
Book Review – Hinduism 

Hinduism, by Robert Charles Zaehner (1913-1974), is a classic and concise treatise on the tenets 

of the faith. Zaehner was a British intelligence officer in Iran during World War II who later 

became an Oxford Professor specializing in Hinduism and Zoroastrianism. His work is divided 

according to major concepts in the Hindu faith, and highlights the fact that Hinduism is a way of 

life as well as a religion. Hinduism has changed over the millennia, teaching that there are many 

gods, no god, and one God with many manifestations (Rama and Krishna as manifestations of 

Vishnu). 

The author divided his work into sections, Vedas, Brahman, etc. and into time periods. The first 

period of Hinduism was polytheistic and based heavily on the writings of the Rig Veda. The 

Vedas belong to the Sruti (what is heard) class of sacred literature. They are of highest authority 

as they are considered revealed, and include Samhitas (mantras, benedictions), Brahmanas 

(commentaries on rituals, ceremonies, sacrifices), Aranyakas (instructions on rituals, ceremonies, 

sacrifices), and Upanishads (meditation, philosophy, and spiritual knowledge). The second class 

of sacred literature is Smrti (what is remembered). Hindus generally consider Smrti of lesser 

authority, and the works include Sutras, Law Books, Puranas, Mahabharata, Ramayana, and the 

Bhagavad Gita. The Gita, a monotheistic “Song of the Lord”, is the most seminal Hindu 

scripture, despite being classified Smrti. It was written in the third to fourth century BC.1 Early 

Hinduism was polytheistic, as was early religion in Greece, the Middle East, Egypt, the Nordic 

lands, and much of the world.  

Religious practices were important, because man could change the cosmos in his favor by 

performing them. In Purusha-Sukta, the Brahman animal sacrifices, performance of the rite is 

more important than the God to whom it is offered. The ceremony itself has cosmic significance 

because the ritual corresponds to some process in the universe (fertility, etc.).2 The gods are 

merely onlookers. Doing a ritual correctly brings the intended blessing, but doing it incorrectly 

brings a terrible curse. 

In the second period, inspired by the Upanishads, Hinduism developed into a pantheistic 

monism (“all is one”).  The Upanishads were written by multiple authors up until 500-600 BC. 

The Vedanta school (monism, pantheism) is the most famous. It held that a dream is an 

individual illusion and reality is a corporate illusion. In reality, there is nothing but emptiness. 

The goal of existence is for the Atman (eternal self) to escape the cycle of life-death-rebirth 

(transmigration) and merge into the universal Soul or Self of existence. Samsara is space, time, 

cause, effect; the stuff of the material world and the substrate of the endless prolongation of 
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life. Moksha is the emancipation from transmigration, from the Samsara, and is characterized 

by “the immobility of death but the consciousness of life.” Put another way, “to see oneself not 

only as the eater of food but as food for other creatures is to transcend individuality and 

conquer death.3 In moksha, reason itself must be disintegrated to transform into the Real Self. 

One drawback of this thinking is that moksha is primarily focused on achieving individual 

liberation and the relationship between a man and the universal Soul or Self. Such knowledge 

and works can breed indifference to other creatures. 

The concept of Brahman has many meanings in Hinduism. It is the eternal substrate of the 

universe from which dharma (duty) proceeds. It is also the natural state of the liberated soul. 

Brahman gives Brahmin, the highest Hindu caste (social class), its spiritual superiority. Filled 

with Brahman and intimately acquainted with the Hindu religious texts and rituals, the Brahmin 

were considered gods on earth.   

Hinduism posits three classes of souls. Some escape the Samsara cycle (transmigration). Others 

are eternally caught in the cycle. Ancestors who move between heaven and earth and receive 

oblation from descendants are examples. A few especially bad souls return as worms and can 

never progress. One’s condition at birth is due to actions in past lives. 

Christianity has a statement of faith that identifies believers, and Islam has the pronouncement 

“there is one god and Mohammed is his prophet.” There is no such formula for joining 

Hinduism or identifying as a Hindu. Until the 1900s, acceptance of the caste system was the 

sole effective criteria of whether one was a Hindu. The caste system comes from Hindu 

mythology, in which the god Purusha was sacrificed and the classes came out of the pieces of 

his body:4 

1. Brahmins, the priestly class, came from his mouth. Their dharma is to lead others in the 
Hindu religion.5 

2. Kshatriyas, the warrior and ruling class, came from his arms. The dharma of warriors is 
to fight and the dharma of kings is to expand their kingdoms in any way possible, including 
lying, cheating, spying, and making war.6 

3. Vaisyas, the merchant and landowning class, came from his thighs. This class is much 
larger than the first two and their dharma is to direct farms, lead businesses, and engage in 
other pursuits to provide resources for society.  
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4. Sudras, the servant class, came from his feet. This is the largest class and their dharma 
was to serve others. In the past centuries, Sudras have come to be known as Dalits 
(untouchables).  

Dharma is the duty leading to righteousness, and it differs for each class. A Brahmin reading the 

Vedas would be doing good, but the same Brahmin defeating an enemy would be doing evil, 

because he is not acting in accordance with his caste. Likewise, it is virtue for a Kshatriya to slay 

an opponent, but vice for him to teach the Upanishads to a friend. A Brahmin cannot lead a 

nation and a Kshatriya cannot become a monk, because to do so would violate the dharma 

(duty) of their cast. A Vaisya cannot do either; his job is to make money to support the others. 

