
CLASSICAL BELIEF 
SYSTEMS

Compare and Contrast



NON-WESTERN 
BELIEF SYSTEMS

Let’s talk about India and China.



HINDUISM

The world’s oldest living faith?



Hinduism
• There is no one person who founded Hinduism.

• Indo-Aryans migrating into the Indus River valley brought in the practices, traditions, and stories 

which became the foundation of Hinduism.

• Developed in India ca. 3000 BCE

• Important sacred writings  the Vedas

• Collection of prayers, religious verses, and stories about creation, proper behavior, and 

reverence for the Divine

• Basic idea:

• One supreme being  Brahma

• Thousands (millions) of aspects of Brahma  sometimes interpreted as polytheism, sometimes as 

monotheism





Hinduism: Other Central Concepts

• Samsara  rebirth

• The soul of all living things is eternal, and wants to reunite with the Divine Soul of Brahma

• After death, if the soul is NOT ready for moksha, it will be reborn into another body

• Moksha  the state of oneness with Brahma which is achieved when a soul is liberated 

from the cycle of samsara

• Dharma  the duties one must fulfill in order to achieve moksha

• Karma  deeds which impact one’s future





Hinduism: Caste System
• A rigid class structure based on birth and spiritual position

• A person’s caste is based on their completion of their dharma in previous lives, and is an 
indication of their karma

• Brahmins  high caste; priests

• Kshatriyas  high caste; warriors and political leaders

• Vaisya  mid-caste; merchants, business people, land-owners

• Sudras  low caste; servants, tenant farmers, physical laborers

• Dalits  “out-castes;” those who do unclean work.

• The caste system provides EXTREMELY stable social order.



BUDDHISM

Rid yourself of yourself.



Foundations of Buddhism

• Established on the teachings of Siddhartha Gautama, an Indian prince around 500 BCE

• Troubled by the truth of human misery, Gautama abandoned his life of privilege to 

seek answers to what he saw as the central trouble of life.  

• Ultimately, Gautama became the Buddha (Enlightened One), teaching the Four Noble 

Truths:

1. All human life is suffering.

2. All suffering is caused by desire.

3. To stop desiring is to stop suffering.

4. In order to stop desiring, one should live by the Eightfold Path.  (Right mindfulness, Right 

action, etc.)





Buddhism: Other Key Concepts

• Like Hinduism, Buddhism also believes in the concept of samsara.

• Additionally, Buddhists also accept the Hindu idea of karma

• UNLIKE Hinduism, Buddhism rejects the idea of the caste system:

• Buddhists believe that a person is reborn until they can achieve Nirvana, or spiritual 
enlightenment– but there isn’t a series of spiritual acts required to get there



DAOISM

Yin and Yang.



Foundations of Daoism

• Daoism (or Taoism) is broadly based on the teachings of Lao Tzu, a Chinese philosopher 

who wrote ca. 500 BCE

• Dao = “The Way.” This philosophy argues that nature has a “way” in which it moves, 

and humans should try to live their lives in accordance with this patter.

• Wu-wei = the idea of “not acting.” Daoism argues that people should not act 

unnaturally, but should sit back and follow the natural flow of things.

• Daoism and government  Daoists believe that government is unnatural, and should 

therefore have extremely little influence in human lives.





CONFUCIANISM

Don’t rock the boat.



Foundations of Confucianism

• Based on the teachings of the scholar Confucius, Confucianism developed in China 

around 500 BCE during a period of political instability

• Confucianism is VERY concerned with establishing a stable social order.

• Five key relationships:

1. Ruler to subject

2. Father to son

3. Older brother to younger brother

4. Husband to wife

5. Older friend to younger friend

• All men should act properly within the context of their relationships, thus stabilizing 
society.





WESTERN 
MONOTHEISM

The beginnings.



JUDAISM

The faith of Abraham.



Foundations of Judaism
• Established in the eastern Mediterranean region  centered around what is now Israel 

and the Palestinian territory (then known as Canaan)

• The Hebrews were initially polytheistic people, like other nomadic pastoralists in the 

region

• According to Jewish scripture, the Hebrew leader, Abraham, received a divine vision 
from God

• As a sign of their acceptance of God’s omnipotence and supremacy, the Hebrews establish a 
covenant  promise to obey God, God will protect the Hebrews

• The resulting faith is a form of ethical monotheism  belief in one God, and belief that good 

behavior earns rewards, while bad behavior is punished

• Jewish scripture = the Torah

• Tradition of prophets = people who receive the word of God 





CHRISTIANITY

The new testament.



Foundations of Christianity
• Christianity develops out of Judaism and centers around the teachings of 

Jesus of Nazareth during the early Roman empire (ca. 30 CE)

• Jewish scripture established the idea of a Messiah  promised savior of the 

Jewish people

• Followers of Jesus believe that he is that Messiah

• Jesus preached a VERY radical a message which threatened the Roman regime

• Emphasized the spiritual equality of everyone

• Central Christian beliefs:

• Jesus of Nazareth is the son of God and Messiah

• His death took on the sins of the world

• He was resurrected after three days and ascended to Heaven




