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Hindu Experience in America 

 

Lesson Overview 

This lesson introduces students to the historical experiences of Hindu Americans, whose 
practitioners include people from many ethnicities, primarily Asian American. It highlights their early 
presence in the U.S., the challenges they faced, and their contributions to American society. 
Students will explore key historical moments, including the arrival of Indian immigrants who were 
all labeled Hindu by legal and political bodies (even though they belonged to a variety of religions, 
including Sikh), the system of indentured servitude, and how perceptions of Indian immigrants and 
Hindu Dharma traditions evolved over time. By examining primary historical perspectives and 
role-playing key figures, students will critically engage with the shifting narratives surrounding 
Hindu Americans, from early misconceptions to the eventual appreciation of Hindu philosophy by 
transcendentalist thinkers like Emerson and Thoreau. Through discussion and reflection, students 
will analyze how religious and cultural diversity shapes national identity and how past biases 
continue to influence present-day understandings of different traditions. 
 
In addition to historical perspectives, students will investigate the impact of Hindu spiritual leaders in 
the contemporary U.S. They will examine how these leaders introduced Hindu teachings, yoga, 
and meditation into American culture, influencing literature, spirituality, and even the Civil Rights 
Movement. Through creative projects students will engage with the material in a dynamic and 
immersive way, fostering deeper connections to the subject matter. The lesson concludes with 
discussions on modern misconceptions about Hindu Dharma traditions and how students can apply 
their learning to promote cultural understanding in their communities. 

Key Terms and Concepts 

 
Indentured Servitude​ A labor system where individuals worked for a set period of years for ​
​ ​ ​ ​ extremely low pay and without the freedom to leave early, often under ​
​ ​ ​ ​ harsh conditions. 
Transcendentalism​ An American philosophical movement in the 19th century that ​
​ ​ ​ ​ emphasized nature, spirituality, and individualism, influenced by Hindu ​
​ ​ ​ ​ philosophies. 
Dharma ​ ​ ​ A context-dependent, versatile word, here referring to spiritual traditions ​
​ ​ ​ ​ or worldviews. Another common usage is dharma as ethics and values. 
Vedānta ​ ​ ​ Various schools of Hindu philosophy that explore the nature of reality ​
​ ​ ​ ​ and self-realization. 
Meditation ​​ ​ Meditation refers to a variety of practices involving the mind, intellect, and ​
​ ​ ​ ​ sense of self. Some focus more on self-improvement, others focus on ​
​ ​ ​ ​ spiritual insight. They can be completely abstract, or utilize symbols, ​
​ ​ ​ ​ visualizations, mantras, maṇḍalas/yantras etc. Each spiritual tradition, ​
​ ​ ​ ​ and even each spiritual teacher will have well-reasoned techniques that ​
​ ​ ​ ​ they provide depending on the needs and abilities of the seeker. 
Stereotype​​ ​ A widely held but oversimplified and inaccurate belief about a group of ​
​ ​ ​ ​ people. 
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Missionary​​ ​ A person who travels to spread and promote a religious belief, often trying ​
​ ​ ​ ​ to convert others. 
Reformist​ ​ ​ Someone who seeks to change and modernize traditions, including ​
​ ​ ​ ​ religious or social systems. 
Cultural Assimilation ​ The process by which a minority group adopts the customs and attitudes ​
​ ​ ​ ​ of a host/dominant culture. 
Spiritual Leader ​ ​ A person who guides others in spiritual or philosophical teachings, such ​
​ ​ ​ ​ as Swami Vivekananda or Paramahansa Yogananda. 

Lesson Objectives 

 
●​ Students will analyze the historical experiences of Hindu Americans, including early 

immigration, indentured servitude, and the challenges of cultural and religious 
representation in the U.S.​
 

●​ Students will evaluate how Hindu philosophy and spiritual leaders influenced American 
literature, spirituality, and social justice movements.​
 

●​ Students will engage in a role-play activity where they take on the perspectives of 
different historical figures to help them better understand how views on Hindu Dharma 
traditions evolved in America and how perceptions of different cultures change over time. 
 

