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INTRODUCTION
India is a country whose people and culture
have been strongly rooted in religion for
thousands of years.
Religious ideology is deeply embedded in the
Indian collective consciousness considerably
influencing Indian behavior.

Akshardham Temple - the largest Hindu Temple in the world.

Adjustments to a more secular society and
value system is taking place,
but at a very slow pace.
India’s traditional social order has always
shown tremendous resilience to adjust to the
new or the unfamiliar.

"

The Indian Peafowl - India’s national bird.

The Lotus - India’s national flower.

PAGE

2

Hinduism
A WAY OF LIFE

Hinduism is the product of a religious heritage that is three thousand years old. Often a distinction is drawn between the
earlier periods of this tradition, known as Brahmanism or Vedic religion, and later Hinduism proper. The former was the
religion of the Aryans who invaded north India some time in the second millennium B.C.E.' This religion focused on
sacrifices. Central to it was the maintenance of cosmic order (rta) through the generation and channeling of a kind of
mystical heat (tapas) by means of sacrifices and the devotional fervor of the priests. 2 To simplify drastically, this heat was the
fundamental source of power needed to either sustain or transform the various features of the cosmos. Because improperly
conducted sacrifices could produce disaster, a high premium was placed upon proper ritual knowledge; thus learning has been
a central value from the earliest periods of this tradition. The procedures and rationale for these sacrifices are outlined in four
religious texts referred to as the Vedas— hence the phrase "Vedic religion." An even more extended set of sacrificial
instructions is elaborated in a series of slightly later texts known as the Brahmanas. From the earliest times, an important
element of Vedic and later ritual activity has been the recitation of mantras— formulaic prayers and incantations that are
thought to influence gods or produce magical results. (Milner Jr. 42)
At some time during the first millennium B.C.E., the notion that the soul (atmari) of human beings went through an extended
series of reincarnations (samsara) became widely accepted in India. Human experience was increasingly defined as suffering
(duhkhd); reincarnation only extended it. Now the aim of religious activity was to escape from worldly existence rather than
to sustain the cosmos by ritual sacrifices. (Milner Jr. 43)
Yoga is the term applied to the best-known set of meditation techniques. This internalization of sacrifice and shift toward
individual asceticism, meditation, and nonviolence was recorded in a set of texts known as the Upanisads. (Milner Jr. 43)

"

