
Where should I start? Can I even find the right 
words to describe my experience in India? 
Probably not. In fact, I’d argue I’m not the best 
source of information. After our grueling 30-
hour journey home, my first instinct was to list 
everything I needed upon entering my 
apartment to make me a happy, sane person 
again. That list featured a burger, a shower, an 
opportunity to binge-watch TV, significant 
video game time, and sleep. So much sleep.  

    I did all those things.  

I want to own this truth because I think there  
might be something valuable in my quest for 

comfort upon our return from a country where comforts can be so rare—achieved by few, unreachable for most, 
and unknowable for too many others.  

So…what is my goal now? Should I just put on my “Privileged American Traveler” hat and list all the ills facing 
India that we do not need to worry about in America? Should I wax poetic about the striking distinctions 
between wealth and poverty in this South Asian country? Should I talk about the pollution…or…the 
trash...or…the piles upon piles of discarded waste? Of course, the ideal answer is “no.” When I think about 

“Bringing Home India,” I really want to talk about how many dogs I wanted to bring home with me literally. I 
really want to describe what it felt like to step inside the Taj Mahal. I want to share all the miraculous colors of 
the saris, each and every craftsmen’s and craftswoman’s wares, a selection of cheap souvenirs, and a bouquet of 
flowers from the Kolkata flower market. 

Unfortunately, my words can only go so far. So, here are some pictures! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

These are some of my favorite shots from the trip. These are the images that define much of my experience, my 
memory, and my conception of such a fascinating country. However, if I’ve learned anything about India—from 
the colleagues that prepared us before we left and the people we met along the way—it’s impossible to ignore 
India’s paradoxical nature, the dark truths masked by pristine surfaces or exposed in fleshy wounds, the 
dystopian underbelly existing in any country, especially our own.    

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Navigating the Intense Beauty and Startling 

Challenges of a Paradoxical India: A Brief Report 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A Peak Inside the Kolkata Markets 

March 17 & 18 - Kolkata: The Expected India 

Whi le Kolkata carr ies the th ird densest population in Ind ia, i t feels quite dist inct . This could be 
because I ’m gett ing used to the culture and city l i fe of the country . However, elements that 
overwhelmed me in Delh i feel muted here. Traff ic is less terr ify ing, vendors are less aggressive, 
and the everyday hust le and bust le persists without too much demand on the traveler .   

Over these past coup le days, we’ve been granted an incredib le gl impse into the l i ves and labors 
of ido l-makers, Kumar (sculptors) , f lo r ists, and tradesmen. In Kumartu l i ,  we wandered narrow al leys 
f i l led wi th art isans and their wondrous hand iwork d isp layed at al l stages of the process. For some, 
gathering mounds of clay from the nearby r i ver is the f i rst step. Then, after shaping f igures in 
bound straw skeletons , the clay is packed and molded into the straw, form ing the bodies of ido ls 
and even saints ( l ike Mother Teresa). The same level of detai l is present in the Kolkata f lower 
markets. Garlands are stacked in massive pi les by count less vendors ; wreathes disp lay f lowers of 
al l colors , sizes, and types; ornate f lowered headdresses and bouquets wait to be packed, 
shipped, or so ld. 

Both markets are gorgeous and insp ir ing feasts for the eyes, but I ’m drawn to their darkness too . 
When I th ink back to the art ists and potters in Kumartu l i , I  can ’t help but not ice the 
backbreaking work, the people put on d isplay for a tour ist ’s entertainm ent, the incredib ly detai led 
artworks treated as souven irs, the tower ing ido ls so ld to the wealthy and displayed in mansions far 
away from the talents that designed them.  Sim i lar concerns struck me as we toured the Mul l ick 
Ghat Flower Market, where men, women, and ch i ldren bathe themselves in the pol luted Hoogh ly 
River just steps from the entrance to the covered port ion . What about the compet it ion those 
same ind iv iduals must face every day to sel l ident ical f lowers, arrangement s, and more? What 
terr ib le burden must it be to pluck, design , sel l , and protect something so fragi le and f leeting?  

Beyond al l these thoughts and questions, I am most drawn to 
this p icture from our market v is its . The size does i t no favors 
here, but, when i t is b lown up, it is str ikin gly beautifu l and 
complex and dynamic. The yel lows and oranges are almost 
enough to d istract one from the di lapidated bui ld ings that seem 
to f loat in the background, the trash r ival ing the size and 
number of the pi led gar lands, the f i lm of d irt and dust th at 
washes out the unsteady tarped structures. This, for me, is the 
dystop ian landscape that most intr igues me about Ind ia, and 
real ly any of the countr ies my students explore in my Fi lm and 
Literature course. I value the paradoxes: the beauty enveloped 
by pol lut ion , the control amidst chaos, the indiv idual art istry al l 
mechan ical ly pursue , the wealth of resources matched by 
devastating hunger .  

