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This Topic Exploration Pack draws on ‘Religion, philosophy and ethics in the modern world from a religious perspective’ and covers ‘Dialogue between religious and non-religious beliefs and attitudes’ from a Hindu perspective.

Introduction

Britain is often described as ‘a Christian country’. It can be argued that this is a false description because census data suggests fewer and fewer people are regularly practising Christianity and also because of the large and flourishing communities practising other religions in Britain. 

But the term ‘a Christian country’ doesn’t have to be a reference to the religion practised by the majority of people living in it. Another reason to describe Britain that way is because the history of religion here has created an established church: the Anglican Church or the Church of England. When a religion is established it means that it is connected to the state and the functions of government. The Church of England has the reigning monarch of England as its ‘Supreme Governor’; it plays a role in official occasions such as coronations, state funerals and remembrance services. It also plays a part in the making of laws, with seats for twenty six Anglican bishops in the House of Lords. This history of the connection between church and state also means that British national holidays, traditions and folk customs have many of their origins in Christianity and the various ways it has been practised in Britain over the centuries. 

This means that the study of religion in relation to British society and values today has to be informed by an understanding of the role and importance of Christianity in shaping that society and those values. 

However, Britain also claims to have the values of modern secular state. A secular state is one in which religion and the state are wholly separated so Britain cannot technically be described that way. But many people believe Britain is secular in all but name since there is no particular form of religion which all British people are required to follow by law and equality laws exist to ensure that no-one is disadvantaged by the religion they choose to practise. Other people argue that as long as Christianity is represented in the process of making laws it is untrue to say that all people have equal access and equal say in the government of their country.

As home to people from many different countries and cultural backgrounds, Britain is a very diverse country. It is also a place where there are not only many different religious communities. These include different forms of Christianity, Judaism, Islam, Hinduism, Buddhism, Paganism, Rastafari, Zoroastrianism, Sikhism, Baha’ism etc. As a multi-cultural society it is necessary to understand and respect difference, and tolerance is often included in lists of ‘British values’. However, because laws should apply to everyone fairly and all these groups are part of British society there are times when the freedom to practise religion as one chooses comes into conflict with British laws. This is not a deliberate attempt to stop people practising their religion, and sometimes exceptions to laws are made specifically for particular religious groups. For example, in 1989, turban-wearing Sikhs were made exempt from the legal requirement to wear a safety helmet when working on construction sites, and the principle behind this was extended in 2015 to include other work places where head protection is required. However, other laws which affect traditional religious practices do not carry such clear exemptions; for example the use of open pyres for cremating the dead were considered illegal under a piece of 1902 legislation and have been the subject of recent legal debate. Religious voices have also contributed to debates on ethical issues such as euthanasia, abortion, marriage and scientific research.

It is interesting to explore not only religious views on ethical issues but the ways in which religion interacts with the rest of society, the role of religion and religious views in matters of national importance, and the ways in which different religions interact and communicate with one another. Absolutist and irreconcilable views are of interest, but it is also useful and more challenging to explore attempts to reconcile groups and views who might seem totally opposed or to consider how issues of human rights and freedoms relate to views or values which are unlike those of the rest of society. 

Activity 1: A Christian Country? 

Build up a picture of religion in Britain which will provide a context for the rest of the work in this topic and can be added to as different areas are explored in more depth. Ask students to make an initial response to the question of whether Britain is a Christian country, and to record their view and any reasons they have for it. You could broaden this question to ask whether Britain is a religious country, or for a shift in focus ask whether Britain is a secular country. 

Once everyone has considered an initial response, the students will be collecting some facts about the role and place of religion in the UK, and then reconsidering the initial question. 

For an active investigation involving a variety of skills and with the potential for peer-group teaching, divide students into groups. Give each group a focus area which they are going to explore in relation to religion in Britain. Some suggested areas are: 

· Education 

· Laws and how they’re made 

· Human rights 

· Marriage 

· Ethics and Values 

· Humanism 

· Equality. 

The groups will investigate their focus area and consider what they find in relation to religion and religious groups in Britain. They should collect information on how religion is involved in and/or contributes to their area, what concerns there might be about religion in that context, whether religion is playing a significant part in that context and similar questions. You could direct their research by putting together a pack of material for them to sort through and extract relevant pieces of information. Include elements like newspaper reports, census information, quotes from significant people and images of public events, celebrations etc. Alternatively you could build on their IT skills and ask them to collect information online. 