A key element of this synthesis was a redefinition of the ancient concept of karma. In Vedic religion the word had referred
primarily to the actions that constituted the elaborate sacrifices. Now it referred primarily to the ritual and practices of the
household, and even more broadly to virtually all human behavior. Increasingly, the path to salvation was not ritual sacrifice
or the knowledge and practice of esoteric meditation techniques, but proper action (karma) in one's day-to-day life. What
constituted proper action was gradually explicated in a series of religious texts known as the Dharmasutras, a series of brief
sayings or rules, and the Dharmasutras, a more extended set of treatises. As their name suggests, they focused on what was
becoming the central concept of Hinduism, dharma. The word can be roughly translated as "law," and it has the dual
connotations of the English word: on the one hand, the universal regularities that govern the cosmos, and on the other hand,
the rules for human conduct. The second meaning gained prominence, and Hinduism came to be a religion— or perhaps
more accurately, a way of life— that emphasized conformity to a complex set of norms that governed not only ritual but
virtually all aspects of life. Since such an extensive and complex set of norms was not easily learned, Brahmans remained
learned experts relative to the rest of the population— though the content of their knowledge had again shifted significantly.
Eventually, five key concepts become linked together: dharma ("law"), karma ("action"), atman ("soul"), samsara
("reincarnation"), and moksa ("release"). Whether one's actions (karma) are good or bad is determined by the degree to which
one conforms to dharma. One's good and bad actions cling to the soul (atman) and determine the subsequent experiences one
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has including the rank of one's reincarnation— Brahman, Sudra, Untouchable, animal, or even a worm. Ultimately, because
of the operation of karma through repeated incarnations (samsara), good is rewarded and evil is punished; one's good deeds
may go unnoticed and one's sins may escape punishment in this life, but over the course of repeated incarnations, virtue will
be rewarded and evil punished. The supreme reward is escape (moksa) from the sufferings inherent in the endless rounds of
samsara. Moksa is possible only if in the course of samsara the soul (atman) is purified by virtuous behavior ("good karma")
that is in conformity with dharma. Especially important is conformity to one's svadharma, that is, the rules and actions
appropriate for one's own caste. Religious texts repeatedly remind the Hindu that it is more meritorious to perform one's own
svadharma poorly than to perform someone else's perfectly. Implicit in the notion of svadharma is the recognition that few
humans can be concerned only about moksa most of the time. Moksa, then, is made the final goal in a broader set of goals of
"Man," known as the purusarthas. The four classic purusartha of the Hindu man are kama— desire, especially sensual and
erotic pleasure; artha— the pursuit of interest, especially material interests; dharma, which in this context emphasizes
religious ritual duties; and finally, moksa. Each of these is a legitimate goal in the appropriate context. However, different
social categories are especially associated with certain goals: the renouncer is especially concerned with moksa, the Brahman
householder with dharma, and the king with artha. (Milner Jr. 44)
While many gods may be discussed, each Purana tends to emphasize one of the three high gods of Hinduism: Brahma,
Visnu, and Siva. In relation to the cyclical yuga scheme, Brahma is the creator, Visnu the preserver, and Siva the destroyer,
though the latter two have many additional functions and aspects. The key heroes of the epics, Krishna and Rama, are
frequently conceived of as incarnations of Visnu. In addition to the three gods, there are numerous forms of the Goddess
figure, Devi, who is often called "Mother." She is identified with power (sakti), which can be either destructive or positive, and
accordingly she has both horrific and beneficent incarnations. In her beneficent form she is usually the wife or consort of
Visnu, Siva, or Brahma; in her destructive form she is usually single and is commonly known as Durga or Kali. (Milner Jr. 45)

"

The codes that constitute dharma have been elaborated to an extreme. The four Vedas themselves are the codification of
ritual procedures, but the elaboration process begins in earnest with the Brahmanas, an extensive set of priestly manuals that
outline elaborate procedures and rules for conducting ritual sacrifices, as well as the purported reasons for such procedures.
