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HolidayS and feStivalS

India’s culture is millenary. It is very rich and varied, with each region 
having different festivals and traditions. There are many reasons to 
explain this diversity, but the two most important ones are: 
•  the large size of the country and its great number of inhabitants, 

which are responsible for many different traditions cohabiting; and, 
•   India’s history, as, for centuries, its territory has been invaded by 

people like the Arabs (who were the first to invade it, around the 
10th century), the Turks, the Persians or the English. The country’s 
culture derives also from the traditions brought in by those inva-
sions.

The majority of holidays and festivals in India are of a religious nature, 
and, like in Spain, each region has its own festivals. Could you name 
a festival which is solely from the region you are from and another one 
that is celebrated throughout Spain?

There are three national holidays:
•  Independence Day: The 15th of August celebrates the moment, in 

1947, when India became independent from the British Empire and 
began its history as a sovereign nation. During this holiday, the lea-
ders of that independence process are remembered and the Prime 
Minister raises the flag at the historical palace called the Red Fort, in New Delhi, the capital.

•  Republic Day: The 26th of January celebrates the proclamation of the first Indian Constitution, in 1950, 
just three years after independence. It is the most popular holiday in India and it is celebrated in all re-
gions, where each governor displays an Indian flag at the most important building. People go out in the 
streets and there is a big armed forces parade in New Delhi which is shown on television nationwide. 

•  Gandhi Jayanti: Gandhi’s birthday is celebrated every year on the 2nd of October. Ghandi was consi-
dered the father of the Indian nation. He was the most influential leader in the country’s independence 
movement. His way of approaching revolution and resistance to the British troops won him the admi-
ration of the whole world. The 2nd of October is also the International Day of Non Violence. One of the 
ways of celebrating that day is to make offerings at a monument dedicated to Gandhi, called the Raj 
Ghat.
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templeS

In the picture you can see one of the many temples dedicated to the 
Hindu goddess Shiva. In India, religion plays a very important role in 
the lives of its inhabitants; it is present in their day to day and in their 
social relations. 

In India, there are many religions and cults, but the main one is Hin-
duism, which is followed by 80%of the population. Even nonreligious 
Indian people call themselves Hindus, as they consider many of the 
precepts of that religion as part of their own identity and culture. Hin-
duism is the third largest religion in the world, after Christianity and 
Islam.

Hinduism is a polytheist religion and, in contrast with other religions, 
it does not have a single sacred book or unified doctrine. There are 
main gods and goddesses followed by a great number of worship-
pers, but there are also minor deities which are just worshipped in 
certain regions. In spite of there being many different branches and 
interpretation of the faith, in general, Hindus believe in a universe in 
which there is continuous birth and destruction, and where human 
beings reincarnate after death as another element of the universe, 
another human being, an animal or any other object.

Hindus build temples dedicated to their gods or goddesses, which are believed to be the gods and 
goddesses’ “homes”.
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puja and rangoli

The design in the photograph is a rangoli; they can be found on the 
floor, outside the front door of the houses, or in the middle of the 
street. They are colourful designs with geometric forms or flower pe-
tals, which are a welcoming sign to the gods. They are used to attract 
good luck and protection for the home and family.

Homes usually have a small altar or temple, as it is at home where the 
main events in people’s lives, such as marriage, birth or funerals, are 
celebrated. Hindus live religion constantly in their day to day, and any-
body, not just the priests, can perform the prayer ritual called Puja.

Traditionally, the Puja takes place in front of the physical representation, a statue or an image, of the god 
or goddess to whom it is dedicated. The puja is accompanied by chants called mantra, which are a se-
ries of verses that are repeated on and on to communicate with the god or goddess. Food, such as fruit, 
honey, rice or nuts, is usually offered, and it is consumed after the ritual as purified food. Every element of 
the puja is important and has its meaning: the words, the gestures, the movements…it all serves to ele-
vate the petition, usually concerning good harvest, health, fertility or protection,  to the god or goddess.
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godS and goddeSSeS

There are thousands of deities in Hinduism; there are major gods 
and goddesses, like Vishnu or Brahma, and many minor deities, 
specific to some areas. There are also numerous spiritual beings, 
semi-divine creatures, and the so called avatars, which are reincar-
nations of some gods in earth. All gods and goddesses have an 
image which is placed in their temples and that is used in the puja 
as a praying element. Gods and goddesses usually look like anthro-
pomorphic animals, as in they have human characteristics.

