
Introduction to Hinduism 

Hinduism is the religion of the majority of people in India and Nepal. It also exists among significant 
populations outside of the sub continent and has over 900 million adherents worldwide.

In some ways Hinduism is the oldest living religion in the world, or at least elements within it stretch 
back many thousands of years. Yet Hinduism resists easy definition partly because of the vast array of 
practices and beliefs found within it. 

Unlike most other religions, Hinduism has no single founder, no single scripture, and no commonly 
agreed set of teachings. Throughout its extensive history, there have been many key figures teaching 
different philosophies and writing numerous holy books. For these reasons, writers often refer to 
Hinduism as 'a way of life' or 'a family of religions' rather than a single religion. 

Defining Hinduism

The term 'Hindu' was derived from the river or river complex of the northwest, the Sindhu. Sindhu is a 
Sanskrit word used by the inhabitants of the region, the Aryans in the second millennium BCE. 

Some claim that one is 'born a Hindu', but there are now many Hindus of non-Indian descent.  
Outsiders often criticize Hindus as being polytheistic, but many adherents claim to be monotheists.

Some Hindus define orthodoxy as compliance with the teachings of the Vedic texts (the four Vedas). 
However, still others identify their tradition with 'Sanatana Dharma', the eternal order of conduct that 
goes beyond any specific sacred literature. Scholars sometimes draw attention to the caste system as a 
defining feature, but many Hindus view such practices as merely a social quality. Nor can we define 
Hinduism according to belief in concepts such as karma and samsara (reincarnation) because Buddhists
accept this teaching too.

Although it is not easy to define Hinduism, we can say that it is rooted in India, most Hindus revere a 
body of texts as sacred scripture known as the Veda, and most Hindus draw on a common system of 
values known as dharma.

• Hinduism originated around the Indus Valley near the River Indus in modern day Pakistan. 
• About 80% of the Indian population regard themselves as Hindu. 
• Most Hindus believe in a Supreme God, whose qualities and forms are represented by the 

multitude of deities which emanate from him. 
• Hindus believe that existence is a cycle of birth, death, and rebirth, governed by Karma. 
• Hindus believe that the soul passes through a cycle of successive lives and its next incarnation is

always dependent on how the previous life was lived. 
• Veda is a Sanskrit word meaning 'knowledge'. These scriptures do not mention the word 'Hindu'

but many scriptures discuss dharma, which can be rendered as 'code of conduct', 'law', or 'duty' 
• Hindus celebrate many holy days, but the Festival of Lights, Diwali is the best known. 

Atman

Atman means 'eternal self'. The atman refers to the real self beyond ego or false self. It is often referred 
to as 'spirit' or 'soul' and indicates our true self or essence which underlies our existence.

There are many interesting perspectives on the self in Hinduism ranging from the self as eternal servant
of God to the self as being identified with God. The understanding of the self as eternal supports the 
idea of reincarnation in that the same eternal being can inhabit temporary bodies.



The idea of atman entails the idea of the self as a spiritual rather than material being and thus there is a 
strong dimension of Hinduism which emphasizes detachment from the material world and promotes 
practices such as asceticism. Thus it could be said that in this world, a spiritual being, the atman, has a 
human experience rather than a human being having a spiritual experience.

Castes and Varna

An important idea that developed in classical Hinduism is that dharma refers especially to a person's 
responsibility regarding class (varna) and stage of life (ashrama). The class system is a model or ideal 
of social order that first occurs in the oldest Hindu text, the Rig Veda and the caste (jati) system may be
rooted in this. The four classes are:

• Brahmins - the intellectuals and the priestly class who perform religious rituals 
• Kshatriya (nobles or warriors) - who traditionally had power 
• Vaishyas (commoners or merchants) - ordinary people who produce, farm, trade and earn a 

living 
• Shudras (workers) - who traditionally served the higher classes, including labourers, artists, 

musicians, and clerks 

Karma and Samsara

Karma is a Sanskrit word whose literal meaning is 'action'. It refers to the law that every action has an 
equal reaction either immediately or at some point in the future. Good or virtuous actions, actions in 
harmony with dharma, will have good reactions or responses and bad actions, actions against dharma, 
will have the opposite effect.  In Hinduism karma operates not only in this lifetime but across lifetimes:
the results of an action might only be experienced after the present life in a new life.

Hindus believe that human beings can create good or bad consequences for their actions and might reap
the rewards of action in this life, in a future human rebirth or reap the rewards of action in a heavenly 
or hell realm in which the self is reborn for a period of time.

This process of reincarnation is called samsara, a continuous cycle in which the soul is reborn over and
over again according to the law of action and reaction. At death many Hindus believe the soul is carried
by a subtle body into a new physical body which can be a human or non-human form (an animal or 
divine being). The goal of liberation (moksha) is to make us free from this cycle of action and reaction, 
and from rebirth.

Hindu Triumvirate

Brahma is the first god in the Hindu triumvirate, or trimurti. The triumvirate consists of three gods who
are responsible for the creation, upkeep and destruction of the world. 

Vishnu is the preserver of the universe, while Shiva's role is to destroy it in order to re-create.  
Brahma's job was creation of the world and all creatures. 

Vishnu's role is to return to the earth in troubled times and restore the balance of good and evil. So far, 
he has been incarnated nine times, but Hindus believe that he will be reincarnated one last time close to
the end of this world.

Hindus believe Shiva's powers of destruction are used even now to destroy the illusions and 
imperfections of this world, paving the way for beneficial change. According to Hindu belief, this 
destruction is not random. Shiva is therefore seen as the source of both good and evil and is regarded as
the one who combines many contradictory elements.
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