●​ Students will creatively represent a Hindu spiritual leader’s impact by making a visual or 
symbolic creation and performing a human tableau (a frozen, dramatic scene) to 
bring their influence to life.  

Hook | Opening 

Open the lesson by asking students, “When you think about the history of East Indian peoples in 
America, what comes to mind?” 
 
Allow for responses. Responses may include modern immigration, restaurants/food, Bollywood 
movies, etc. 
 
Tell students, “People from India—some free, some enslaved—have been in America since the 
1600s! Their stories are deeply connected to slavery, trade, and even the Caribbean.” 
 
Place students in groups of 3-4 for discussion questions. 
 
When presenting historical information to students, the information can be read aloud by the teacher 
or a student, read silently, or read in groups. If a copy is provided to students, have students 
underline or circle areas that resonate with them. If a copy is not provided, have students jot down 
parts of the reading that resonate with them on a separate sheet of paper. 
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Hindus in the Americas - a brief introduction 

People from India have been in America for centuries. One of the earliest records, dating back to 
1635, mentions an "East Indian" living in Jamestown, Virginia! But things weren’t always easy for 
them. Some Indians, including Hindus, were enslaved in Maryland and Delaware during the 1700s. 
When slavery was abolished, they blended into the African American community, and their 
descendants were labeled with others as "mulattos" in historical records. By the early 1800s, free 
Hindu sailors from India were arriving on trading ships in ports like Salem and Boston. Some of them 
even took part in Salem’s Fourth of July parades! This shows that Indian immigrants were already 
making their mark in American society long before most people realize. 
 
Meanwhile, across the ocean, things were changing in a big way. After slavery was abolished in the 
Caribbean, plantation owners needed a new labor force. Starting in 1838, they brought over half a 
million primarily Hindu workers from India—along with some from China—under a system called 
indentured servitude. This was supposed to be different from slavery, but in reality, it was almost the 
same. Many of these workers were tricked or forced into leaving India, shipped thousands of miles 
away, and placed under harsh working conditions. They lived in the same cramped housing that had 
previously been used for enslaved people, worked under the same overseers, and were tightly 
controlled. At first, only men were brought over, and while we normally think of men as above the 
age of 18, many boys as young as 8 were taken to work. Later, around 250,000 Indian women and 
girls were also sent to work on sugar plantations. This system continued until 1917, when indentured 
servitude was finally banned. 
 
Despite all these challenges, the Indian workers built new lives in the Caribbean and formed strong 
Hindu communities and some Muslim communities – who lived harmoniously. However, they faced 
intense pressure from Christian missionaries, who used unfair labor practices, the education system, 
and other tactics to force many into converting. Even so, a large number of Hindus held onto their 
traditions, adapting them to their new homes. Today, many descendants of those Caribbean Hindus 
have moved to the United States, where they’ve built vibrant communities and temples that keep 
their traditions alive. Their story is one of resilience, culture, and survival against incredible 
odds—proving that the Hindu presence in the Americas goes back much further than most people 
think! 

Discussion Question 1a 

Why do you think these early histories are so rarely talked about, and how might they change the 
way we see America’s past? 

Discussion Question 1b 

Throughout history, societies have often judged other cultures and religions based on their own 
beliefs and values. Why do you think people tend to view unfamiliar religions in a negative or 
stereotypical way? Can you think of examples where this has happened in history or even in modern 
times?​
 

Allow for student responses. 
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How Did Early Americans React to Hindus? 

Did you know the first American writings about Hindus were full of prejudice and negative 
stereotypes? Back in the 1600s and 1700s, powerful religious figures like Cotton Mather and Joseph 
Priestley viewed Hindus (then called "Hindoos") as antithetical to Christian European civilization. 
Priestley even compared stereotypes of Hinduism to Christianity just to argue that Christianity was 
superior. 
 