In Andhra Pradesh, the most popular gods are Hanuman, the 
monkey god in charge of eliminating negative energy, and Ganesh, 
who takes the shape of an elephant. Ganesh is a god that elimina-
tes obstacles and brings good luck in business and trading, so it is 
very popular amongst merchants and students.
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Sacred cowS

One of the main precepts of Hinduism is respect for all living creatu-
res. The highest castes avoid eating anything which entails any sort 
of violence against animals, thus they do not eat meat, fish or eggs. 
They will consume vegetables and pulses, honey, milk or any other 
product that does not entail harming an animal. The rest of the cas-
tes consume all type of food except cow meet, because it is India’s 
sacred animal.

Cows can run freely in the streets of cities and villages and are res-
pected and revered as a “second mother nature”, as it is their milk 
that feeds us after weaning. They are decorated with garlands, and 
the birth of a calf is celebrated with a ceremony, as it is considered 
a symbol of fertility and abundance. Cows are usually represented 
in white with images of deities painted on its body. It is believed that 
more than 300 million deities live inside each cow.
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diwali and Holi 

In the photo, you can see several families lighting candles for Diwali, 
the celebration of the Hindu New Year, which takes place for five days 
during the months of October and November. 

Diwali is Hinduism’s main religious celebration, and it is also known as 
the “festival of lights”, because of the use of candles and lamps and 
the throwing of firecrackers and fireworks that illuminate the sky, even 
at night. The story tells that the god Rama defeated Ravana, the god 
of demons, and that the people of the town of Ayodhya lit candles at 
every home to help the god return. Today, the deity that presides over 
the festival is Lakshmi, goddess of prosperity and trading. 

The Holi festival is another of the main religious festivals in India. It 
celebrates the arrival of spring, sometime during the month of March, 
and protects against the illnesses that come with the change of sea-
son. During this festival, the image of Jolika, the female demon, is 
burnt, and people throw water and coloured dust made with medici-
nal plants to protect themselves from future illnesses.

Apart from those two festivals, celebrated all throughout the country, 
each area or region has its own festivals associated to local deities. 
Other religions also celebrate their own festivals in India, like Rama-
dan for Muslims, Christmas for Christians and Buddha Purnima for 
Buddhists.
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The image in the photo is part of a Bollywood film, which is a type 
of film made in India with its own aesthetics and that portrays topics 
inherent to its cinematography. The word Bollywood was invented 
in the 1970s and it comes from the words Hollywood and Bombay, 
which was the name that Mumbai had before, and the city where 
India’s main cinema studios are located.

Cinema is one of the most popular pastimes and cultural expressions 
in India. The main reasons for this success are that it is cheap and 
accessible to all layers of society. Film stars are followed by the pu-
blic and each premier is a major event. Bollywood films are usually 
about love, family and friendship, and almost all of them have music 
and dancing. Sometimes, the films’ soundtracks are commercialised 
months before the film’s premier to create more expectation.
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muSic and dance

Music is one of the oldest forms of cultural expression. Music is ac-
companied by dancing, which is traditionally an element of joy or 
communication with the gods. In India, dancing is a very important 
part of its culture and a fundamental way of expressing oneself. 

In the picture, you can see several dancers, wearing traditional dress 
and ornaments, performing a classical dance. Historically, classical 
dance was reserved for the highest castes. Its steps and choreo-
graphies are detailed in the Nâtya-shâstra, a two thousand year old 
artistic treatise.These dances were not just dancing; they included 
theatre, singing and storytelling, and were performed as an offering 
to the gods and goddesses.

On the other hand, the lower castes, the dalits and tribal communi-
ties, practice folk dancing, which do not have a specific choreogra-
phy and are transmitted orally from generation to generation. They 
are faster and more creative dances and are usually a completely 
spontaneous way of expressing joy and celebration.

Girls and boys from rural areas participate in a cultural programme, through which they learn both folk 
and classical dance, not just to develop their flexibility, but also as an education in their identity and cul-
ture. This programme allows children from lower castes to access cultural expressions that not long ago 
were just reserved to the highest castes.
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