
 

Hindus also believe in ahimsa, 
or nonviolence. 

Hinduism 
Thousands of years ago, two major religions – Hinduism and Buddhism – emerged in ancient India. Unlike most major religions, Hinduism has no 
single founder and no single sacred text. It is combination of beliefs of the diverse groups who settled in India and probably began when the Aryan 
people added the Indus civilizations’ gods to their own. As a result, Hinduism is one of the world’s most complex religions, with countless gods and 
goddess, and many forms of worship. Despite this diversity, all Hindus share certain basis beliefs.  

Basic Beliefs 
A key aspect of Hindu beliefs is that everything is part of the all-powerful spiritual force called Brahman. Hindus 
worship a variety of gods who represent different parts of Brahman. The most important Hindu gods are Brahma, 
the Creator, Vishnu, the Preserver, and Shiva, the Destroyer.  

Sacred Texts 
Over hundreds of years, Hindu teachings were recorded in the sacred texts of the Vedas. The Upanishads are a 
section of the Vedas that address questions related to Hinduism. These sacred texts use vivid images to examine 
complex ideas about the human soul and the connectedness of all life. In addition, literary works such as the 
Bhagavad-Gita were also revered for their representations of Hindu beliefs.  

Principles of Hinduism 
To Hindus, every person has an essential self, atman, which can be viewed as 
the same as Brahman or as a different form. The ultimate goal of existence is 
achieving moksha, or union with Brahman. Most people cannot achieve moksha 
in one lifetime, but Hindus believe in reincarnation, or the rebirth of the soul in 
another form. Reincarnation allows Hindus to work towards moksha over 
several lifetimes. In each existence a person can come closer to achieving 
moksha by obeying the law of karma. Karma refers to all the actions of a 
person’s life that affect his or her fate in the next life. Hindus who live virtuously 
are said to have good karma and are reborn into a high level of existence. Those 
that do evil are said to have bad karma and are reborn into suffering at a lower 
level of existence. Hinduism also expresses the importance of following certain 
religious and moral duties, called dharma. These duties vary according to class, 
occupation, gender, and age. The wheel of Samsara represents this cycle of 
birth, death, reincarnation, and eventual release into moksha.  

The Caste System 
The social hierarchy in India, called the caste system, was closely 
linked to Hindu beliefs. For example, a high-caste Brahmin was 
viewed as closer to moksha that those in lower castes. Rules 
governed every aspect of Indian life and made sure people within 
castes had strict roles that kept them from mixing with the other 
castes. Hindus from different castes lived in separate areas, ate 
different food, wore different clothing, and were not allowed to 
marry members of other castes. The lowest people were seen as 
so impure that they were called untouchables. Now called Dalits, 
untouchables’ lives were harsh and involved the worst jobs. 
While an Indian could not rise to a higher caste during their life, 
Hinduism did enable them to achieve a better life through 
reincarnation. Hindus believe that if they follow dharma, they 
will receive good karma and be reborn into a higher caste.  



 

Buddhism 
Siddhartha Gautama  
The founder of Buddhism is Siddhartha Gautama, who was born a prince about 563 B.C. in northern India. According to religious writing and literature, 
at age 29 Gautama rode beyond his palace walls and saw an old man, a sick person, and a dead body. These images made Gautama aware of human 
suffering for the first time. As a result, he left his palace and set out determined to discover the cause of human suffering and how to overcome it. 
Gautama meditated under a tree, determined to stay there until he found answers. When he rose, he was no longer Siddhartha Gautama, but the 
Buddha, or “Enlightened One.” The Buddha spent the rest of his life teaching others what he had learned. 

The Four Noble Truths 
At the heart of Buddhism are the Four Nobles Truths: 

1. All life is full of suffering, pain, and sorrow. 
2. The cause of suffering is nonvirtue, or negative deeds such as hatred and desire. 
3. The only cure for suffering is to overcome nonvirtue. 
4. The way to overcome nonvirtue is to follow the Eightfold Path. 

The Eightfold Path 
The Buddha described the Eightfold Path as “right views, right 
aspirations, right speech, right conduct, right livelihood, right 
effort, right mindfulness, and right contemplation.” By living a 
moral life and meditating, a person would be able to achieve 
enlightenment. For the Buddhist, the final goal is nirvana, or 
union with the universe and release from the cycle of rebirth.  

Buddhism vs. Hinduism 
Buddhism grew from the same traditions as Hinduism in 
India. They both stressed nonviolence and believed in karma, 
dharma, and reincarnation. However, Buddhism rejected the 
many gods of Hinduism and urged people to seek 
enlightenment through meditation. Buddhists also rejected 
the harsh caste system because of the suffering it caused.  

The Spread of Buddhism 
The Buddha attracted many followers who accompanied him as he preached across northern India. Men and women who accepted the Buddha’s 
teachings set up monasteries and convents for meditation and study. After the Buddha’s death, his followers collected his teachings into the Tripitaka, 
or “Three Baskets of Wisdom.” Buddhism then spread across India and to other parts of Asia. Buddhism is still practiced today in many countries in 
Southeast Asia, but Hinduism continues to dominate India and the lives of its people.  


