Vishvonatha Benchmark


Subject: English

Benchmark: Vishvonatha 

Standards:  E1a, E1c, E2a, E2b, E2c, E2f, E3b, E3c, E3d, E4a, E4b, E5a, 1a, 1b, 2a, 2b, 3a, 3b, 4b 

TOPIC:  Indian Literature 

MAJOR IDEA:  The cultural spectrum of the shrinking global community can best be explored through the beliefs, customs and conduct of particular cultures.  By exploring and accepting our similarities and differences, we respect and understand the universality of human culture.  The development of compassion and empathy is the ultimate goal.       

SUGGESTED AIMS: 

· How can studying a different culture assist us in understanding our own?

· What aspects of another culture assist us to develop compassion and empathy?

· Where do many of our own customs, beliefs, and values stem from?

· How are all cultures similar?  What values and beliefs are universal?

VISUAL EXAMPLES:   

· Monsoon Wedding.  Directed by Mira Nair.  USA Films:  2001
SUGGESTED ACTIVITIES: 

· Study the duration of Greek and Latin literary traditions.  Compare with the duration and production of Hindu culture.  Why do you think, as Westerners, that we know more about the shorter lived and less prolific culture than we do about the vast and prolific one?  Write an essay that summarizes your findings.

· Watch Monsoon Wedding.  Make a chart of the various aspects of culture that are addressed, including family relations.  Compare and contrast between American and Indian cultures.  Write a short essay explaining what aspects of traditional Indian culture were maintained and how and why imitation of American Life takes place.  

· Research the mathematical and scientific achievements of India.  What discoveries surprised you?  What discoveries have become a part of the fabric of our everyday lives?  What discoveries being made today do you think will become universal?  Write a story from the viewpoint of a person in the future comparing our past’s discoveries with his past’s (our present) discoveries.  

· Break into groups.  No language in India has a word equivalent to the English word “religion.”  If you speak other languages, try to think of words that are difficult to translate into standard English.  You can even come up with “slang” that is difficult to translate.  

· In India, language and the sound of words are considered sacred.  The word “om” is often repeated during Hindu prayer.  What is a mantra or incantation?  Research and write an informative essay.  

· Think of or create a mantra or incantation that you hold sacred.  Would repeating this at certain times be beneficial for you?  Practice saying your mantra at key times for an entire week.  Note its effect on you. Share your mantra and findings with the class.  

· Research the Hindu belief of Karma.  If you were to die right now, and come back, what would you come back in and why?  What could you change to come back as a better or worse position?  Write a reflective essay.   

· Research Dharma and the Greek concept of “virtue”.  Compare and contrast these ideas.  What would your “dharma” be?  Your “virtue”?  Write an imaginative narration of a day in your life while you practice your dharma/virtue.  

· What is the traditional (and current) method of studying in India?  How do you study?  Write a manual on how to study the Indian way, and how you study.  Include the pros and cons for each method.  

· Read the article:  Kitsch With a Niche:  Bollywood Chic Finds a Home from the New York Times’ Sunday Styles section dated May 5, 2002.  Visit the South Asian section of Queens and write a descriptive essay of your experience.  

· Using the same article, chart the influence of Indian style on American culture.  

· Read the following two quotes and compare and contrast the author’s viewpoints.  What would motivate either to choose a particular viewpoint and write what he wrote?: 

“I have never found one [scholar] who could deny that a single shelf of a good European library was worth the whole native literature of India and Arabia . . .”—Thomas Babington Macaulay, one of nineteenth-century England’s most celebrated writers, in a report to the British government on the future of Indian education

“In the English-speaking world the strongest Indian influence was felt in America, where Emerson, Thoreau and other New England writers avidly studied much Indian religious literature in translation, and exerted immense influence on their contemporaries and successors, notably Walt Whitman.” – A.L. Basham, The Wonder That Was India
RESOURCES:

· Siddharta, by Herman Hesse

· Monsoon Wedding, Directed by Mira Nair.  USA Films:  2001

HOMEWORK:

· Siddhartha Gautamo, the prince who would become Buddha, renounced luxury after seeing human suffering for the first time.  Do you think that American culture has become too blind to human suffering around the world?  Write a letter as a person from a deeply impoverished part of the world visiting New York for the first time.

· India is the birthplace of many religions.  Research the religions that were born in India.  Choose three to and compare and contrast their histories and beliefs.  Include but annotate religions which weren’t born in India but which enjoy active membership in modern India.   Which are being practiced in India today?  Write an informative essay.  

· Read a biography of “The Bandit Queen”.  Write a response to her life and its context.  How would her life have been different if she were born in America?
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