Each group should collate and summarise what they find out to help the class as a whole build up a picture of religion in Britain. One suggestion to ensure they are succinct and to the point in their summaries is to ask them to write a tweet for each key finding they make, up to a maximum number of tweets. 

Collect all the tweets somewhere so that everyone can see them and ask students to construct a response to the question ‘Is Britain a Christian country?’ using at least three of the tweets to support their view. This can be developed into a more extended piece of writing or used as the focus for a discussion or a silent debate. You could also make the tweets into a display board so that it is easy to refer back to throughout the topic. 

Activity 2: Hinduism in Britain
As a follow-up or extension to considering whether or not Britain is a Christian country, ask the students to create a Pinterest-style board using pictures and info-graphics to illustrate the presence of Hinduism and Hindus in Britain. 

Hinduism is one of the larger religious minority groups in Britain. The 2011 Census recorded more than 800,000 Hindus in England and Wales (infographic data on religion in the UK according to the last census can be found online: http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20160105160709/http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/rel/census/2011-census/key-statistics-for-local-authorities-in-england-and-wales/sty-what-is-your-religion.html 

This is significantly fewer than Christians or Muslims but more than any other named religious group. The largest Hindu populations are in London and Leicester, but mandirs can now be found in many towns and cities. There are now a number of Hindu faith schools in Britain, and there are plans to open more. 

The table below gives a number of statements about Hindus and Hinduism in Britain; students should draw on their knowledge of Hinduism from previous study and their understanding of religion in Britain to decide whether they think each statement is ‘True’, ‘False’ or ‘A bit of both’. Once they have decided ask them to choose one of the statements and justify their decision on it. 

	Hindus cannot practise their religion properly in Britain.
	Hindu values are the same as British values.

	Hinduism has had no effect on British society.
	All Hindus live in India.

	Hindus are not fairly represented in British public life. 
	British people need to understand more about Hinduism. 

	Hinduism does not have the same status as other religions in Britain.
	Hindus should not have to follow laws which do not agree with their religion. 


Activity 3: Shared values? 

British values have been defined as:

· democracy 

· the rule of law

· individual liberty 

· mutual respect for and tolerance of those of different religions and for those without religion.

(Source: http://www.doingsmsc.org.uk/british-values/)

Students should be encouraged to think about what these things actually mean and involve, and to reflect on them not only in relation to their knowledge of Hinduism but also to the ethical issues and questions addressed in other topics of this specification. 

This kind of critical thinking can be developed through Socratic questioning. Socratic questioning encourages students to think through things in greater depth, to challenge assumptions and consider the implications of their views and other peoples. 

Encourage the students to use questioning techniques to explore Hinduism is relation to British values. They should work in small groups to explore and discuss their views on a number of statements. Some suggestions are given below: 

· ‘The varna system means that Hindus don’t see the need for democracy.’ 

· ‘The law of karma is the only law which really matters.’ 

· ‘Hindus value all religions equally.’ 

· ‘Hindus find atheism an offensive belief.’ 

· ‘Being a Hindu means you have to respect the laws of the country you live in.’ 

The first person reads the statement and asks someone else in the group if they agree with it. That person answers, yes or no, and gives a reason. The rest of the group should then use different kinds of question to explore the issue. This can be a simple structure of questions directed at the original responder, with each person in the group taking a turn in that role. Alternatively, a more complex discussion could unfold with other students offering responses to the question. A set of questions is suggested below; students might find it helpful to have these on cards. They could take it in turns to pick one appropriate for what has just been said or simply use them as inspiration if they are stuck. You could also use them to manage the time given to each statement, if each card is turned over as it is used.

Suggested question stems
What makes you say that? 

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? 

Why do you think that …x… is true in this case?

Is there any reason to doubt that evidence?

How do you know …x…? 

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

I disagree with you because …. How do you respond to my argument? 

Activity 4: Hinduism and human rights 

Current human rights legislation and international conventions as they are applied in Britain protect the freedom to practise the religion of your choice, equality before the law and the freedom of expression. Students should be familiar with these ideas and the way in which they affect religions and religious people. It is also interesting to discuss areas where protecting a right has the potential to cause problems, for example the right to freedom of expression (also known as free speech) can result in some groups of people being offended by what is said. 