With the Upanisads, the focus shifts from literal sacrifices to the internalization of worship through meditation, but the
tendency toward codification and elaboration continues; in these texts the elaborate procedures for yoga are first
systematically laid out. The Dharmasutras, which are collections of pithy aphorisms, have an increased emphasis on rules
governing the daily life of the householder. They receive even more emphasis in the Dharmasastras: these treatises are the
archetypal example of the elaboration of norms by an established status group. These tendencies are less pronounced in the
epics— the Mahabharata and the Ramayana— and the Puranas, but are not completely absent even there. The tendency
toward the elaboration of norms is not restricted to ancient sacred texts. The same process can be seen in the actual behavior
of Hindu Indians: (1) the extensive norms and procedures regarding ritual purity— especially with respect to eating, food
preparation, and personal cleanliness; (2) the complex rules concerning appropriate marriage partners, at least for upper
castes; (3) the elaborate rituals that are conducted in homes each day by those who are pious; (4) the long list of holy days and
periods in the calendar year that demand special forms of behavior and ritual; and (5) the elaboration of bureaucratic rules
and procedures beyond what is commonly found in other societies. India's long history of extensive elaboration and
codification of norms is what the theoretical ideas presented earlier would lead us to expect. Where status is a crucial resource
and conformity to norms a key source of status, there is a strong tendency toward the elaboration of norms— both those
governing interpersonal relations and those relevant to ritual procedures. Such elaboration results both from the competition
between those within the status group trying to set themselves off from their peers, and as a means of defending the status
group against outsiders and upstarts. It might be added that the social history of contemporary India is, in large measure, the
history of the simplification of the rules that were the basis of traditional forms of status — especially those governing travel,
eating, and marriage— as the importance of traditional status declines relative to other forms of power. (Milner Jr. 59-60)
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Two striking characteristics of the caste system are the elaborate restrictions on marriage and eating. Marriages are arranged
by parents and are a crucial source and sign of a family's status. (Milner Jr. 60)
Marriage is the time that the family is most under pressure to display its status, and is also the time that caste boundaries are
most important. Marriage is typically allowed only within one's own local caste group or an allied caste of relatively similar
status. "Marriage is the relation that demarcates each jati most clearly. All marriages are supposed to be between a bride and
groom of the same jati; no marriage may be made outside of it". Eating, like marriage, is an important indicator of social
boundaries. In village India, meals are usually shared only with members of one's own caste. The highly orthodox may be
even more restrictive, limiting their dining to closely related family members. As the theoretical discussion indicated, in status
groups, the more intimate the form of eating, the more carefully regulated is the company, a gradation seen in the North
Indian distinction between kacca and pakka food. The actual physical content of a kacca meal can vary significantly, but it
always includes the staples that are normally consumed in the context of the intimate family. To take a kacca meal with
someone is to imply intimacy and approval. In contrast, pakka food is the food of the bazaar, the food that is eaten at public
events and in public places. In India this is customarily fried food. Traditionally such foods were fried in ghee, butter that has
been boiled and will not spoil at room temperature; like all products of the cow, it is considered purifying because it comes
from a sacred animal. The indigenous explanation of why pakka food can be shared with a wider array of people is that the
ghee protects the food and those who eat it from impurities. However, there are foods eaten at public events that are not fried
in ghee— for example, various kinds of sweets. (Milner Jr. 60)
While the formal categories of pakka and kacca are less common in South India, there does seem to be a tendency for the
type of food to vary as the intimacy and exclusiveness of the group sharing it varies. As suggested earlier, the tendency to
regulate mating and eating patterns is characteristic of status groups, since intimate associations imply approval and equality.
(Milner Jr. 61)