       



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

India Inspiration:  

Activities and Assignments to Try in Class 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

While my colleagues and I were in India, we were very fortunate to visit two universities: OP Jindal 
Global University and Osmania University. These were especially rewarding visits since they paved the 
way for Montgomery College’s Global Humanities Institute to solidify ties with these institutions and 
define new ways for MC students and faculty to experience India through Global Classrooms, 
Sabbaticals Abroad, and more. Selfishly, I was also excited to meet fellow English faculty at both schools, 
and, beyond sharing a passion for composition and literature, one colleague introduced me to an expert in 
Indian science fiction, Dr. Sami Ahmad Khan. He provided me with the following list of Indian science 
fiction novels that I could include in my next section of ENGL 235.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In constructing this list for me, though, Dr. Khan did disclose one concern: “I must say this: SF, at least in 
the language I'm familiar with (English), is a fledgling field of study. From both creative and critical 
aspects, it isn't as developed as it is in the US. Consequently, no major film adaptations of these novels 
have been undertaken.” Of course, this creates a minor issue for my ideal ENGL 235 course scheme, 
which introduces students to a novel and then its film adaptation. However, since it is my goal to 
globalize my course, I think that means not only adding foreign texts to my reading list but also 
reevaluating my current perspective of the course and the scheme I’ve used three times before.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Inspiration for Further Research 

It’s time to reconsider the texts I introduce to my students, and that means I need to diversify the 

selection. It’s also time to deviate from the established scheme to include more articles, unique text 

pairings (an Indian Dystopian Novel with an American Dystopian Film), and discussions of relevant 

news items. It’s time to read for fun and simply see where it takes me and how it might inspire my course redesign! 

 



 

 

Global Self-Awareness – In traveling to India, I experienced a country, which, in 
many respects, was completely unlike my own. I’ve never needed to be thoughtful 

about the water I drink or food I eat. I rarely consider the trash that impacts our own 
local spaces. I’m often dismissive of the homeless when we cross paths. Upon our 
return to the US, these same topics started to manifest in high relief; they seem to 

matter more to me than they ever have in the past. Perhaps, it was the valuable words 
shared by Jayani Bonnerjee and Sucharita Sen, two of our Jindal Global University 

faculty contacts, that inspired this change as well. They argued the enhanced focus on 
global perspectives indirectly encouraged their students to overlook the local issues. 
In my future courses, I hope to remind my students to value their global citizenship 

while also using what they learn about the struggles and successes of other countries 
to inform their responses to and interest in shared local concerns.  

About Global Learning: Some Responses  

Perspective Taking – Well, I’m fully aware of this truth: I’m a white American dude that 

needs to appreciate histories of entrenched privilege. It’s challenging for me to navigate this, 

but I hope I’m at least decent about using my education, sensitivity, respect, and kindness to 

explore other cultures, interact with new people, and value our distinctions and similarities. 
In writing notes in my journal during the trip, I often caught myself making judgements that 

seemed rushed, baseless, unaware of contexts and I thought, “Geez, this is something you 
would write and get chewed out for as a college student. Erase!” 

Understanding Global Systems – Right now, I still need time to address this section 

fully, as well as a couple others, but here’s a brief thought: I was so impressed by the 
Jindal Global University students who participated in the conversation about American 

politics, and they revealed something I suppose I knew to be true but didn’t fully 
appreciate: The United States of America is a fixture of global media. I think many of 

those students knew more than our own students would about American politics, 
Obama’s administration, and Trump. They even put me to shame! I’ll be honest and say I 

pay attention to the scary American political climate and Justin Trudeau. That’s about it.   

Knowledge Application – As an avid traveler, I am inspired by this trip to India, the 
conversations I’ve shared with colleagues, the incredible sights I’ve seen, the 

mouthwatering food (which I’ve started to crave again), and so much more. As an English 
professor at Montgomery College, I am excited to apply my travel experience to my 

course design, topic selection, assignment creation, and student mentoring. I want to 
provide an opportunity for my students to transport themselves to a new country when 

we read the work of an unfamiliar author, and I think my photos, personal anecdotes, and 
growing understanding of India will serve that ambition well. Last spring, I began this 

journey by applying for the opportunity to travel to India, and, in that application, I 
described my goal to enhance one of my favorite courses—Film and Literature—with 

new texts that broaden my students’ cultural awareness as well as their participation in 
global contexts. Soon, they will be asked to navigate the beginnings of communist Russia; 
explore complex themes about gender, adolescence, and natural disaster in America, and 

unpack the paradoxes of India. Let the course redesign commence! 