By the early 1800s, American Christian missionary groups took things even further. The American 
Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions, founded in 1810, painted Hindus as chaotic, violent, 
who practiced strange rituals. Their goal? To show that Protestant Christianity was the one true 
religion. 
 
These ideas didn’t just stay in churches and missionary reports—they made their way into American 
schools, too. Textbooks from this time taught children that white Protestant Americans were more 
advanced than other people. India and the rest of Asia, Africa, and other continents were described 
as strange and vastly different places, reinforcing the idea that non-Western cultures weren’t as 
"civilized." Even today, some of these old stereotypes about Hinduism still show up in how it's taught 
in schools. 
 
Magazines like Harper’s New Monthly Magazine also played a big role in shaping public opinion. 
They often compared Hinduism to white American Protestant identity, using Hindu culture as an 
example of what they saw as “inferior” to their own beliefs. This was a common way American 
society built its sense of superiority—by labeling others as different or "lesser." 
 
But things started to change in the 1800s, thanks to a literary and philosophical movement called 
Transcendentalism. Famous writers like Ralph Waldo Emerson, Henry David Thoreau, and Walt 
Whitman began exploring Hindu philosophy and found it deeply inspiring. Emerson studied Hindu 
texts like the Upaniṣads and the Bhagavad Gītā, which influenced his belief in the unity of the human 
soul with a higher spiritual reality. He even called Hindu scriptures “ethical scriptures” and shared 
their teachings with other intellectuals. 
 
Thoreau was also captivated by Hindu philosophy. He once wrote, “In the morning, I bathe my 
intellect in the stupendous and cosmogonal philosophy of the Bhagvat-Geeta… in comparison with 
which our modern world and its literature seem puny and trivial.” Basically, he thought Hinduism had 
a kind of wisdom that Western literature lacked. 
 
At the same time, members of the Unitarian movement, a progressive Christian group, were also 
drawn to Hindu teachings—especially Vedānta philosophy. They loved the idea that the Divine was 
one, that every soul was connected to it, and that there were many spiritual paths leading to truth. In 
fact, some Boston Unitarians even connected with new Hindu movements in India, exchanging ideas 
on religion and philosophy. 
 
This period marked a turning point—while Hindu Dharma traditions had been misunderstood and 
misrepresented for years, they were now starting to be seen as a source of deep wisdom and 
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insight. Hindu Dharma traditions refer to the variety of ancient spiritual traditions that 
developed in Indic civilizations. They are spiritual traditions focused on philosophies, teachings 
and practices toward the primary aim of managing and ultimately freeing oneself (mokṣa or nirvāṇa) 
from the effects of life’s repetitive ups and downs (saṁsāra). 
 
Hindu philosophy was no longer just something foreign; it was influencing some of America’s 
greatest thinkers and shaping new ideas about spirituality. 

Discussion Question 2 

Over time, American perspectives on Hindu Dharma traditions shifted from negative stereotypes to 
an appreciation of their philosophy through Transcendentalism and Unitarian interest. What does this 
tell us about how ideas and beliefs change over time? Do you think similar shifts in understanding 
are still happening today with other cultures or religions? Why or why not? 
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Activity 1 

Teacher Instructions: 

1.​ Assign Groups & Roles (5 minutes) 
●​ Assign students to small groups of 3 - 5. Each student receives a role card that 

describes their assigned perspective based on the historical information. 
●​ Give students a few minutes to read their card and prepare for the discussion by 

thinking about their answers to the guiding questions. 
●​ During the discussion, students must speak and interact "in character." 

 
2.​ Role-Play Discussion (10 minutes) 

●​ Students interact with each other, staying in character. The teacher can act as a 
moderator, asking questions like: 

○​ "How do you view Hindu Dharma traditions?" 
○​ "Why do you think your perspective is correct?" 
○​ "How do you feel about people with a different perspective from yours?" 
○​ “How do you think people should interact with those who follow Hindu 

Dharma traditions?” 
○​ “Should Hindus be converted to Christianity? Why or why not?” 
○​ “How do you view Hindu Dharma traditions compared to Christianity?” 
○​ “What is your goal when interacting with Hindus?” 
○​ “How would you describe India and its people?” 
○​ “How do you think your perspective influences public opinion?” 
○​ “What do you want Americans to understand about Hindu Dharma 

traditions?” 
●​ Encourage students to respectfully challenge each other’s character's viewpoints 

based on their character’s beliefs. 
 