"

If one associates with those of lower caste, especially in intimate expressive relationships such as eating and marriage, this will
lower one's status. Perhaps more significantly, it in turn affects the status of other members of your family and caste. "Hence
villagers hold that a regular and serious defilement of some in the jati inevitably spreads, by contact, to the whole— unless
normal jati relations with the defiled ones are cut off (Milner Jr. 61).
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The Caste System
FOUR VARNAS • THOUSANDS OF JĀTIS

The caste system is how we come to understand the segregation of Hindus into their broadly defined Varnas mentioned
earlier. Within each Varna are a collection of hundreds to thousands of Jati which is considered an occupationally
classification. As the Varna are ranked from high to low, so to are the Jati within the Varna ranked from high to low with some
variations depending on what part of the country you may be located. Somewhat similar to the west, some Indian family
names are linked to their Jati. A popular example would be Gandhi whose name means greengrocer (Makar, 48).

"

The upper or high castes are the Brahmin, Kshatria, and Vaisia and make up somewhere between 30 to 50 percent of the
population. The remaining Sudra and Outcasts make up the remaining population. (Makar, 48)

Caste System continued
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Two striking characteristics of the caste system are the elaborate restrictions on marriage and eating. Marriages are arranged
by parents and are a crucial source and sign of a family's status.
Marriage is the time that the family is most under pressure to display its status, and is also the time that caste boundaries are
most important. Marriage is typically allowed only within one's own local caste group or an allied caste of relatively similar
status.
Eating, like marriage, is an important indicator of social boundaries. In village India, meals are usually shared only with
members of one's own caste. The highly orthodox may be even more restrictive, limiting their dining to closely related family
members
If one associates with those of lower caste, especially in intimate expressive relationships such as eating and marriage, this will
lower one's status. Perhaps more significantly, it in turn affects the status of other members of your family and caste.
From a conventional Western perspective, the central defining characteristic of a caste system is the absence of mobility: a
person's central social status is inalienable and unchangeable, and in principle, mobility across caste boundaries is prohibited.
It is important to be clear about what kind of mobility we are discussing. Economic and political mobility has often been
considerable, though its likelihood has varied by caste group. Variations in the economic and political fortunes of upper and
middle castes have been a common feature of Indian society for a very long time, if not always.
Some Brahmans are very rich and some are very poor. Merchant and landowning castes have frequently improved or
declined economically and politically. Drastic upward or downward economic or political mobility among artisan castes—
barbers, carpenters, blacksmiths, potters— has been uncommon, though not unheard-of.
For the lowest castes, particularly for Untouchables, significant relative improvements in either economic or political
conditions were rare in pre-independence India.
However, a different the type of mobility that is usually linked to economic and political mobility, but is distinctly different is
status mobility. It does occur in traditional India, but drastic change in ritual status, not to mention mobility across caste
categories, is severely restricted.
The key mechanism for restricting mobility is ascription; for the overwhelming percentage of people, caste is inherited at birth
and in principle cannot be changed. Of course changes do occur, but they must be disguised or defined so as to avoid
violating the norm of ascription. Consequently, a significant change in caste status usually takes more than one generation
and involves the transformation of the status of the local caste group or a segment of it, rather than an individual or
household. Moreover, it typically occurs by disguising or redefining lower status origins.
For example, upwardly mobile castes claim that they have been misclassified and that "originally" they were members of some
higher caste— not surprisingly, the one to which they now aspire. Sometimes this does not involve a change in caste name per
se, but an argument that their caste "really" belongs to a higher varna.
There is no ideological justification for caste-status mobility, but only for the restoration of the supposedly original state of
things. No one who claimed to be a member of a high caste would freely admit, much less brag about, his low caste origin.

"

Outcastes also called untouchables have recently been empowered by the economic and social improvements since the early
1990’s. Instead of outcastes, many of these Indians have began referring to themselves as Dalits meaning downtrodden or
oppressed. However, economic progress is still very slow. Dalits make up around 90 percent of all impoverished Indians
(Makar, 48).
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Business in India
The website WorldBusinessCulture is an amazing tool for understanding specific cultures and how cultural factors affect
business ("Doing Business in India," n.d.). India has been viewed as a source for organizational outsourcing in which various
countries could reduce their costs by sending work to qualified workers in India. This view of India as a cheap alternative to
domestic production is evolving, as the country's middle class may soon become the largest world market for goods and
services.
Many barriers exist; aside from the political and legal obstacles involved in international commerce, cultural influences can
provide a significant obstruction to Western businesses seeking to expand into India. As mentioned before, the thousands of
years of Hindu influence (as well as Islamic, British colonial, and Western business influences) have created the Indian
business culture.
It is important to note that India is not a homogenous area; holding one-fourth of the world's population and having 16
official languages, the country is more diverse than our presentation can adequately cover. We seek to provide an overview of
Indian culture with the understanding that these are generalizations and are just as simplistic as a 30 minute presentation on
"American culture."
The website eDiplomat provides a great deal of information on etiquette for a variety of cultures worldwide ("India," n.d.).
Some customs are very similar to American customs, for example, Indians generally prefer an arm's length of space between
themselves and others, similar to the proxemic norms in American culture. In Indian culture, shaking hands when meeting is
rare, and a "namaste" with both hands together and a slight bow is preferred and shows respect for the customs. In addition,
in the case of a handshake, it is very inappropriate for a man to touch a woman in a meeting or greeting. As India is still a
male-dominated society, conducting business in India can be very difficult for women.

"

Here are some additional tips: public displays of affection are not proper, nor is the display of anger; one shouldn't touch
another person's head; feet are considered unclean so never point your shoes at people; in addition, the left hand is considered
unclean, so only use your right hand to touch people, pass money, or pick up merchandise; and never say no to food that is
offered to you. As far as business itself is concerned, it is important to remember the following: it is rude to immediately
plunge into discussions about business first, make small talk before discussing business; business is also more slow and difficult,
plan on having several visits and be ready to restate your request firmly and with a smile when an obstacle is encountered; and
Indian counterparts may not always show up to scheduled meetings, so be prepared to reschedule.

