can’t be
disturbed or killed.
Some areas are very modern, with
paved streets, skyscrapers, large cars
and luxury hotels. However, some
others are quite the opposite: the
streets are unpaved, there are large
garbage dumps and living conditions
are very harsh. The population from
these areas lack access to basic
services such as electricity or running
water. Most families have water and
electricity at home, except in the most impoverished neighborhoods. They also usually have a few household
appliances, a television and a mobile phone. The Internet has not yet reached most homes. Can you imagine
what it would be like to study at home without electricity or the internet?
Although many people live in cities, most of the people in India live in rural areas. Let’s talk now about living
in the countryside. Living conditions in these areas are very different from ours. In many small towns, families
lack electricity or taps with drinking water. Transportation and drinking water are two of the main problems for
the development of rural areas in India. For example, what things can we not have at home without electricity?
Impoverished families in India do not have a washing machine, a refrigerator, a computer or a television.
These families take advantage of the sunlight: they get up at dawn and go to sleep when it gets dark. Do you
know how they get water for cooking or washing? Women are the first to get up and those in charge of
fetching water for the whole family.
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These houses usually do not have basic services, such as electricity and water, and many also lack a
bathroom. The Vicente Ferrer Foundation participates in the government campaign called "Clean India" to
support the construction of toilets in rural homes in Andhra Pradesh.
Although in rural India cars and buses exist, there are far fewer than in cities. You can see many carts pulled
by animals, especially oxen, which are also very helpful in fieldwork. However, the most impoverished people
get around on foot. Sometimes they have to walk very long distances on unpaved and unsafe roads since
public transportation does not reach everywhere and may be unaffordable. Can you imagine having to walk
many kilometers to get to school or to work? It sounds exhausting, right?
The Vicente Ferrer Foundation promotes a bicycle project that helps children reach school and reduces
dropout. Bikes allow students to arrive much faster and safer.
What do you think people from the countryside do for a living? Most of the people living in rural India work in
agriculture. They are usually humble families who work in the fields without any help from machines such as
tractors. Some families also have a cow or buffalo that they milk daily. All over the world, most women from
the countryside carry out all kinds of tasks in agriculture as well as in livestock. However, they are not usually
registered as farmers or ranchers since their work is considered assistance to their husband, who generally
is the one registered as such.

3- The origin of the caste system
In India, in addition to differences between rich and poor people, there is the caste system, which comes from
the Hindu religion and classifies people into different groups. From the moment a person is born, they belong
to a caste which can never change. Each caste has different festivals, cooking habits, rituals... There are
beautiful moments that the whole caste community looks forward to celebrating together.
Do you know the origin of the castes? I’ll tell you a tale that explains it very well: according to Hindu mythology,
after creating the Earth, Brahma got ready to populate it. He blew and from his mouth appeared Brahman, the
priest to whom he entrusted the custody of the sacred texts.
Brahman went on a retreat to meditate on the content of the sacred books. As the beasts interrupted his
studies, he decided to create from his right arm Kshatriya, the warrior who would fight against them. From his
other arm, he created Kshatriyani, who would be Kshatriya’s wife.
As Kshatriya only knew how to fight and risked starvation, his father Brahma created Vaishya, the farmer, from
his right thigh and Vaishya’s wife from his left thigh.
Vaishya needed servants to help him harvest the fields, so Brahma conceived Shudra from his right foot and
begat Shudra’s partner from his left foot.
This legend classifies people in a pyramid-like system, where people at the top of it hold a greater power over
those below. Brahmins are at the highest and most privileged position: they are the priests. Kshatriyas are the
warriors. Vaishyas are artisans, merchants or cattle farmers who have their own business. Shudras serve the
other castes and often work in the fields.
The most disadvantaged communities are at the lowest rung and excluded from this pyramid. In the past, they
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These people used to believe they
deserved this treatment, but little by little,
they realized they must be respected too.
Currently, Indian laws ban people being
mistreated because of their caste.
Nevertheless, some continue to do so.
The Vicente Ferrer Foundation works
together with the government and these
families to guarantee their most
fundamental human rights. When we talk
about basic human rights, what do you
think we’re referring to?