Mixing the dharma of castes is a sin, but mixing the blood of castes through marriage is the 

worst sin, and a sign of degeneration. The top three classes are "twice born", having had 

physical and spiritual births, and are therefore spiritually superior to Sudras (Dalits). These strict 

caste rules blocked ambitious men from non-Kshatriya castes from gaining power. As a result, 

non-Kshatriyas who wanted to rule became Buddhists.7 

The universe has infinite dharma which dissolves and recreates endlessly.8 Morality is cyclical, 

with rapid ascents alternating with slow decline over the “Year of the gods” (12,000 years of 

man (Krta 4800 yrs, Treta 3800, Dvapara 2400, Kali 1800)). The world begins in righteousness 

but as people fail in their dharma, abandon true beliefs, and mix between classes, such 

righteousness decreases. Physical life worsens as well, with lifespans shortening to less than 

400 years and fertile ground becoming desert.  

One important caveat to the concept of dharma is the overriding dharma, known as Ahimsa. 

This is to do no injury to any living thing in thought, word or deed. Ahimsa is above all dharmas 

and contrary to the Kshatriyas dharma, as is illustrated in the story of King Yudhishthira.9 

The third period of Hindu history was monotheistic, celebrating Vishnu (and his incarnation, 

Krishna) and Shiva, although the latter appears to be the supreme god. In the Svetaivatara 

Upanishad (13th century AD), Shiva is the supreme God, and his consort is Parvati (Uma, Kali, 

Durga).10 Shiva also includes male and female (Sakti) principles. Perhaps influenced by 

Christianity, Hinduism adopted the Trimurti (trinity), including one God in three forms (Brahma, 

Vishnu, Shiva).11  

From the beginning, people could be released from the cycle of Samsara (transmigration) 

through knowledge and action if those led to realization of the eternal Self. Performing the 
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duties of one’s caste was not enough to achieve moksha. Performing them would only lead to 

moksha if doing so led the person to realize that he had an everlasting Self (Atman) which 

would merge into the Brahman.    

In the monotheistic period Hinduism taught a third way to achieve moksha, release from the 

cycle of life, death and rebirth. This was Bhakti, the loving admiration of personal god. Bhakti 

includes prayer, praise, worship and service. Kirtan, rhythmical singing and dance to cause a 

state of ecstasy in a devotee, is an important part of worship.12 Bhakti sects are often mystical, 

linking historically to Islamic Sufis and mystics of other religions. In many ways, the Bhakti 

movement was a passionate response to passion-denying Brahmanism.13 Bhakti celebrates man 

and his god but unlike Christianity, it has no concept of sin as offense against God.  Bhakti lacks 

concepts of original sin, forgiveness, and salvation in the Christian sense.  The Sikhs are a Bhakti 

sect but do not consider themselves Hindu.  

There are other concepts in monotheistic Hinduism which appear Christian but rest on a 

different foundation. The “Ten Commandments” include fortitude, patience, self-control, not to 

steal, purity, control of the senses, insight, wisdom, truth, and avoidance of anger.14 

The fourth period of Hindu history has increasingly denied of political and social (caste) while 

reaffirming the spiritual element of the religion. This is the modern era, beginning with India’s 

encounter with the West from the 16th century. European power and Christian missionaries 

challenged Indian culture and Hinduism in a greater way than the Muslim (Moghul) conquest in 

the 12th century. Many early practices such as the burning of a widow on her husband’s funeral 

pyre, temple prostitution, and child marriage were banned. The caste system itself came under 

fierce attack by the values of liberal democracy, which themselves are based on Christian 

ethics.  

With the catastrophe of the World Wars, India gained its independence. The transition was 

brutal, with partition and tidal waves of blood. Hinduism focused more on its spiritual side and 

less on its social and political aspects. Liberal thought is trying to displace religion as the 

guideline for national conduct. The author’s portrayal of Mahatma Gandhi is a hagiography 

rather than objective biography. For example, Zaehner sees Gandhi as a saint while Alain 

Danielou in A Brief History of India describes him as a political opportunist, and even as a traitor 

to his faith.  

Conclusion 
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Hinduism by R. C.  Zaehner is a good introduction to a confusing religion. It is a worthwhile 

read, illuminating how different Hinduism is from other major religions. The book reveals, 

intentionally or not, that even though Hinduism has aspects that sound similar to Christianity, it 

is in fact as far from the faith of Jesus as darkness is from the light.   

One issue that is unique about Hinduism is its dramatic change over the millennia. The ancient 

Hebrew faith leads seamlessly into the Christian faith, though the Torah and the New 

Testament are separated by over 1000 years. Islam, with its holy book the Koran developing 

over a few decades and the Sunna being collected over a few centuries, has also changed little 

compared to Hinduism. The dramatic evolution of Hinduism, from polytheism and atheism, to 

monotheism, is remarkable. Zaehner’s Hinduism captures this change well.  

Questions 

1. How was India able to survive occupation by Muslim and Christian rulers and still 

maintain the Hindu religion? 

2. How has Hinduism responded to the overwhelming power and wealth of the West since 

the 1700s? 

3. Why have variants of Hinduism been so popular among Western audiences, leading to a 

variety of New Religious Movements (Hare Krishna, Rajneeshee)?   