Business in India continued
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Timing is everything
Calendars – The Gregorian calendar (the western calendar we use) is used in business and many other areas, however radio
broadcasts and official government correspondence will use the Hindu calendar. Here is a helpful link that will convert
Gregorian dates to Indian dates and vise versa: http://www.bsswebsite.me.uk/Daysanddates/indiandate.htm
Note: India’s financial year ends on in March.
Hours of Operation –
Business hours: 9:30am-5:30pm with lunch sometime between 12 and 2pm Monday-Friday.
Some business will open on Saturday
Government hours: 10:00am-1:00pm and 2:00pm-5:00pm Monday-Friday and most Saturdays
Bank hours: 10:00am-5:00pm Monday-Friday and 10:00am-1:00pm Saturdays
Shop hours: 10:00am-7:30pm Monday-Saturday
Note: Businesses that are set up to operate with their western counterparts such as call centers will be operating during the
night to coincide with their western counterparts.
Vacation/HolidaysVacation seasons are somewhat regular happening in three different periods of time. The first is April through June, the
second is during October, and the third is mid-December through mid-January
There are three national holidays celebrated in India:
Republic Day – January 26 – Celebration of India’s constitution coming into effect.
Independence Day – August 15 – Celebration of India’s independence from the British
Mahatma Gandhi’s Birthday – October 2 – Known as the Father of the Nation born in 1869
India has many other holidays that are celebrated in various regions and at different times since they may be based on lunar
cycles or other religious calendars. While these are happy events they can be disruptive to business. It would be best to check
in on what holidays may be coming up for a specific region you are planning to visit and the nature of the holiday and how it
effects hours of operation so you can make any necessary adjustments.
Getting along with others – Business protocols
Since the culture and religion can vary greatly in different parts of India, it is important to research the area you are visiting
in order to find out if there are any customs or protocols specific to that region that you should be aware of. Below is a list of
protocols that are generally accepted throughout India.
• Bring a lot of business cards! There is not a need to translate the information on your business card to the local
language. English is the business language in India.
• Relationship building is very important in India. Expect the Indian business associates you are working with to spend a
lot of time trying to get to know you. Likewise, you should be willing to ask questions and get to know them better.
Indians generally are open to a wide verity of topics. However, it is considered impolite to inquire about religion or
subjects that may be socially sensitive.
• Some consider business people in India to be a bit overly cautious when making decisions or moving forward with new
ideas. These things can take time and it’s important to remain patient.
• First names are not usually used in a professional setting unless two people know each other very well. If the people you
are meeting address you formally be sure to address them the same.
• Business lunches are becoming more common but business dinners are rare. If you do go to dinner with your business
associates don’t expect to discuss business. If they do bring it up, be sure to take their lead as to how deeply they wish to
discuss it.
• Be prepared to give and take in negotiations.

"

• Business attire can vary depending on the business and it’s best to ask what is typical. If this is not possible professional
dress is the safest bet for most management and executive level meetings. Men should wear a suit and tie while women
may want to wear a sari or a salwar suit.

Business in India continued
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• The traditional greeting in India is holding two hands together and giving a slight bow. They will also say “Namaste”.
• Men will shake hands with other men but it is traditional not to shake hands with or touch a woman in both social and
business settings as a sign of respect. If a woman does offer you her hand to shake it is acceptable to do so but only if
she initiates. In most cases the traditional greeting in the point above is what you should expect to give and receive.
• It is common for Indians to eat with their right hand but using forks and spoons at meals is acceptable.
• Avoid pointing to the person you are in a conversation or standing with your hands on your hips as this is considered
rude or threatening.
Other helpful advice
Food – It may take time for your system to adjust to foods that are raw or uncooked. It is good advice to avoid foods that are
uncooked or sold by street vendors. Spicy foods are widespread and most restaurants will not ask how spicy you want your
food as chili pepper are cooked into the meal as it is prepared. It you do not likely spicy foods you can remove the peppers
from the food before you eat or you can ask the waiter or host what foods would best suite your tastes. Since most meals are
made from scratch it can take awhile to prepare something on request that is different then what is intended.
Vaccinations – It is recommended that you receive vaccinations for Typhoid, hepatitis A and hepatitis B.
Travel – It is best to arrange travel to and from India along with prearranging ground transportation with a reputable travel
agency or travel agent.
Money – The Indian rupee is the standard currency in India. You can exchange your dollars for rupees at a reputable
moneychanger (ask your travel agent or agency). It is illegal to take rupees out of India. You must exchange whatever rupees
you have back to dollars before you leave the country. Though you may want to exchange some money for spending cash, it is
advised to use major credit cards in order to avoid some of the hassles when changing money back and forth.