© Albert Uriach

weren’t allowed to go to the doctor, to school, to live with people of other castes or even to look at them. These
families used to live in remote huts because they were rejected everywhere. Plus, they carried out the toughest
and most humiliating jobs.

Well, these are the rights that everyone
should have just by virtue of existing and
that no one can take away from us. Do you know what they are? For example:
• Everyone has these rights. We are all equals, no matter if we’re girls or boys, the color of our skin or the
country where we were born.
• Everyone has the right to a decent standard of living: that means clothes to wear, food to be well fed or
a house to live in.
• Everyone has the right to attend school and learn.
• Everyone has the right to go to the doctor and be treated when we get sick.
What do you think is the most important fundamental right?
In the past, each caste had a specific job assigned at birth. For example, some people were assigned to do
the laundry, among other tasks. Today this has changed and people can choose their occupation. And what
about you? What do you want to be when you grow up?

4- How people dress
India is a huge country and people dress differently depending on the region and the climate. In most
traditional rural areas, people dress like their families in the past. In large cities, people wear similar clothes
to us, such as jeans and cotton t-shirts.
Obviously, the weather also defines the way you dress, just like here! The Foundation works in Andhra
Pradesh, an area where the climate is quite hot throughout the year. Here, people usually wear light clothing
to withstand high temperatures.
Women of any age wear long dresses called saris. The sari is a bright and beautifully patterned fabric of
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about five meters long, which is rolled around the body. In southern India, men usually wear a garment called
a “lungui” or “dhoti” (if it’s white). It consists of a two meter-cloth that is wrapped around the waist and raises
above the knees when walking. Girls usually wear a punjabi, which consists of a loose and light pair of pants,
and a long blouse that covers their waist and part of the punjabi.

© Paloma Navas

In India, it is a very common tradition to
remove your shoes before entering places
such as a school, home or temple, as a
show of respect.
Indian women often wear a red circular dot
on their forehead, between their eyebrows,
called a bindi. It is placed in the sixth
chakra, where hidden wisdom is believed
to reside. The bindi represents a third eye
and it is said that it retains energy and
strengthens concentration. In the past, the
bindi was a symbol used by women to
indicate they were married, but nowadays
it is just used as a decorative element, just
like bracelets or earrings.

During religious celebrations, the priest sometimes draws a vertical line with colored powder on people’s
foreheads, as a blessing.

5- Daily life
In Andhra Pradesh, impoverished and rural families live in thatched huts or small houses built by the Vicente
Ferrer Foundation.
This kind of housing usually has two well-divided parts: one to sleep and to gather together, and the other
one for cooking. In the most impoverished areas, gender roles still prevail and kitchens are mainly used by
women.
Women often cook outside their houses instead of in the kitchen to avoid the smell and the smoke, but also
to avoid possible fires, since thatched huts burn very easily. In addition, breathing wood smoke causes
health problems, such as cough and respiratory illnesses.
The porch is the place where people spend most of their time. The houses are built on the level of a small
step to prevent flooding caused by torrential rains, as well as flash floods during the rainy season. It is also
a way to protect the house from dangerous animals like scorpions and snakes.
As soon as women get up, they sweep inside and outside their house. When the sun rises, they draw a
picture on the ground, at the entrance of their house. On holidays or for important celebrations, they make
their drawings with colors, which are called “rangoli” (“rangu” means drawing with color). It’s a symbol of
welcoming and believed to attract good luck. Isn’t that beautiful? It is made with colored powder.
Families in India do the same things as we do here. They cook, go to work, attend school, wash and play.
However, their schedules are usually marked by the sunlight: they get up and go to sleep very early!
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As they lack running water at home,
they spend a few hours daily to fetch
it, carrying 15-liter water containers
on their waist or head. They often
have to make more than one trip per
day. Families who live near a river or
a lake often bathe right there. What is
the closest river to your house? Can
you imagine fetching water there
every day? How long would it take
you? That’s why people in rural India
take great care of the water: it is a
very scarce and valuable resource...
Do you take care of water?