3.​ Reflection & Connection (5 minutes) 
●​ Students step out of their roles and discuss as themselves: 

○​ How did it feel to take on different viewpoints? 
○​ What surprised you about how Hindu Dharma traditions were perceived in 

early American history? 
○​ Can you think of any modern examples where a culture or religion is still 

misunderstood or misrepresented? 
●​ Record key takeaways on a chart or board. 
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Role Cards 

1. Cotton Mather (1663-1728) – Puritan Minister 

Your Viewpoint: 

●​ You believe that Christianity is the only true religion. 
●​ You see Hindus as "heathens" who live outside of Christian civilization. 
●​ You think it's important to convert people to Christianity. 

Guiding Questions: 

●​ Why do you believe Christianity is superior? 
●​ What do you think about Hindu religious practices? 
●​ Should Hindus be converted? Why or why not? 

 
2. Joseph Priestley (1733-1804) – Scientist and Theologian 

Your Viewpoint: 

●​ You believe Christianity is a more advanced and rational religion than those of the 
Hindus. 

●​ You compare Hindus with Christianity to prove that the Bible holds the ultimate truth. 
●​ You see Hindu practices as outdated and superstitious. 

Guiding Questions: 

●​ What do you think is "wrong" with Hinduism? 
●​ Why do you believe Christianity is superior? 
●​ How do you think people should interact with those who follow Hinduism? 

 
3. American Christian Missionary (Early 1800s) 

Your Viewpoint: 

●​ You see Hindus as chaotic, violent, and practicing strange rituals. 
●​ You think Protestant Christianity is morally and spiritually superior. 
●​ You believe it's your mission to "civilize" Hindus by converting them. 

Guiding Questions: 

●​ Why do you feel that Hindus are "lesser" than Christians? 
●​ What is your goal when interacting with Hindus? 
●​ How would you describe India and its people? 

 
4. 19th-Century American Public School Teacher 

Your Viewpoint: 

●​ You teach your students that white Protestant Americans are the most advanced people. 
●​ You tell students that India is a strange and uncivilized place. 
●​ You believe that American culture is the best and that children should grow up with these 

values. 
Guiding Questions: 

●​ What are you teaching students about Hinduism and India? 
●​ Why do you think America is more advanced? 
●​ How do you think your lessons shape how students see other cultures? 
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5. Magazine Writer for Harper’s New Monthly Magazine (1800s) 

Your Viewpoint: 

●​ You write about a singular religion of Hindus as an exotic and foreign religion called 
Hinduism. 

●​ You compare Hindus to white Protestant identity and use it as a way to show how 
"superior" American culture is. 

●​ Your writing helps shape how Americans view people from India. 
Guiding Questions: 

●​ How do you describe Hindus in your articles? 
●​ Why do you think white Protestant Americans are better? 
●​ How do you think your writing influences public opinion? 

6. Ralph Waldo Emerson (1803-1882) – Transcendentalist Writer 

Your Viewpoint: 

●​ You have read Hindu scriptures like the Bhagavad Gītā and find them deeply inspiring. 
●​ You believe that all human souls are connected to a higher spiritual reality. 
●​ You see Hindu traditions as a source of great wisdom and call Hindu texts “ethical 

scriptures.” 
Guiding Questions: 

●​ How do Hindu texts influence your beliefs? 
●​ What do you admire about Hindu philosophy? 
●​ How are your views different from earlier American views on Hindus? 

 
7. Henry David Thoreau (1817-1862) – Transcendentalist Thinker 

Your Viewpoint: 

●​ You admire Hindu philosophy and consider it far deeper than Western literature. 
●​ You love the Bhagavad Gītā and find its ideas about life and the universe fascinating. 
●​ You believe Hindu thought helps people connect with nature and the soul. 