"

A lesson in numbers – India uses the same Arabic numbers that are used in the west. However there are some differences that
can cause some confusion, which can be costly. Numbers 1 through 99,999 are written and spoken the same. However things
get mentally confusing past this point. One hundred thousand is called one lakh and is expressed as 1,00,000 instead of
100,000. One can see the confusion as the there are the same number of zeros but there is a comma placed after the one. At
this point in their numbering system, commas appear after every two digits. One million is expressed as ten lakh and is written
as 10,00,000 (instead of 1,000,000). Ten million is expressed as one hundred lakh or one crore and is written as 1,00,00,000
(instead of 10,000,000). One billion is expressed as one hundred crore and is written as 1,00,00,00,000 (instead of
1,000,000,000). Keep in mind that while you may struggle to understand the Indian numbering system, your Indian counter
parts may have the same struggle with our numbering system. (Makar 2008)
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Cultural Impact on Organizations

In his article on effective global advertising (2010), Srivastava concludes that culture plays a large role in the perception and
reception of advertising. As a result, it is important to realize that an advertising campaign that works well in America might
not work as well in a foreign market. For example, there is a commercial for a community college in which an individual talks
about how the college gives him the training he needs for the career he wants. While he talks to the camera, he's wearing a
variety of clothes typical of various occupations: construction worker, surgical doctor, and others. In an American market, this
plays well because Americans like the idea that working hard allows you to get whatever job you like; however, in the Indian
market, this would be an ineffective marketing campaign. Why? The commercial ignores caste values and implies that
education can change your lot in life. It is important that businesses be mindful of the cultural assumptions in their marketing.
WorldBusinessCulture goes into more depth regarding business in India ("Doing Business in India," n.d.). Formality is
expected even more so between male and female workers in India, as as friendliness that may be normal in American business
transactions may be misconstrued. While gender relations are treated strictly, time is seen as fairly fluid and meetings aren't
expected to start on-time and may feel very informal compared to stereotypical American corporate meetings. The
relationship is the center of business transactions, and thus it is important to take time to eat with colleagues and clients.
Important to note are any dietary restrictions that individuals may have, for example alcohol and pork for Muslims and beef
for Hindus.
The concept of agreement is also different in Indian culture, as contracts are not seen as an immutable agreement but a
starting point for an on-going business relationship, the terms of which will change as things come-up. In addition, direct
disagreement is often hard to show in Indian culture, so people may seem to be readily agreeing when they still have
reservations. It's important to seek clarification on any agreements made.

"

The influence of the caste system manifests itself in Indian business culture; leaders are seen as individuals who are not to be
questioned as hierarchy is almost unquestionably accepted. Questioning a manager is seen as disrespectful and those wishing
to do business with Indian companies need to be sure that they are having a discussion with someone high enough in the
hierarchy to have influence and make decisions.
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Do Business in India?

"

Why do business in India? As mentioned before, many companies have sought India out as a cheaper alternative to American
labor. The country's main exports include engineering goods, petroleum, and chemicals and thus technology, energy, and
other companies could benefit from expanding their business into India. This, however, is still a difficult time as Western
culture conflicts with the thousands-year-long traditions that have influenced Indian culture to this day, and policy makers in
India are still resistant to American businessmen. While there are some in more urbanized areas of India that are moving
away from Indian traditionalism and the espoused values of the culture, there are still some that hold on to those facets of
Indian life. Americans who wish to do business in India and with Indian businesses need to be aware of these cultural issues,
and not assume that any one individual or business fully fits into a strictly Americanized or Indian role, but must realize that
many individuals and businesses have adopted a hybrid culture. This does cause problems, as it creates more chances to
engage in a social faux pas, but a wise person will be mindful of potential cultural differences and be aware that assumed
differences may or may not always exist. It is more important to make an effort to be respectful than it is to always be correct.
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