
Early Hinduism - How did the early Hinduism of Ancient India support 

individuals, rulers, and societies?  

Social Classes  

As in all early civilizations, Indian society formed into groups. This system 

provided social stability and gave an identity to each community. The Vedas 

(Vay-duhs), a collection of prayers, hymns, stories, and poems, describe four 

main social categories, known as varnas (VAR-nehs). A person belonged to a 

particular varna not just by professional excellence and good conduct, but 

primarily by birth. These varnas divided society into groups: Brahmins 

(BRAH-mihns) who were priests; Kshatriyas (KSHA-tree-uhs) who were kings 

and warriors; Vaishyas (VYSH-yuhs) who were merchants, artisans, and 

farmers; and Sudras (SOO-druhs) who were peasants and laborers.  

The thousands of distinct occupational (job) and other groupings into which 

persons were actually born came to be linked to the varnas. These 

groupings were known as jati (JAH-tee), meaning “birth”. Jatis initially 

shared the same occupation (job) and married only within the group. Each 

of these jatis has its own strict dietary and marriage rules and customs. By 

500 ce or earlier, there existed certain communities outside the jati system, 

the Dalit (sometimes called “Untouchables”), who did the most unclean 

work such as cremation, disposal of dead animals, and sanitation.  

Relations between classes came to be expressed in terms of ritual purity or 

impurity, higher classes being purer than lower ones. This class system 

became distinctive over the centuries for being especially complex and 

formal, involving many customs and rules on how each group could interact 

with each other that kept groups divided from one another in daily life. Over 

the centuries, the Indian social structure became more rigid, though 

perhaps no more so than the class divisions in other ancient civilizations.  

When Europeans began to visit India in modern times, they used the word 

“caste” to characterize the social system because of the sharp separation 

they perceived between groups who did not intermarry and thus did not 

mix with each other. Caste, however, is a term that social scientists use to 

describe unbending social structure. In ancient times, caste was a social and 

cultural structure as well as a religious belief. As in Mesopotamia and Egypt, 

priests, rulers, and other elites used religion to justify the social hierarchy. 

Today many Hindus, in India and the United States, do not identify 

themselves as belonging to a caste.   

Deities and practices 

Hindu sages, which are both wise men and brahmins, presented and 

explained the idea that all living things are part of the Hindu god Brahman, 

an ever-present divine supreme reality, who may appear in many ways, 

including in the form of other Deities. These Deities are worshipped as 

personal Gods or Goddesses, such as Vishnu who preserved the world, Shiva 

who transforms it, and Sarasvati, the Goddess of learning. Hinduism is the 

only major religion in which God is worshipped in female as well as male 

form. 

Teachings from the Vedas gradually built up a rich body of spiritual and 

moral teachings that form a key foundation of Hinduism as it is practiced 

today. These teachings were first passed from one generation to the next 

orally, and then later in written texts. These texts include the Upanishads 

and the Bhagavad Gita. The Ramayana, which is the story of Rama (an 

incarnation of Vishnu) and his wife Sita, offers examples of how to solve 

moral dilemmas (problems).  

Performance of duties and ceremonies, along with devotion and meditation, 

became part of the quest to achieve oneness with God. That fulfillment, 

however, demands obedience to the moral law of the universe, called 

dharma, which also refers to performance of social duties. Fulfilling dharma 

is one of the four primary goals of human life, along with kama (love), artha 

(wealth), and moksha (oneness with God). Success or failure at existing in 

harmony with dharma determines how many times an individual might be 

subject to reincarnation, or repeated death and rebirth at either lower or 

higher positions of moral and ritual purity.  

Progress toward spiritual realization is governed by karma, the principle of 

cause and effect by which human actions, good and bad, affect this and 

future lives. Many of the central practices of Hinduism today, including 

home and temple worship, yoga and meditation, rites of passage 

(samskaras), festivals, pilgrimage, respect for saints and gurus (religious 

teachers), and, above all, a profound acceptance of religious diversity, 

developed over time.  