Guiding Questions: 

●​ Why do you admire Hindu philosophy? 
●​ How does Hindu philosophy influence your writing? 
●​ Why do you think Hindu texts are important for Americans to read? 

 

8. Unitarian Thinker (Mid-1800s) 

Your Viewpoint: 

●​ You are a progressive Christian and admire Hindu teachings about the oneness of the 
Divine. 

●​ You believe that different religions can coexist and lead to truth. 
●​ You support exchanges between Unitarians in America and reformist Hindu movements 

in India. 
Guiding Questions: 

●​ How do you view Hinduism compared to Christianity? 
●​ Why do you think different spiritual paths can all lead to truth? 
●​ How is your view different from earlier American perspectives? 
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9. Hindu Reformist from Bengal (1800s) 

Your Viewpoint: 

●​ You are working to establish the parameters of a Hindu religion along the lines of what 
the British Empire understood as religion, and select teachings from the various Hindu 
Dharma traditions that would emphasise the philosophical depth of the religion. 

●​ You believe Hindu ideas should be shared with the world. 
●​ You are excited that Western thinkers like Emerson and Thoreau appreciate this new 

type of religion called Hinduism. 
Guiding Questions: 

●​ How do you feel about American thinkers studying Hinduism? 
●​ What do you think is important about the ancient Hindu Dharmas’ teachings? 
●​ What do you want Americans to understand about Hinduism and the ancient Hindu 

Dharmas? 
 
10. Modern Student (Today – Reflecting on History) 

Your Viewpoint: 

●​ You are learning about how Hindu Dharma traditions were misrepresented in early 
American history. 

●​ You realize that stereotypes about religions and cultures still exist today. 
●​ You wonder how we can challenge misunderstandings and learn about different beliefs 

fairly. 
Guiding Questions: 

●​ What surprised you the most about how Hindus were originally viewed in America? 
●​ How have American perspectives of Hindus changed over time? 
●​ Do you see similar misunderstandings or stereotypes about religions today? How can 

they be challenged? 
 

Reflection Worksheet 

1.​ What role did you play in this activity? What was your character’s main belief about the 
Hindu Dharma traditions and/or Hinduism? 

2.​ How did your character’s viewpoint compare to others in the discussion? 
3.​ How did American perspectives on the Hindu Dharma traditions and/or Hinduism change 

over time? What influenced this shift? 
4.​ What surprised you the most about how Hindus were originally viewed in America? 
5.​ How do you think we can address modern misunderstandings or misrepresentations of 

religions and cultures? 
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Discussion Question 3 

 
Throughout history, spiritual leaders from different cultures have traveled to new places, sharing their 
beliefs and influencing societies in unexpected ways. Why do you think people are drawn to spiritual 
teachers from other parts of the world?  

Major Hindu Spiritual Leaders’ Influence in America 

Hindu Dharma traditions have had a huge impact on American culture, from philosophy and 
spirituality to yoga and even the Civil Rights Movement. Though Hindus were present in the United 
States for at least two centuries prior, in 1893 a dynamic Hindu monk named Swami Vivekananda 
arrived in the U.S. He was the first major Hindu spiritual teacher to visit America, and his big moment 
came when he spoke at the World’s Parliament of Religions in Chicago. He stunned the audience 
with his message of religious tolerance, calling for a world where no one would face persecution and 
where everyone—women and men alike—could realize their divine nature. The crowd loved him! 
 
After his big speech, Swami Vivekananda spent two years traveling around the U.S., giving lectures 
on spirituality, Vedānta philosophy, and even women’s rights at Harvard, churches, and other public 
venues. He also started teaching Vedānta and Yoga (especially Rāja Yoga, which focuses on 
meditation) to everyday Americans. In 1894, he founded the American Vedanta Society in New York, 
which became the first Hindu organization in the country. Five years later, he established another 
Vedanta Society in San Francisco, which helped build America’s first Hindu temple in 1906. These 
societies attracted people from all backgrounds, including famous thinkers like Joseph Campbell 
(who inspired Star Wars), Aldous Huxley, Christopher Isherwood, and J.D. Salinger. 
 
