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Eastern techniques, such as yoga and meditation, are very popular these days. They often refer to Eastern philosophy as their source. This can give the impression that there is only one kind of Eastern thinking. However, this is not true. There are at least five Eastern philosophies of life that can be distinguished and they differ greatly from one another in terms of content. Some currents are partly related to each other, but others stand completely on their own.

This book examines the five best-known Eastern philosophies: Hinduism, Buddhism (both rooted in India), Confucianism and Taoism (China), and Zen (rooted in India, China, and Japan). It covers the main features while also attempting to make clear the purpose of each worldview.

There are, of course, more books on Eastern philosophy on the market. However, many books are so comprehensive that the overview soon gets lost. This book tries to clarify the key points of each philosophy of life, providing the reader with an overview after which they can then investigate further on their own.

In this introduction, it is also good to reflect on some issues that deserve extra attention. This book, as indicated by the subtitle, talks about worldviews or philosophies of life. This requires some explanation. Indeed, the term "divinity" is often used. However, the term "divinity" actually applies to only one movement, namely Hinduism. In it, after all, there is still talk of the worship of gods. For the other currents, this applies only partially or not at all.

The word religion is actually better. A religion is primarily a social structure designed to live out a 'belief' or 'conviction'. You could argue that every deity is a religion, but that does not make every religion a deity. A divinity is a religion with one or more gods, but there are also other forms of religions such as deistic religions or pantheistic religions​[1] but also religions where there is no god image at all (non-theism).

However, instinctively, the link between the word religion and deity remains strong. Therefore, this book opts for the word ‘Worldview’ - "a view of life: what life means, what its value is and how it should be lived."

The word philosophy, as seen in the title Eastern philosophy, also deserves some explanation. Indeed, Eastern philosophy is very different from Western philosophy, which is based on classical Greek philosophy and has continued to develop from there. Unlike Western philosophy, Eastern philosophy does not adhere to a single system of thought; rather, thinkers span several centuries, interacting and influencing each other, creating diverse currents of thought.

Another important substantive difference is that Western philosophy is rooted in classical reason, which can be traced back to the works of Plato and Aristotle. Logic, reason, and factual truths play a major role in Western philosophy, making it a quest for truths. On the other hand, Eastern philosophy places a greater emphasis on everyday life, seeking good ways of dealing with life itself.

A final observation to conclude: From a religious point of view, it is striking that there has never been any conflict (literal and partly substantive) among the five Eastern worldviews. This stands in significant contrast to major religions like Christianity, Judaism, and Islam. One possible explanation may be the fact that in Eastern thought, less importance is attached to words. Words are not confused with reality; they are not considered absolute quantities but rather relative direction pointers. As a typical Zen saying puts it: 'the finger pointing at the moon is not the moon itself'.
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Hinduism is perhaps one of the most colorful movements in Eastern philosophy. It still has many followers and remains the main religion in India, the country of its origin.

The term "Hinduism" emerged in English literature only at the beginning of the 19th century. The word was mainly used as a collective term to denote the entire Indian culture of the last 2,000 years.

From a religious point of view, Hinduism is a diverse set of religions that worship a wide variety of powers, gods, or higher beings. What is striking is the high degree of tolerance in Hinduism. It allows each individual to choose how and under what name they want to worship the divine. The idea is that each person should adhere to the faith that best suits their spiritual level or aptitude. Hinduism tends to regard dissenting teachings as less expedient rather than incorrect. Hindus are also not obliged to certain forms of confession. In fact, tolerance goes so far that one does not cease to be a Hindu if they deviate from other Hindus in important respects or adopt a different religion.

Vedism and Brahmanism

It is not easy to pinpoint a clear starting point for Hinduism. No single founder is known, nor a single leader or authority. It is generally believed that Hinduism emerged from Brahmanism, which, in turn, emerged from Vedism. The historical line is as follows: Vedism - Brahmanism - Hinduism, with the beginning around 3000 BC (beginning of Vedism). These currents merged into each other and adopted parts of each other's teachings, resulting in the various shades of Hinduism we have today.​[2]

Vedism came to India around 1500 B.C. through Aryan tribes who entered India from the northwest and slowly but surely supplanted the existing Indus Civilization. The followers of Vedism believed in the existence of multiple gods who were responsible for the forces of nature. To propitiate the gods, rituals and ceremonies were used, among other things. Believers offered sacrifices to the gods to seek their benevolence and protection.