One area which provides a lot of scope for consideration of ethical issues and the ways in which religions deal with them is the idea that there is a human right of self-determination. The United Nations determined that this basic right was the foundation of many others; to have self-determination means to be able to decide freely for yourself things like your political views, and to determine your own future through the free and un-manipulated decisions that you make. Supporting the right to this can clash with religious and cultural traditions surrounding marriage, duty to the family, and equality. It is also involved in issues that involve decisions involving someone’s body such as abortion and euthanasia. Some governments make these decisions legal, because of the right to self-determination while others limit or restrict them because of other rights and concerns. Religious views on such issues are informed by ideas about the relationship between the body and the divine, questions of sin and virtue and the idea that there are potentially consequences to human actions which extend beyond the limits of this life time. 

Choose some selections from Hindu scriptures which relate to these issues. You could also include quotes from people such as Gandhi or Ram Mohan Roy. Ask students to decide whether they think each quote is absolutely supporting the right to self-determination, absolutely denying the right to self-determination, or supporting the right to self-determination in some contexts. 
Activity 5: Religions in dialogue

Although religion is often understood in absolutist terms, with each religion believing that only it understands the way things really are, there are actually a lot of different attitudes religions can hold towards one another. These include the absolutist view that there is only one true religion but at the other end of the scale there is the view that each religion offers a different path towards the Ultimate Truth. 

Given below are some of the terms used to describe different attitudes of religions towards others, together with suggested definitions. Divide the class into groups and give each group the words and their definitions. Each group should choose one term, and develop a short dramatic scene to illustrate what that terms means, without using the word itself. The rest of the group should try to identify the term being illustrated as they watch the scene. 

Exclusivism: The view that only members of one particular religion have the truth, will achieve liberation or salvation, or are especially blessed/closer to the divine that anyone else. 

Inclusivism: The view that there is only one absolute truth (which may or may not be known to a particular religious group) but different religious groups have access to parts or elements of that truth. 

Pluralism: The view that all religions are equally valid, either because they are all different paths to the same absolute truth or because there is no single absolute truth. 

Proselytism: The view that it is a religious duty to persuade or encourage people to become members of a particular religion in a process called proselytisation (actively seeking converts). Usually combines with an exclusivist perspective. 

Secularism: The view that religion is a private matter in which the government should not get involved; all religions should be equal in the eyes of the law and none should be involved in processes of government. 

Tolerance: The view that other people are can practise the religion of their choice, or practice no religion; that they can change religion if they wish too and that choices and beliefs should be respected even if you personally disagree with them. 

There is no official attitude towards other religions which all Hindus will share. Summarise Hindu concepts such as avidya, varna, ahimsa, karma, margas etc (or encourage students to construct such summaries from their previous studies of the religion) and ask students to consider what this concept might contribute to views of other religions. You could do this through a Socratic questioning approach the one above, or create a pairing exercise where students select which Hindu concept is most connected to each attitude. 

Activity 6: Humanism and Hinduism 

According to the British Humanist Association (BHA), humanists are people who make their own decisions about ethical matters, based on reason and respect for other people; they find beauty, joy and meaning in life and don’t feel that the concept of an afterlife is necessary to give life meaning; they believe that science is the best tool for understanding the way the world is; they believe that the world can be made a better place for everybody through human qualities like compassion, empathy and reason and they usually support the idea of a secular state. 

Although humanists are often assumed to be atheists and/or described as non-religious people it is entirely possible, and probably not even that unusual, to agree with all of these principles at the same time as actively practising a religion. You might find it helpful to link the study of humanism, atheism and agnosticism to the Ultimate Reality and Deity theme and the issues of cause, creation and purpose. 

Use a flipped learning technique by asking the students to explore the BHA website http://understandinghumanism.org.uk/ at home so that they are familiar with the principles of humanism and the things the organisation does and stands for before they arrive in your lesson. You could ask them to do the ‘How Humanist are you?’ quiz as themselves, or ask them to think about how a Hindu might respond. Alternatively they could read about and summarise one of the BHA’s campaigns in preparation for a discussion in the classroom.
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