If you’ve ever been to a yoga class, you might be surprised to learn that Swami Vivekananda was 
the first to introduce Yoga to the U.S., though it was a meditative and philosophical practice, not the 
physical poses (āsanas) we think of today. The first Hindu teacher to bring yoga poses to America 
was Shri Yogendra in 1919, but it was Paramahansa Yogananda, who arrived in 1920, who made 
Hindu spirituality and yoga truly famous. 
 
Yogananda came to America for a religious conference in Boston but ended up staying for the rest of 
his life. In 1925, he founded the Self-Realization Fellowship (SRF), a Hindu organization that 
became extremely influential. His book, Autobiography of a Yogi (1946), became one of the most 
famous books on Hindu spirituality in the U.S. (Steve Jobs was even captivated with it!). His 
teachings showed how Hindu philosophy and science could go hand in hand. 
 
Then in 1948, Indra Devi—a student of the famous yoga master Tirumalai 
Krishnamacharya—opened the first yoga studio in Hollywood. She taught āsanas to celebrities, 
which made yoga explode in popularity. Today, about 10% of Americans practice yoga, making it one 
of the biggest contributions of Hindu culture to the U.S.! 
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Martin Luther King Jr. was also inspired by Hindu teachings. In the 1950s, he studied the works of 
Mahatma Gandhi, who based his philosophy of nonviolence on Hindu and Jain teachings, especially 
the Bhagavad Gītā. The Bhagavad Gītā is one of the most popular sources of Hindu spiritual 
teachings. King believed that Gandhi’s approach was the best way for oppressed people to fight for 
freedom, and he applied these ideas in the Montgomery bus boycott of 1955-56, which helped end 
segregation. King even visited India in 1959 to learn more about Gandhi’s ideas firsthand. 
 
Starting in 1959, another Hindu teacher, Maharishi Mahesh Yogi, introduced America to 
Transcendental Meditation (TM). His movement attracted millions of followers—including huge 
celebrities like the Beatles, the Beach Boys, Clint Eastwood, Jim Carrey, Deepak Chopra, and Jerry 
Seinfeld. TM became so popular that even scientific researchers started studying meditation’s 
benefits, leading to a large body of research on meditation. However, not everyone was a fan—the 
Vatican actually criticized and demonized Hindu meditation in 1989! 
 
In 1965, Swami Prabhupada arrived in America and started ISKCON (the International Society for 
Krishna Consciousness), also known as the Hare Krishna movement. Unlike the earlier Hindu 
teachers, who focused on philosophy and meditation, ISKCON was all about devotion to Krishna. 
The movement became super popular among young people in the 1960s counterculture movement. 
ISKCON also built many of the first Hindu temples in America, which later have become important 
centers for the growing Hindu-American community. 
 
Mata Amritanandamayi, or Amma, is one of the most well-known Hindu spiritual leaders today,  
famous for her message of love, compassion, and selfless service (sevā) —and for giving out 
millions of hugs! Unlike earlier Hindu teachers who brought meditation, yoga, and philosophy to 
America, Amma connects with people in a deeply personal way through her darshan (spiritual 
blessing), where she hugs each person who comes to see her. She has also founded Amrita Yoga 
and Meditation centers in the U.S. and runs massive humanitarian projects through her organization, 
Mata Amritanandamayi Math (the MA Math). The MA Math bases its activities on the principle of 
karma yoga and helps with disaster relief, building hospitals, and supporting education.  
 

Discussion Question 4 

 
What do you think makes a spiritual leader’s message powerful enough to cross cultural 
boundaries? 
 

