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The Indo-Europeans were nomadic tribes living in southwest Russia. From c. 2000 BC, they spread west (becoming the Celts, Germans, Latins, Greeks, and Slavs) and southwest (becoming the Hittites, the Persians/Iranians, and the Aryans). The Aryans (aryan means “noble”) invaded northwest India about 1700 BC. The syncretism of their religion with the religion of the indigenous Indian population, called Dravidians, produced Hinduism. Thus Hinduism began c. 1700 BC.

Hinduism is divisible into several periods: Vedism, brahminism, Upanishadism, bhaktism, Muslim dominance, and British dominance.

Vedism (c. 1700-1000 BC)

The gods of the invading Aryans were similar to the Greek and Roman gods (the Greeks and Romans were Indo-Europeans who invaded Greece and Italy c. 1600 BC, so the similarity is not surprising). All Indo-Europeans seem originally to have worshiped the Sky Father and the Earth Mother (in Hinduism, Dyaus Pitar and Prithivi Matar), but by the time of the Aryan invasion of India, these had become more and more transcendent and distant (the deus otiosus syndrome). Though there were both gods (called devas, “shining ones,” “ones who give”) and demons (called asuras), the latter played little part in Aryan religion.

Aryan priests classified gods into celestial (sky), atmospheric (air), and terrestrial (earth), with 11 gods in each region (33 total). Varuna replaced Dyaus Pitar as the principal celestial god; Varuna ruled by rita (cosmic order). A minor sun god (there were several) was Vishnu (from vish, “pervade”), who later became the major god of Hinduism. Indra was the major atmospheric (storm) god, a vigorous warrior who loved do battle and to get drunk. Another atmospheric god was Rudra; probably of Dravidian origin, he personified the destructive nature of storms and later (c. AD 700) was assimilated to another god, Shiva (“auspicious”). The principal terrestrial gods were Soma (god of soma, an intoxicating drink made from the juice of the mushroom amanita muscaria) and Agni (god of the sacrifice fire).

Vedism, c. 1700 to 1000 BC, was the period during which the Vedas—the most important of all Hindu sacred books—were written (see “Hindu Scriptures” below).

Brahminism (c. 1000-800 BC)

A brahmin is a priest. The priests took over in the period of brahminism, and developed elaborate, hours-long, magic rituals. The priests wrote down these rituals in the Brahmanas.

Upanishadism (c. 800-300 BC)

Idealism and Monism

During this period, a new type of religious leader developed: the forest sage. These sages also developed a new type of literature: the Aranyakas and the Upanishads (see “Hindu Scriptures” below). The word upanishad meant “to sit (shad) down (ni) near (upa)” a rishi (guru) in a forest retreat, in order to hear secret knowledge. The Upanishads tend toward idealism and monism.

 “Idealism” means any philosophy which maintains that the ultimate nature of reality is idea. Its opposite is realism (Latin res, “thing”), which maintains that the ultimate nature of reality is extramental. “Monism” is the belief that only one thing exists. 

The movement toward idealism and monism ultimately resulted in the most famous saying in the Upanishads, “tat tvam asi,”—”that you are.” By “that” the Upanishads meant Brahman, and by “you” they meant Atman. Originally, brahma or brahman was the power in a spell or prayer to produce its effect. Although sometimes presented as a personal god (Brahma) or as the element (earth, air, fire, or water) from which all things are made, Brahman usually refers to the impersonal and abstract principle which is Absolute Reality, the ground of both being and nonbeing. Atman, by contrast, originally meant “breath,” and thus also “soul”; but by the time of the Upanishads it had come to mean a universal soul, of which each of us is one instance. To say Tat tvam asi (“Brahman is Atman”), therefore, is to say that only one thing exists, since the universal Subject perceiving the universal Object is in fact itself the universal Object.

Upanishadism tended toward idealism, but idealism in Hinduism did not reach its climax until Shankara (Hinduism’s greatest intellectual, the “Aquinas” of India) developed advaita Vedanta c. the 800s AD. Vedanta means “end of the Vedas,” a systematization of the teachings of the Vedas, and advaita Vedanta means “non-dualistic Vedanta.” According to advaita Vedanta, the phenomenal world is purely illusion (maya); only Brahman exists.

Castes, Reincarnation, and Asceticism

Three important aspects of Hinduism—belief in reincarnation, the caste system, and asceticism (denial of natural needs)—reached mature development during the period of Upanishadism, though their roots probably go back to the original Aryan and Dravidian religions.

