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....all oscillations of the mind
through selfless service and worship,
will not be benefited by renouncing the
world. They will have to share the fate
of our friend Raghavari.
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hat is Hinduism? A sim-

ple answer might be thatﬁ

Hinduism is a term, |

which denotes the relig-
ions of the majority of people in India
Nepal, Srilanka and of some communi-
ties in-other continents, who refer to |
themselves as “Hindus’. The difficulties §
arise when we try to understand pre- |
cisely what this means, for the diversity §
of Hinduism is truly vast and its history
long and complex. Some might claim, §
both from within the tradition and from §
outside it, that because of this diversity
there is ‘no such thing as Hinduism’, |
while others might claim that, in spite of |
its diversity, there is an ‘essence’ which |
structures or patterns its manifestations. §
The truth of the matter probably lies |
somewhere between these claims. Ask f
many Hindus and they will be sure of |
their identity as ‘Hindu’, in contrast to
being Christian, Muslim or Buddhist,
yet the kinds of Hindus they are will |
vary a very great deal and differences {
between Hindus might be as great as dif- |
ferences between Hindus and Buddhists
or Christians.

In India’s population of approxi-
mately 900 million people, 700 million
are Hindus, the remainder are Muslims,
Sikhs, Christians, Jains, Buddhists, Par-
sees, Jews and followers of ‘tribal’ relig- §
ions. There are 120 million Muslims and |
45 million tribal peoples or ddivésis,
with 14 million Sikhs and an estimated
14 million Christians.” This is a wide
mix of religions and cultural groups, all
of which interact with Hinduism in a
number of ways. There are also sizeable
Hindu communities beyond the bounda-
ries of south Asia ifi South Africa, East
Africa, South America, the West Indies,
the USA, Canada, Europe, Australia,
New Zealand, Bali and Java. The 1981




census in the USA estimated the popula-
tion of Indian communities to be
387,223, most of whom would be
Hindu, while in the UK the number of
Hindus for the same year is estimated at
300,000. There are also many Western-
ers from Europe and America who
would claim to follow Hinduism or re-
ligions deriving from it and Hindu ideas,
such as karma, yoga and vegetarianism,
are now commonplace in the West.

The actual term ‘Hindu® first occurs
as a Persian geographical term for the
people who lived beyond the river Indus
(Sanskrit: sindhu). In Arabic texts, Al-
Hind is a term for the people of modern-
day India and ‘Hindu’, or Hindoo’, was
used towards the end of the eighteenth
century by the British to refer to the
people of ‘Hindustan’, the area of north-
west India. Eventually ‘Hindu’ became
virtually equivalent to an ‘Indian’ who
was not a Muslim, Sikh, Jam or Chris-
tian, thereby encompassing a range of
religious beliefs and practices. The °-
ism’ was added to ‘Hindu’ in around
1830 to denote the culture and religion
of the high-caste Brahmans in contrast
to other religions, and the term was soon
appropriated by Indians themselves in
the context of establishing a national
identity opposed to colonialism,” though
the term ‘Hindu’ was used in Sanskrit
and Bengali hagiographic texts in con-
trast to “Yavana’ or Muslim, as early as
the sixteenth century.® '

Defining Hinduism

Because of the wide range of traditions
and ideas incorporated by the term
‘Hindu’, it is a problem arriving at a
definition. Most Hindu traditions revere
a body of sacred literature, the Veda, as
revelation, though some do not; some
traditions regard certain rituals as essen-
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tial for salvation, others do not; some
Hindu philosophies postulate a theistic
reality who creates, maintains and de-
stroys the universe, others reject this
claim. Hinduism is often characterized
as belief in reincarnation (sarnsdra) de-
termined by the law that all actions have
effects (karma), and that salvation is
freedom from this cycle. Yet other relig-
ions in south Asia, such as Buddhism
and Jainism, also believe in this. Part of
the problem of definition is due to the
fact that Hinduism does not have a sin-
gle historical founder, as do so many
other world religions; it does not have a
unified” system of belief encoded in a
creed or declaration of faith; it does not
have a single system of soteriology; and
it does not have a centralized authority
and bureaucratic structure. It is therefore
a very different kind of religion in these
respects from  the monotheistic,
western traditions of Christianity and
Islam, though there are arguably
stronger affinities with Judaism.