 

© 2025, Center for Advancing Pluralism. All rights reserved.                                                                                         12 



Hindu Experience in America 

 

Activity 2 

1.​ Choose a Leader & Brainstorm (5 minutes) 
Students work in small groups (3-4 students) and choose (or are assigned) a Hindu 
spiritual leader (Swami Vivekananda, Paramahansa Yogananda, Mata 
Amritanandamayi (Amma), Maharishi Mahesh Yogi, Swami Prabhupada, Indra Devi, 
etc.). 

Each group discusses: 
●​ How did this leader impact the world? 
●​ What is a creative way to visually represent their influence? 
●​ What is a key moment from their life or teachings that could be turned into a 

frozen scene (tableau)? 
 

2.​ Create a Representation (10 minutes) 
Each group chooses one way to visually represent their leader’s impact: 

🎨 A Symbolic Artwork or Collage – A drawing, painting, or collage using images 
that reflect their influence (e.g., a lotus for enlightenment, a microphone for speeches, 
a book for their teachings, etc.). 
📜 A Quote & Vision Poster – A mini-poster featuring one of the leader’s famous 

quotes with visuals that illustrate its meaning. 
📍 A "Map of Influence" – A simple map showing their journey (where they 

traveled, where they taught, and how their influence spread). 
📱 A Modern-Day Social Media Tribute – A fake tweet, Instagram post, or news 

article featuring their message as if they were alive today. 
 

3.​ Perform a Human Tableau (10 minutes) 
Each group chooses a key moment or idea from their leader’s life and creates a 
frozen scene (tableau) where they act out their impact without speaking. 

Examples (optional to share with students) 
●​ Swami Vivekananda at the 1893 World’s Parliament of Religions, 

standing tall with an audience looking amazed. 
●​ Mata Amritanandamayi (Amma) giving a hug, with people around her 

showing comfort or gratitude. 
●​ Paramahansa Yogananda teaching meditation, with students sitting 

peacefully. 
●​ Groups hold their pose for 10-15 seconds, while the class guesses what 

they are representing. 
 

4.​ Present & Discuss (5 minutes) 
Each group briefly explains their visual creation, describing their choices. 
Discussion questions: 

●​ What similarities do you see between these leaders? 
●​ How do their teachings still influence the world today? 
●​ Which leader’s impact do you personally connect with the most? 
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Wrap Up 

 
Throughout this lesson, we explored the deep and often overlooked impact of Hindu Dharma 
traditions in America. From the earliest encounters with Hindu ideas to the influential role of Hindu 
spiritual leaders, we’ve seen how Hindu philosophy has contributed to shaping American thought, 
literature, and spiritual practices. 
 
Despite early misconceptions and stereotypes, Hindu Dharma traditions have become a significant 
part of America's religious, spiritual, and cultural landscape. Their emphasis on unity, self-discovery, 
and multiple paths to truth resonates across diverse communities. The contributions of Hindu 
spiritual leaders and their teachings continue to shape modern discussions on wellness, personal 
growth, and global spirituality. 
 
As we reflect on this history, we should ask ourselves: How does learning about different religious 
traditions deepen our understanding of the world? And how can we challenge misconceptions and 
appreciate the richness of cultural and spiritual diversity? The influence of Hindu Dharma traditions 
in America is a powerful example of how ideas can cross borders, evolve, and enrich societies in 
unexpected ways. 
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Assessment 

Multiple-Choice Questions 

 
Circle the correct answer for each question. 
 

1.​ What was the primary purpose of indentured servitude for Indian workers in the 19th 
century? 

 a) To allow them to travel freely between countries 
 b) To provide free labor opportunities for American industries 
 c) To spread Hindu religious teachings in the Americas  
 d) To replace enslaved labor in colonial plantations after the abolition of 
slavery 

 
 

2.​ Which of the following American intellectual movements was most influenced by Hindu 
philosophy? 

 a) The Great Awakening 
 b) Transcendentalism 
 c) The Harlem Renaissance 
 d) The Progressive Era 

 
3.​ Swami Vivekananda became widely known in the United States after speaking at which 

event? 
 a) The signing of the Emancipation Proclamation 
 b) The 1963 March on Washington 
 c) The World’s Parliament of Religions in 1893 
 d) The founding of the United Nations 