The belief in samsara (“reincarnation”) may go back all the way to the Dravidians. According to the belief in samsara, each of us is an immortal soul (a jiva) which, each time it dies, is reborn into a new body—be it the body of a plant, an insect, an animal, a human, or an angel. The type of body into which one is reborn is determined by one’s karma. Karma is the principle of cause and effect applied to morals, i. e., it is the effects of moral actions; it is rita (cosmic order) operating in the moral sphere. Release from the ceaseless cycle of death and rebirth can only result when one experiences that moment of realization that Tat tvam asi, you are All.

The system of castes or social classes in Hinduism goes back to the Aryans. Like all Indo-Europeans, the Aryans who invaded India in 1700 BC had four castes or social classes: priests and kings, warriors, tradesmen and peasants, and non-Aryans/slaves. These classes hardened into the Hindu castes of today: the Brahmins, the Kshatriyas, the Vaishyas, and the Shudras. One who is “out-caste” is a pariah. When the belief in castes is coupled with the belief in reincarnation, the idea of dharma (“duty”) comes to the fore: each caste has its own set of duties, and the way to ascend the ladder of reincarnations (for example: the way to be born into a higher caste next time) is to fulfill perfectly the duties of one’s caste in this life.

Another development during the Upanishadic period was extreme asceticism. Chief among early ascetical movements was Jainism, a religion founded c. 500 BC by Mahavira (“Great Souled One”). Jainism emphasized the non-taking of life. The 2 million Jains in India today are that country’s wealthiest citizens. Influenced by Jainism was Buddhism, the religion based on the teachings of Siddhartha Gautama, the Buddha (“enlightened one”), who lived c. 563-483 BC (see “Buddhism” below).

Bhaktism (c. 300 BC-present)

After the Vedic period, during which Varuna, Indra, Agni, etc. were worshiped, Hinduism became increasingly devotional: one not only feared and respected the gods, one came to love one of them. This movement is known as bhaktism. Bhaktism developed into worship of three principal gods, Krishna, Vishnu, and Shiva. Krishna and Shiva were largely Dravidian in origin (krishna means “black”—Dravidians are dark-skinned—and a proto-Shiva appears among pre-Aryan artifacts). Krishna is a black-skinned youth, sometimes called the Indian “Heracles.” Vishnu is a god of grace, tenderness, and forgiveness; he is closest of all Indian gods to the God of Christianity. Shiva is a potent but ascetical male; his symbol is the lingam (stone phallus).

There are three major sects of bhaktism: Vaishnavism, Shaivism, and Shaktism. Vaishnavism, or devotion to Vishnu, is the largest sect within Hinduism; it gained momentum c. AD 700. The god worshiped in Shaivism is Shiva. Before c. 200 BC, shiva was an adjective given to Rudra (see “Vedism” above); but in the smriti literature, Shiva became a god who absorbed Rudra’s nature. He is a sexually potent yet ascetical god, and can be dangerously unpredictable. Shaktism, also called “Tantrism,” is a sect within Shaivism and the third-largest sect in Hinduism. It worships Shiva’s shaktis, his female energies (Shiva transcends or incorporates both the male and female principles). The shaktis are pictured as Shiva’s consort Parvati, who is ordinarily a quietly beautiful young woman but who also appears as Uma (a severe ascetic), Durga (a ten-armed demon-slayer), and Kali (a black goddess who drinks blood and eats corpses).

In one late Upanishad (Maitri 4.5, 6.5) and sometimes in the smriti literature (i.e., after AD 300), one finds mention of the Trimurti (“three forms”), a “trinity” of Brahma (creator), Vishnu (preserver), and Shiva (destroyer). The Trimurti was more a theological reflection than an object of living worship; and Brahma, in fact, never became a popular god. Though some scholars make much of it, the Trimurti really is not very analogous to the Christian Trinity.

Muslim Dominance

The past thousand years have seen India occupied, first by the Muslims, then by the British. Islamic dominance lasted from c. AD 1175-1803, but it was especially powerful during the Mughul empire, AD 1526-1858.

British Dominance

The British took over in 1803 (but did not remove the last Mughul emperor until 1858). British tenure lasted until 1947, when India achieved independence. With independence came the creation, in two separated territories, of an Islamic state, the Dominion of Pakistan. East Pakistan became independent of West Pakistan in 1971; the former became the People’s Republic of Bangladesh, and the latter became the Islamic Republic of Pakistan.