© Nagappa

Turning on the tap and having water seems a very normal thing to us, but it is actually a luxury for many
impoverished families in Andhra Pradesh. Many houses do not have running water, so women (sometimes
children, too) have to walk to a fountain or a well to fetch water. The collected water is used to wash, cook or
clean the house. About 60 liters per day are needed for each person who lives in a house! Can you imagine
how much water we consume?

You may have eaten at some point at an Indian restaurant. People who taste typical Indian food are always
surprised by the variety of flavors and aromas, the spices they use and the different kinds of vegetables.
Spices are a fundamental ingredient in the cuisine of all regions of India. In the past, spices were as valuable
as gold and silver and traders from all over the world traveled to India looking for them. You may have heard
of curry as the most famous spice in India, but it is actually a mix of different spices (coriander, turmeric,
cumin and many more) mixed and powdered to cook many different dishes.
The state of Andhra Pradesh has a typical southern Indian gastronomy based on rice with “zambra” (similar
to a cream of lentils), vegetables and dairy products. Also very popular is roti or chapati, a flatbread made
of whole wheat flour that accompanies meals and also serves as a spoon.
In India, vegetables, rice and pulses are the main food and are eaten at various meals, including breakfast.
The most common way of eating is sitting on the floor and spooning food from plates and bowls with the right
hand. Eating with your hands is the most common way of eating and is not disrespectful or impolite. We also
eat some food with our hands, right? For example, how do you eat french fries? What about pizza?

6- The Vicente Ferrer Foundation supplementary school
In India, children go to primary school, which is compulsory, just like in Spain. However, in the most
impoverished rural areas, going to school can be a real challenge! Can you imagine walking long distances
to attend school? Or sharing a classroom with more than 50 classmates and only one teacher?
The Vicente Ferrer Foundation has supplementary schools to support children from the most disadvantaged
communities, help them in their education and to continue their studies, so they can have more opportunities
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in the future. These schools are called “supplementary” because they supplement formal education given in
public schools, where, as explained before, children share a classroom and a teacher with 50 other
students. In addition, their families usually cannot read or write, and neither can they help their children with
their studies.
Students attend school for an hour
and a half in the morning (from 7:00
a.m. to 8:30 a.m.) and two hours in
the afternoon (from 4:00 p.m. to 6:00
p.m.), right before and after their
classes at the state school. The goal
is to review some of the most difficult
subjects such as maths, science or
Telugu, which is the language of
Andhra Pradesh.

Children also learn games and
dances, get help with class homework
and review other subjects in order to
get the best possible grades. Think
about it... if students are well prepared,
they’ll have better opportunities when they get older. This is especially relevant for girls, who often have to drop out
from school to take care of housework. Does it seem fair to you?
As mentioned, children from everywhere on the planet should have the right to a quality education. However, when
resources are scarce at home or when a global pandemic such as the coronavirus strikes, schooling is affected,
especially that of children from impoverished areas. In these areas, schools and families lack computers or
smartphones to continue studying from home. Have you ever looked up information on the internet for school
assignments? It’s very useful, isn’t it? Well, imagine now not having any kind of internet connection at home!
Now that we’ve had a closer look at what life in India is like, how about you prepare some materials for the school
from Andhra Pradesh with which you do the exchange? Explain to the children about the place where you live, about
your school, your hobbies, your day-to-day life, your favorite food... You will also receive their materials to understand
our differences and similarities, and also to understand how people live and study in that part of the world.

«This publication has been carried out with the financial support of the Agencia Española de Cooperación
Internacional para el Desarrollo (AECID) in the framework of the project “Un mundo, 17 retos. Acercando
la Agenda 2030 y los ODS a la comunidad educativa”. Its content is the exclusive responsibility of the
Vicente Ferrer Foundation and does not necessarily reflect the opinion of AECID».

