
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Myriam Springuel, Director 
SITES 
Smithsonian Institution Traveling Exhibition Service 
PO Box 37012 
MRC 941 
 
February 16, 2016 
 
 
Dear SITES Director Myriam Springuel, 
 
We write to you from Indiana University, where we are delighted to be hosting one of the 
Smithsonian Institution Traveling Exhibitions this semester in the Mathers Museum of 
World Cultures. “Beyond Bollywood: Indian Americans Shape the Nation” opened at the 
Mathers Museum on January 30th and will run through April 10, 2016. 
 
We are a group of students and faculty who study, teach, research, and write about the 
history and culture of South Asia and the South Asian diaspora. It is exciting to see a 
Smithsonian exhibit that attempts to capture multiple facets of the Indian American 
experience while introducing this diasporic community to museum goers across the 
country. Thank you for taking on this challenging educational mission! 
 
Of the many informative panels in the SITES exhibition however there is one particular 
panel that has stunned and alienated those of us who are students and embarrassed those 
of us who teach course on the history and culture of India. This panel seems to grossly 
misrepresent Indian history and to exclude whole populations in present day India. This is 
the panel entitled, “Who are Indian Americans?” (photo attached here). The first paragraph 
of the panel reads:  
 

“India and Indian Americans are as diverse as America itself. In a landmass one-
third the size of the United States, India is home to more than 1.2 billion people and 
415 languages. It is also home to four major world religions – Buddhism, Hinduism, 
Jainism, and Sikhism.”  
 

We want to draw your attention to what we feel is the unacceptable omission of Islam and 
Christianity from this reckoning of the people and languages of India..  The Islamic 
population currently comprises 14.8% of the total population of India, according to the 
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2011 census, equal to roughly 180 million people, people who thus figure significantly in 
the 1.2 billion total population mentioned. And of the 415 languages in India mentioned, 
certainly prominent amongst these is Urdu. In addition kindly note that Muslims have been 
present in India since the 7th century AD. India's Muslim population is the world's third 
largest, after Indonesia and Pakistan (and indeed the Muslim population of India may have 
surpassed that of Pakistan this year, pending the latest census data from Pakistan, which 
would make India home to the second-largest Muslim population in the world).  
 
After Hinduism, which comprises 80% of India’s population, and Islam, 14.8%, the third 
largest minority religious community in India are Christians, accounting for 2.3% of India’s 
population. Only then come the Sikh (1.8%), Buddhist (0.8%), and Jain (0.4%) populations 
listed in the SITES panel. Rather than getting into a numbers face-off here, however, we 
would instead like to see the panel include recognition of India as also home to Islam, 
Christianity, and other tribal and minority religions.  
 
It may be that the primary problem with the panel’s perceived omission is a semantic one 
that turns on the different possible definitional interpretations of the word “home.” If by 
“home” the panel means to signify that these four religions originated in India, the text 
would do well to clarify this point (however as there are also numerous tribal religions that 
originate in India, using this definition renders problematic their omission). 
 
We feel that the most common interpretation of the word “home” is one that understands 
this word as referring to in the place that people who dwell there regard as their home. As 
Muslims have lived in India since the 7th century, we must recognize this recognition of 
India as home as having deep affective roots.  
 
So what might we like to see done at this juncture? Given that the SITES “Beyond 
Bollywood” exhibit is already up at the Mathers Museum, we would like to request your 
permission, in your capacity as Director of SITES, to rectify this omission in some way. We 
are open to your suggestions about how to do this.  
 
Perhaps the simplest idea we have come up with is to put up a small sign – in the style of 
the kind of non-intrusive signage that art museums generally employ to indicate 
provenance, materials used, and date completed for a work of art -- beside this panel. The 
burden of such a sign would be to indicate that we recognize that this text omits the 
important minority religions of Islam and Christianity, perhaps giving percentages for the 
religions in present-day India as we have done above. Of course to whom the “we” here 
refers would need clarification: would “we” be the Mathers Museum? The Smithsonian 
Institution? Or the undersigned students and faculty at Indiana University who have come 
together to write you this letter?  
 
Another idea might be to redo the panel on your end, clarifying the sentence at issue by 
substituting the phrase “the birthplace of” for the word “home” such that the sentence 
ending the first paragraph of a newly-printed panel would read, “It is also the birthplace of 
four major world religions – Buddhism, Hinduism, Jainism, and Sikhism.” We do not know 
whether such a reprinting of this panel would be feasible on your end, or whether this 
could be accomplished in a timely manner. 
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https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_countries_by_Muslim_population
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_countries_by_Muslim_population
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Indonesia
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pakistan


We want to thank you again for the opportunity to host the “Beyond Bollywood” exhibit at 
the Mathers Museum of World Cultures here at Indiana University, and thank you in 
advance for taking our concerns to heart and helping us make this a “teachable moment” 
for all those who stand to learn more about the Indian American experience through this 
exhibit.  
 
Sincerely, 
 
Professor Susan Seizer, Anthropology, Mathers Museum Advisory Board member 
Professor Majed Akhter, Geography, Pakistani Student’s Association mentor 
Professor Pravina Shukla, Folklore & Mathers Museum Consulting Curator 
Professor Purnima Bose, English & International Studies 
Gwendolyn Kirk, Research Affiliate, Anthropology 
Abdul Aijaz, Graduate Student, Geography 
Laila Rajani, Folklore Graduate Student, Pakistani Student’s Association member 
Lauren Fazekas, Undergraduate student, Anthropology 
Nicholas Peterson, Undergraduate student, Communication & Culture 
Ashley Ahuja, Undergraduate student, Liberal Studies 
Kat Pesigan, Undergraduate student, Anthropology 
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