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Key concepts and a note on co-teaching 

The content for this Topic Exploration Pack is drawn primarily from:

· Section 6: Challenges (A Level only) 
· Section 3: Living (AS and A Level Religious Studies).

Understanding of the social issues and Hindu responses to them as required by Section 6: Challenges will be enhanced by understanding the concepts outlined in Section 3: Living, in particular varnashramadharma (dharma, varna and ashrama) and the purusharthas (artha, 
karma, dharma, moksha). 
If co-teaching the AS and A2 content it might be useful to explore the issues from Section 6: Challenges as a part of unfolding the concepts, so for example familiarise students with the concepts entailed within varnashramadharma and then connect the interdependence of these with the smooth functioning of society. Grihastha’s (householders) must perform their dharma in order for the other ashramas to exist and to concentrate on their respective dharmas. Questions of equality in relation to value, status, relative importance and respect emerge from this, as do issues of whether any individual, regardless of wealth and social status can realistically hope to progress through the ashramas in their lifetime. 

Introduction

The religion of Hinduism is ancient and has no specific founder or tale of its own origins; as a result it is complex and multi-faceted. It can take many different forms and has given rise to various schools of philosophy and practice. This means that Hinduism is usually understood to be a very flexible, tolerant and non-dogmatic religion. While this is often true it is also important to remember that any religious system which developed within a particular culture is going to be reflective of that culture, and as things change religious ideas and traditions can be challenged by changing values and expectations. Hinduism is not an exception to this, although its long history of development and varied forms suggest it is up to the challenge. 
Some of the most significant challenges faced by contemporary Hinduism are to do with matters of social justice, relating to issues of equality, rights and discrimination. This is because of teachings about varna, dharma and ashrama and the ways in which these have become associated with social structures like jati (caste) and the smooth functioning of society. In the debates surrounding the issues of caste and women’s rights we can see the complex relationship between cultural tradition and religious requirements and build an understanding of some of the difficulties involves in turning an ideal like equal rights for all into a reality. The idea of equality is itself a complex one. It is often spoken about as a universal value on which everyone is clear and with which noone could disagree, but this is an over-simplification – people can be viewed as equal in value or contribution and still be restricted in their choices or under-privileged. It is also true that an absence of rules to deliberately restrict choices can be described as equality of opportunity, but if some of those choices require money or access to particular forms of education then not everyone is equally able to make them. 

Equality as understood in the UK might also be seen as a foreign value, being imposed from the outside. From this perspective it is not the existing systems which create the problems but the changing of people’s attitudes to them. It can be argued that the best system for India is its own system, and the best way to meet the challenges of new Western ideas is to remove them from the equation and encourage people to turn back to tradition. 

These issues are of particular concern in India, where Hinduism is the majority religion and where the histories of both the caste system and the religion have deeply impacted on cultural values. However these challenges still exist for Hindus living outside India and the discussions surrounding them remain relevant. These debates contribute to the perceptions of Hinduism and attitudes towards it held by non-Hindus. Where culture and religion are woven together these debates are important to people living outside of that culture to help them understand what is a religious duty or requirement upon them and what is tradition; while some Hindus outside India might adapt or abandon cultural traditions as outdated or inappropriate others might feel more committed to them. Children born into Hindu families living outside India might feel that they need to choose between the values of the culture in which they live and the values of the culture that their parents or grandparents came from. Questions about what makes someone a ‘real’ Hindu, whether there is any such thing as ‘real’ Hinduism and whether Hinduism can be/is authentically practised outside India are aspects of these debates, and Hindus living outside of India are well positioned to contribute to these debates.
Activity 1 – Equal Rights 
Overview
One core belief shared by Hindus is that the life which they are currently living is only one in a series of lives; after their death they will be reborn and will live a different one. This process is influenced by karma, the consequences of actions and choices made during this and previous lifetimes. Bearing these beliefs in mind, it is possible to argue that what appears to be inequality when looked at within this single lifetime is actually entirely fair and just. Everyone has earned the privileges and ease which they enjoy, and everyone has earned the setbacks and discomforts they endure. This is a simplistic understanding, but it offers a starting point for asking what ‘equality’ means in the context of Hinduism. 

‘Equal rights’ can be a reference to the idea of basic human rights such as the right to life which should not be taken away from anyone. It can also be used to describe ideas connected with equal opportunities and social justice, for example the idea that everyone is entitled to the same basic level of education, is treated equally by the law and has the same access to things like healthcare and legal representation regardless of their job, class, family, sexuality, age, gender etc. In countries which have a written constitution, these fundamental rights are often written down, and cannot then be legally changed or removed by the government of the day; in countries without a written constitution (like the UK), human rights are set out in a range of different laws and Acts of Parliament. Because the current parliament is the supreme authority in a country with an unwritten constitution, laws can be passed which remove or restrict basic rights and freedoms. 