Jawaharlal Nehru, the first prime minis-
ter of independent India, said that Hin-
duism is ‘all things to all men’,” cer-
tainly an inclusive definition,
but so inclusive as to be of little use for
our purposes. Yet while it might not be
possible to arrive at a watertight defini-
tion of Hinduism, this does not mean
that the term is empty. There are clearly
some kinds of practices, texts and be-
liefs which are central to the concept of .
being a ‘Hindu’, and there are others
which are on the edges of Hinduism. I
take the view that while ‘Hinduism’ is
not a category in the classical sense of

-an essence defined by certain properties,

there are nevertheless prototypical forms
of Hindu practice and belief. The beliefs
and practices of a high-caste devotee of
the Hindu god Visnu, living in Tamil-
nadu in south India, fall clearly within
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the category of ‘Hindu’ and are proto-
typical of that category. The beliefs and
practices of a Radhasaomi devotee in
the Punjab, who worships a God without
attributes, who does not accept the Veda
as revelation and even rejects many
Hindu teachings, arc not prototypically
Hindu, yet are still within the sphere,
and category, of Hinduism. The south
Indian au devotee of Visnu is a more
typical member of the category ‘Hindu’
than the Radhasoami devotee. In other
words, ‘Hinduism’ is not a category in
the classical sense — to which some-
thing either belongs or it does not — but
morc in the sense of prototype theory. -
PrototyEe theory, developed by George
Lakoff,” maintains that categories do not
have rigid boundaries, but rather there
are degrees of category membership;
some members of a category are more
prototypical than others. These degrees
may be related through family resem-
blance; the idea is that ‘members of a
category may be related to one another
without all , members having any prop-
erties in common that definc the
category’.” IS Hinduism can be seen as a
category in this sense. It has fuzzy
cdges. Some the forms of religion are
central to Hinduism, while others are
less clearly central but still within the
category.

To say what is or is
not central to the category of Hinduism
is, of course, the to make Judgments
about the degree of prototypically. The
question of y the basis of such judg-
ments arises. Here we must turn, on the
one hand, ed to Hindu self-
understandings, for Hinduism has devel-
oped categories for
its own self description,'® as well as, on
the other, to the scholar’s under-
standings of common features or struc-
turing principles seen from outside the

tradition. Although I have some sympa-
thy with Jonathan Z. Smith’s remark
that rcligion is the creation of the
scholar’s imagination, '' in so far as the
act of scholarship involves a reduction, a
selection, a highlighting of some dis-
courses and texts and a back grounding
of others, there is nevertheless a wide
body of ritual practices, forms of behav-
ior, doctrines, stories, texts, and deeply
felt personal experiences and testimo-
nies, to which the term ‘Hinduism’:
refers. The term “Hindu’ certainly does
refer in the contemporary world to the
dominant religion of south Asia, albeit a
religion which embraces a wide variety
within it. It is important to bear in mind
that the formation of Hinduism, as the
world religion we know today, has only
occurred since the nincteenth century,
when the term was used by Hindu re-
formers and western orientalists. How-
ever, its origins and the ‘streams’ which
feed into it are very ancient, extending
back to the Indus valley civilization.'?
take the view that ‘Hinduism’ is not
purely the construction of western orien-
talists attempting to make sense of the
plurality of religious phenomena within
the vast geographical area of south Asia,
as some scholars have maintained," but
that ‘Hinduism’ is also a development of
Hindu self-understanding; a transforma-
tion in the modern world of themes al-
ready present. 1 shall use the term
‘Hindu’ to refer not only to the contem-
porary world religion, but, with the nec-
essary qualifications, to the traditions
which have led to its present formation.

The foolish with a poor fund of knowl-
edge cannot know the transcendental
nature of the forms, names and activi-
ties of the Lord, who is playing like an
actor in a drama. Nor can they express
such things, neither in their speculations
nor in their words.
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STORY PAGE

AGHAVAN AND
HIS WIFE
- Swami Sivananda-

AGHAVAN WAS the son

of a very wealthy Zamin-

dar of Chidanbaram in

South India. He married
Pankajam, the daughter of a landlord
in Mayavaram.