 
4.​ Which of the following Hindu spiritual concepts embodies values and the ethical 

foundations that lead to social harmony within various spiritual traditions or worldviews? 
 a) mokṣa 
 b) dharma 
 c) karma 
 d) nirvāṇa 

 
5.​ Why did some early American textbooks and Christian missionaries portray Hindus 

negatively? 
 a) They wanted to justify colonialism and Christian superiority 
 b) They were influenced by Hindu reformist movements 
 c) They sought to create an academic understanding of global religions 
 d) They found common ground with Hindu spiritual practices 
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Answer Key & Explanations for Multiple-Choice Questions 

 
1.​ What was the primary purpose of indentured servitude for Indian workers in the 19th 

century? 
Correct Answer: D) To replace enslaved labor in colonial plantations after the 
abolition of slavery 

 
Explanation: After slavery was abolished in the British Empire and other 
colonies, plantation owners sought a new labor force. They brought Indian 
laborers under the system of indentured servitude, which, though legally 
different from slavery, often subjected workers to similar harsh conditions. 

 
2.​ Which of the following American intellectual movements was most influenced by Hindu 

philosophy? 
Correct Answer: B) Transcendentalism 
 
Explanation: Transcendentalist thinkers like Ralph Waldo Emerson and 
Henry David Thoreau were deeply inspired by Hindu texts such as the 
Upanishads and the Bhagavad Gītā. Their writings emphasized nature, 
self-reliance, and spiritual enlightenment, themes found in Hindu philosophy. 

 
3.​ Swami Vivekananda became widely known in the United States after speaking at which 

event? 
 

Correct Answer: C) The World’s Parliament of Religions in 1893 
 
Explanation: Swami Vivekananda introduced Hindu philosophy to the 
Western world through his famous speech at the 1893 World’s Parliament of 
Religions in Chicago, where he spoke about religious tolerance and the 
universality of spiritual truths. 

 
4.​ Which of the following Hindu spiritual concepts embodies values and the ethical 

foundations that lead to social harmony within various spiritual traditions or worldviews? 
 
Correct Answer: B) Dharma 
Explanation: In the Hindu spiritual traditions, Dharma is a multifaceted 
concept. One common use of Dharma takes it as referring to values and 
ethics, and how individual and societal activities play a part in the world.  

 
5.​ Why did some early American textbooks and Christian missionaries portray Hindus 

negatively? 
 

Correct Answer: A) They wanted to justify colonialism and Christian 
superiority 
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Explanation: In the 18th and 19th centuries, Christian missionaries and 
Western scholars often depicted Hindus as chaotic, superstitious, and inferior 
to Christianity. This served to justify colonial rule in India and promote 
conversion efforts among Hindus. 

 

Homework Assignment 

Hindu Americans in U.S. History – Timeline Project 

 
Instructions: Create a visual timeline that highlights at least five key events related to the history and 
influence of Hindu Americans in the United States. Your timeline should be neatly organized and 
visually engaging. 
 
Requirements: 
 

1.​ Include at least five key events from the lesson related to Hindu Americans. 
2.​ For each event, provide: 

●​ The date (or time period) when the event occurred 
●​ A brief description (2-3 sentences) explaining its significance 
●​ An illustration or symbol that represents the event (this can be hand-drawn, 

printed, or digital) 
3.​ Arrange the events chronologically to show how Hindu American history has evolved 

over time. 
 
Presentation Options (Choose One): 
 

●​ Hand-drawn timeline on paper or poster board 
●​ Digital timeline using Google Slides, Canva, or another online tool 
●​ Creative foldable timeline (accordion-style timeline with flaps for each event) 

 
Grading Criteria (20 Points Total): 
 

●​ Historical Accuracy (10 pts): Dates and descriptions are correct and clearly explained. 
●​ Creativity & Effort (6 pts): Timeline is visually appealing and includes meaningful 

symbols or illustrations. 
●​ Organization & Clarity (4 pts): Events are arranged logically and easy to understand. 
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