India’s constitution came into force in 1950 when India became a democratic republic. It took several years to write, and sets out the fundamental political principles, structures and powers of the government as well as the rights, freedoms and duties of citizens. It includes the right to equality before the law and prohibits discrimination; however certain forms of positive discrimination in favour of “scheduled castes” and “scheduled tribes” who have been historically disadvantaged are allowed. 
Tasks 
The process of writing the constitution for the new Republic of India was complex as there were many different interests to consider. The group which drafted it included representatives of India’s many religious minorities, including Sikhs, Muslims, Parsis and Christians. There were also representatives of the scheduled castes and tribes, of Anglo-Indians and of women. 
The task of the Assembly was set out by the first Prime Minister of India, Jawarlal Nehru, as being “to free India through a new constitution, to feed the starving people, and to clothe the naked masses, and to give every Indian the fullest opportunity to develop himself according to his capacity”.
 

1.1 

Give students the above quote from the opening of the Constituent Assembly. Ask them each to think of a right or principle that would help achieve these goals, for example the right to primary education. 
Collect their ideas onto cards or sticky notes then review what you have. You could ask the students to prioritise them, deciding which is most important step towards achieving the goals set out by Nehru or to problematise them, deciding what the difficulties are with achieving a given principle in a way that makes a real-world practical difference. 

1.2 

Provide the students with some information about India today in relation to the issues of poverty, hunger and opportunity with which Nehru was concerned, using sources such as http://www.poverties.org/poverty-in-india.html. Ask them to write a selection of tweets explaining each issue. 

Activity 2 – Untouchability 
Overview
The concept of varna can be found within Hindu scriptures, most notably the Purusha Sukta which described the creation of four varnas from the primal man. Although varna is often understood as a reference to the caste system this is on oversimplification. The varnas are broad social categories or classes, associated with particular kinds of social role. It is generally said that membership of varna should be based on abilities and suitability’s rather than birth. By contrast an individual is born into their jati (caste). The jati system developed within the varna system to create clear social structures based on trades and professions. There are thousands of different jatis, some of which are associated with particular varnas. While varna is a Hindu concept, developed in Hindu philosophy and sacred writings jati is also applicable to non-Hindu, although some jatis are associated with particular religious groups and practices. 

While there are four varnas and thousands of jati there is also a group which is outside the varna system, although it may include some specific jati. This pancama (‘fifth’ varna) or avarna (outside varna) originally described people who did not belong within one of the four varnas but over time it also came to include people who had been denied or rejected by their communities and those who were deemed ritually “unclean” because of the jobs they did. This association with impurity led to the common name of ‘untouchables’. 

Gandhi named them ‘Harijans’ (people of God) and argued that they were a part of the sudra varna but nowadays they are known as ‘dalits’ (the oppressed). This name reflects the issue of who speaks on behalf of minority or disadvantaged groups; many people feel that members of historically higher castes groups speaking for them and renaming them is patronising and another form of oppression. However lack of access to education and to social platforms where they can be heard often prevents dalits speaking for themselves. Dr Ambedkar was a famous dalit who campaigned against caste discrimination in India and who was involved in the drafting of the Indian Constitution. He saw Hinduism as the basis of the caste system, and in later life he became a Buddhist, encouraging other dalits to do likewise. Many modern dalits regard Dr Ambedkar as a bodhisattva. 

The concept of untouchability became illegal when the Indian Constitution came into being, the ‘scheduled castes’ were given special recognition and a number of laws were enacted to enforce the promises of the constitution for these groups. However discrimination remains a reality in India today. There are numerous dalit organisations which students can research and report on to the group, including the Dalit Welfare Organisation, Dalit Solidarity and the Dalit Foundation.

Tasks
2.1
Create a table of similarities and differences between the concepts of varna and jati. This can be made more complex with the inclusion of gotra (clan or tribe) for more able students. 
Use peer group teaching to achieve this by dividing the group into two and asking half to research the concept of jati and half to research the concept of varna. 
When they have completed their research create pairs consisted of one jati expert and one varna expert; they should each summarise their concept to the other and work together to map out similarity and difference. This can be further refined into a whole-class reference tool. 

