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Draft Only 
This information is currently in draft form as it is subject to further consultation with 
representatives of religious groups. 
 

Hinduism 
 

Teacher’s notes and background information 
 
Hinduism is a way of life and a philosophy where Hindus endeavour to seek the 
Divinity within, this divine essence is known as Atman. Hindus call their religion 
Sanatana dharma meaning “eternal spiritual path”. Hindus believe in one Supreme 
Being, Brahman, who is the source of all existence. God is present in all creation and 
God can be manifest in many ways. Numerous gods and goddesses are often chosen 
to represent the different aspects of God.  Some Hindus believe that God is 
represented by Lord Shiva or by Lord Vishnu and that the other gods are lesser 
divinities.  
 
Hinduism is found in India and around the world in people of Indian descent. It is 
unique in not having a beginning, a founder, nor a central authority or organisaton. 
Hindus receive their religion through revelations, as in the Vedas, meaning 
knowledge. The Vedas are the accumulated knowledge of spiritual revelations 
discovered by different seers, known as rishis, at different times and are recorded or 
remembered in Sanskrit. Hindus hold that the Vedas are without beginning and 
without end, as creation is without beginning and without end. The Vedas teach that 
the soul is divine and include hymns, prayers and incantations. Parts of the Vedas are 
memorised and recited having never been written after thousands of years.  The 
Upanishads are a collection of stories and parables told by gurus to their students or 
followers. Other holy books include Bhagavad Gita, in the Gita, God is represented 
by Krishna, who is believed by some Hindus to be an incarnation of God, part of the 
Mahabharata is recorded as the Gita. The Ramayana holy book is the epic story of 
Rama rescuing his wife Sita and overcoming adversity for the larger well being of all.  
 
The whole object of the Hindu belief system is the constant struggle of the soul to 
break out of the endless cycle of birth and rebirth and to become divine, that is, to 
become one with Brahman (God).  The cycle or birth and rebirth is called 
‘Transmigration’. All facets of an individual’s personality need to be perfectly attuned 
to God for a soul to break free from transmigration. Many Hindus use Yoga to achieve 
the union of the individual soul with the universal soul. Yoga is skill, art and 
knowledge that individuals study to obtain this supreme state of mind. There are 4 
main types of yoga to meet the differing needs of the spiritual development of 
followers.  
 
Individuals identify aspects of the omnipotent God for religious practice; this may 
take the form of many different gods. Worship may be undertaken using temples, 
idols and shrines of the different gods, as aspects of the one God. The use of idols 
(gods) in the practice of Hinduism allows mankind to contemplate the infinite with 
mankind’s finite capabilities. Most Hindu homes will have a shrine where the family 
worships daily.  
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Hinduism has a huge range of family, local and regional variations and a wide variety 
of different sects who worship different gods. Hinduism is a composite of diverse 
doctrines, cults and ways of life. At times these huge variations in religious practice 
appear contradictory to non-Hindus, this can be very confusing or even confronting. 
However such diversity of religious practice is considered appropriate and normal in 
Indian society. 
 
The Vedas describes an organised society based on four main groups or castes. The 
caste system is a hierarchy ordering religious and social roles, such as marriage. The 
four groups are Brahmins, the priestly elite caste involved in education and 
knowledge; Kshatriya, the ruling and military caste; Vaishya the merchants and 
farmers and the Shudras the peasant workforce. The caste a person is born into is 
considered the result of good and bad deeds or karma in previous lives. A complex 
and rigid social structure of multiple castes and sub castes has developed that, at 
times, causes considerable hardship. Unfortunately this system has been exploited by 
parts of Indian society and has caused social and economic distinctions in many areas 
of society. Although governments have tried to reform the caste system entrenched 
distinctions among social castes still persist. 
 
Hinduism has many festivals with regional variations. A major festival each year is 
Divali the festival of light held in honour of Rama. Homes are lit with lamps and 
candles and often fireworks displays are held. Many Hindu festivals celebrate the start 
of a season, Holi is celebrated at the start of spring remembering Radha and Krishna. 
Other festivals are Navaratri and Raksha Bandhan. 
 
Indian sailors came to Australia on trading ships soon after 1788. A few Hindus came 
to live and work in Australia as indentured labour in the 1830s. There were very few 
women or children among the immigrants. In the 1890s some merchants settled in 
Melbourne. 
 
By 1911 there were only about 1,000 Hindus in Australia. As a result of immigration 
policies, no major immigration of Hindus took place until the 1960s and 1970s. Today 
about 0.5% of the population1 are Hindus, with 80% immigrating from Fiji, India, Sri 
Lanka and South Africa.  
 
Resources: 
Belief in Action, DET 2002, Places of worship page 75 
Belief in Action, DET 2002, Going by the book: An overview of holy books page 80 
Belief in Action, DET 2002, Symbols of religions page 84 

                                            
1 calculated from ABS data 2001 B10 Religious affiliation by sex 
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