Over time, Vedic rituals became increasingly complicated, with numerous rules for chants and prayers emerging. It was believed that making mistakes in these rituals could lead to disasters. Only practiced priests, such as the Brahmins, could perform these rituals correctly. This led to the Brahmins slowly but surely gaining great power as they were given a monopoly on all religious functions. Vedism was thus eventually supplanted, and partly taken over, by Brahmanism.

In Brahmanism, the god Brahma takes center stage. Brahma is seen as the creator and Supreme God. Instead of the many gods of Vedism, a monotheistic religion emerged. Under the influence of Brahmanism, the caste system also emerged. According to a myth of the time, the brahmanas (clerics, the highest caste) were said to be created from the mouth of Brahma, the ksattriyas (warriors and nobility) from his arms, the vaishyas (traders and craftsmen) from his torso, and the shudras (lowest caste of laborers) from his feet.​[3]

In turn, around 700 BC, Brahmanism itself came under attack. New philosophical movements emerged, including the Sramanas, the Ajivakas, the Jainists, and the Paribbajakas. These new movements, whose roots included the Vedic religion, focused mainly on meditation and self-discipline as ways to attain self-knowledge, rather than emphasizing rituals as the Brahmins did.

Section: Caste system

The caste system, though officially abolished in 1950, still plays a role in Indian society. In it, the classical fourfold subdivision (Brahmins, Kshatriyas, Vaishyas, Shudras) is also present, although various ramifications and subdivisions can be distinguished within it. Below the lowest caste, the Shudras, is the group of "untouchables," the casteless, also called pariahs. This group of people was traditionally responsible for the dirty work of society, such as butchery, tanning, waste handling, and included mercenaries and contract killers.

A feature of the caste system is that the caste one is born into largely determines one's life, including occupation, social status, living rules, living situation, and marriage partner. Changing one's caste is not possible. Hindus believe that the caste a person is born into depends on karma (see below) from past lives.

Since the 19th century, there has been some relaxation in the caste system. Today, for instance, occupational barriers are less strong, but the social distinction is still present. Mahatma Gandhi's influence has also been important in this regard. Among other things, he referred to the casteless (Dalits) as "the angels of God." Caste discrimination is now internationally recognized as a form of racial discrimination.
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The six classical schools 

All these currents, whether early Vedism, Brahmanism, or later developments, are reflected in the current form of Hinduism. In it, six so-called schools, or basic philosophies, can be distinguished: Samkhya, Yoga, Nyaya, Vaisesika, Vedanta, and Mimamsa.​[4]

These schools are also called darshanas or fundamental visions. They can be divided into a religious direction, the Mimamsa, and the Vedanta; a more scientific one, the Vaisheshika and the Nyaya; and an analytical one, the Samkhya and the Yoga.

Each of these schools employs its own concepts and offers its own view of the path of salvation, the way to liberation. However, all recognize, each in its own way, the importance of the Veda.

Veda and Upanishads

The main source of Hinduism is the Veda, which is often described as sacred knowledge. The word "Veda" comes from the Sanskrit​[5] root "vid," which stands for knowing.

The Veda contains the body of sacred texts in Hinduism, dating back to around 1500 BC.​[6] Originally, the Veda consisted of four types of texts, called the four Samhitas (collections): the Rig-Veda, the Yajur-Veda, the Sâma-Veda, and the Atharva-Veda. Later, other texts such as the Brahmanas, the Aranyakas, and the Upanishads were added to them.

Usually, these texts are separated into two parts: the karma-kanda and the jnana-kanda. The karma-kanda (also called the outer part) deals with all forms of secular knowledge, such as prescriptions for ritual worship, prayers, and offerings, while the jnana-kanda (the inner part) deals mainly with spiritual knowledge.
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