2.2
Ask students to script a dialogue between Dr Amebedkar and Mohandas Gandhi, in which they explore whether the only solution to the problem of untouchability is to reject Hinduism. 
Another possible topic for discussion is whether the potential for social advantage is a good reason to change religion; students could then research whether dalit conversions do in fact result in improved social status. 

Activity 3 – Hindu women 
Overview

The concept of stridharma describes duties that are specifically for women. Many of these duties relate to marriage and a woman’s relationship with her husband – she should regard him as a god (he should also view her as a goddess), and serve him. He has a duty to take care of her material needs, and the Laws of Manu say that the happiness of the wife is what keeps a family stable. Once they are married a wife shares her husband’s karma and the performance of her religious duties is for his benefit.

Much Hindu teaching about dharma comes from texts like the Dharma Shastras which are smriti texts rather than shruti. Different attitudes towards and about women can be found in different Hindu texts. There are female as well as male deities and goddesses are not only associated with home and family but with fighting evil and protecting dharma. Teachings about marriage, family, divorce, widowhood and property are similarly mixed. Social expectations and the norms of the society in which people live are also important. Culture and tradition always interact with religion, and practices which are not clearly endorsed in religious teaching can come to be expected and regarded as important religious duties. 

Issues relating to gender and specifically the rights of women in relation to Hinduism include sati (self-immolation of widows), low social status and other social inequalities in relation to widowhood, the prioritising of boys education over that girls and the paying of dowries. Students could explore these issues separately, considering what is a matter of culture and tradition and what has its roots in religious scriptures. Alternatively they could explore how feminism and the social expectations of women in the UK have affected the practice of Hinduism here. 

Task
Have a silent debate around the issue of whether women and men are different. Begin with a statement, such as ‘Women and men are suited to different roles in life’: 
1. Split the students into small groups and give each of them a different coloured pen. For each group write the statement in the centre of large sheet of paper 

2. Students make write their comments and thoughts onto the sheet around the question; this can be structured by asking them to write their own views, arguments which disagree with them, useful facts or relevant religious teachings and principles.

3. The next stage is for the groups to swap tables and begin responding to the comments the other groups have written on their discussion sheet. Responses should be related to specific comments. Again you can structure this by designating some time for disagreeing with or questioning comments and some time for agreeing with or strengthening. 

4. The debate is silent so that different views are recorded. 

The various silent debates can be collected together to create a single debate, different groups of students can collect arguments in support, arguments against and commentary or each group can use their own sheet with the comments from other groups as a basis for essay writing on the topic. 

Activity 4 – Connections 
Although these issues are social and therefore require some understanding of context, history and law it is important not to separate these matters entirely from religion. 

Task

Identify some key Hindu concepts such as dharma, rta and karma and explore the connections between these and social issues through thought cascading. Write the concept in the centre of a large blank page and the various social issues at intervals around it. Student draw links between the concept and an issue and write the substance of the link along the line. For example one connection between ‘rta’ and ‘jati’ might be ‘order’ or ‘organisation’. When students have drawn in all the links they can think of they can use the thought cascade as a basis for discussing these potential connections in more depth or use Socratic style questioning to draw out their ideas. 

India and the UK
Hinduism’s relationship to social issues is complicated by its origins in India, and the spread of Hinduism outside India post-Independence. This topic is not intended to be a study of Indian culture and society but some contextual knowledge will be necessary to enable full understanding of the concepts. It may sometimes be appropriate to establish an issue in its Indian context before posing the question of how things are/might be different for Hindus outside India. There are complexities to this; for example Hindu communities in the UK may be very aware of caste, they might deliberately reject it or they might occupy some middle position. The law of the land impacts on some Hindu traditions, such as child marriage and different infrastructures means that some of these customs continue in more remote parts of India, regardless of their legal status (Sati is a good example of this) but are much less likely to do so in the UK. 
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Reflection on the relationship between culture and religion is a high level skill, but students should be encouraged to consider how tradition and sacred texts are subject to interpretation from within a particular context. This relates specifically to some of the inequalities experienced by dalits and women, since the denial of education makes such reflection difficult and the scheduled groups in modern India have a long history of being told that their disadvantages were part of the intended or divinely mandated social order. Although students need to be aware of the separate issues outlined in the specification they should also at this level be aware of at least some of the ways in which they interconnect.
Suggested question stems for Socratic questioning

What makes you say that … and … are connected? 

Could you explain …x… further? 

What are the possible consequences if you are right about …x…? 

What exactly do you mean by …x…? 

Is what you have said always true? Would all Hindus share this interpretation? 

Are there any alternative ways to look at this?

How do you know …x…? 

Can you give an example to support what you’ve said? 
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