Both Raghavan and his wife lived
happily for some years. They had
three Sons and two daughters.

Once Raghavan speculated in busi-
ness -and lost some property. At this
critical juncture, Pankajam asked her
husband to have a necklace made, set
with diamonds and rubies. Raghavan
was unable to accede to her request,
so she used to quarrel with him daily.

Raghavan finally became disgusted
with his wife on account of this con-
stant quarrelling and said to her one
day, “Pankajam, as you are quarrelling
with me daily, I will leave the house
and take Sannyas in Benares.”

Pankajam did not stop her quarrel-
ling in spite of her husband’s warning,

One day, Raghavan left the house
and proceeded to Cuddallore. He
stayed there for a week and then re-
turned. He said to his wife,
“Pankajam, I am now leaving the
house forever. 1 will take Sannyas.
But I want to tell you one_thing: take
great care of the house, property, cows
and children.”

Raghavan left the house and travelled
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directly to Benares. He approached Sri
Swami Sankara Bharati and requested
him, “Swamiji, kindly give me Sann-
yas. I will serve you with devotion.
But Swamiji, you must give me coffee
and salted halwa early in the morning
and afternoon, and sanibar and rasarn
also. I have renounced my wife, prop-
erty and children but I have not yet re-
nounced my coffee habit which I have
had for the last forty-five years.”

Sri Sankara Bharati was a pious
and dispassionate Mahatma. Lie lived
on alms. How -could he supply our
Raghavan with coffee, lialwa, sambar
and rasam?

The Swamiji said, “Raghavan, you
would have to go bdck to your house.
I live on alms here. I cannot give you
all these things. You are not yet ready
for Sannyas. Control the tongue. Prac-
tise Japa and austerities for some
years and then come to me when you
are able to live on dry bread alone.”

Raghavan was in a great fix. He
was unable to get on with the
Swairniji. Furthermore, his mind was
on his property, wife and children. So
he immediately went back to
Chidambaram.

Sannyas is made of more sterner
stuff. Those who renounce the world
on account of difficulties, who have
not controlled their senses or disci-
plined their minds, who "are not en-
dowed with the four means of salva-
tion, like peace, purity and other di-
vine virtues, who have not removed
the impurities all oscillations of the
mind through selfless service and wor-
ship, will not be benefited by renounc-
ing the world. They will have to share
the fate of our friend Raghavari.

( This story is from the book Inspir-
ing Stories Published by A Divine Life
Society Publication)
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Quality Offset Printers & Computer Typesetters,
Scanning, Planning, Plate & Positive Processing,

Bincling & Manufac’cur'mg of Exercise Books
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SHRI KANAGATHURKKAI AMMAN (HINDU) TEMPLE TRUST

Charity No: 1014409

5 Chapal Road, West Ealing, W13 2AE Tel: 02088100835
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Destination

Afghanistan
Albania

Algeria

Angola

Armenia
Bahamas
Bahrain
Bangladesh
Bangladesh(Dhaka)
Brazil
Brazil(saopaulo)
China

Colombia
Croatia

Egypt

Ethopia

Ghana

Hungary

India
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[Ildia{_l]rmlhay,Gu.jar:lt._,N.delhi] 20

India (Punjab, Tamil Nadu)

b 3

Local Access

1 0 HOURS

i 3

22

Card

CoaEEFFQEOOOQQOAHFOES

Australia
Austria
Belgium
Canada
Denmark
Finland
France
Germany

Destination

Indonesia
Japan

Kenya

Kuwait
Malaysia
Mauritius
Nigeria

Oman

Palestine
Pakistan
Russia(Moscow)
Saudi arabia
South Africa
Srilanka
Thailand
Thailand(Bankok)
Ukrine
Yugoslavia
Zambia
Zimbabwe

Hong Kong
Ireland

italy
Luxemburg
Netherlands
New Zealand
Norway

Rates are 24 hours 7 days a week
Rates and billing conditions are subject to change without notice. E & EO,
Billing per minute. Effective from 14/12/2001. Different rates may apply for calls to
national & international premium numbers and to national & international mobile phones.
Different charges may apply for calls made from payphones and from mobile phones.

Mins Card
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Portugal
Singapore
Spain
Sweden
Switzerland
USA

UK




