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5c: A Hindu Perspective


Unit Overview

Background information 

This unit builds on Unit 1b (11-14) on Hinduism and seeks to help pupils explore the relationship between science and the Hinduism.  It will ask the question ‘Is the religion of Hinduism encouraging of science or are there areas of conflict?’ It does this by comparing and contrasting real-life individuals such as the Hindus Swami Vivekananda, Anindita Baslev and Mark Bhagwandin with scientists such as Tesla and Einstein. Wherever possible students are encouraged to reflect upon recorded interviews and other audio-visual material in order to both make the experience ‘more real’ and to give them a more personal perspective on the key question.

General notes


Hindu cosmology




    

Hinduism is the oldest world religion and has evolved over a period of thousands of years. Because it is so difficult to pin down exactly what Hinduism is, some have chosen to refer to it simply as ‘sanatana dharma’ or eternal truth as contained in the ancient writings of the Vedas, the later Upanishads, the Bhagavad Gita and the myriad of sacred texts held dear by different groups of Hindus.

The Vedas are regarded as the most ancient and sacred writings of Hinduism. They contain reflections on the mystery of the universe and our presence in it as well as those cosmic forces which shape, sustain and destroy.

The Hymn of Creation in the Rig Veda states that in the beginning nothing existed except the ‘self-existent’ and that no one can know how creation occurred or where, maybe not even ‘He’, for even the gods came after creation. Yet the Vedas make it clear that the world is the work of a supreme architect.

There is no reference to the idea that the world was created for humans to enjoy or that we are created in the image of God, as in Genesis. The Vedas adopt a sense of detachment when looking at the universe. It is not an anthropic universe made for the benefit of human beings. Nor is it a geocentric universe, which sees the earth at its centre. Instead one could argue that it is more heliocentric, with the sun and its heat being referred to as the thing from which all was born, according to the Hymn.

One of the most famous hymns at the end of the Rig Veda, called the Purusha Sukta or Hymn of Purusha, describes Purusha as a cosmic giant, the macrocosmic Person filling the heavens who is sacrificed and from his body come the three early Vedas, the four classes of men and the gods of nature. 
Does Hinduism encourage science?

The later writings of the Upanishads make it clear that human beings can learn the secrets of the origins of the universe and other secret truths about the cosmos. There are stories of mortals being able to receive these secrets. The key to this understanding lies within our own consciousness rather than through empirical scientific research and experiment. However, a great deal is written about the relationship between the ‘observer’ and the ‘observed’. It is a metaphysical explanation rather than one from the point of view of physics which is the scientific study of the properties and interactions between matter and energy.

According to the famous Upanishadic saying ‘tat tvam asi’ ‘That thou art’ every conscious being is like a spark from the great source of all things, Brahman, the cosmic consciousness. We are all manifestations of Brahman and when we die we re-merge with the source from which we came in the first place, Brahman. Just as the drop of water merges with the ocean, so the human soul merges with Brahman and becomes indistinguishable from it. According to this teaching there is no distinction between observer and observed.

This is the world-view according to Vedanta, which was one of the six schools of Hindu philosophy based on the Upanishads. Brahman is the self-existent impersonal Absolute soul of the universe. The Absolute pervades and fills the universe and is everywhere yet cannot be described. The world as we know it is made up of prana and akasha, energy and matter. Prana or energy is associated with the breath of life or life force and is that which animates everything. Akasha is matter or ether, the substance once thought to fill all space. It is this branch of Hindu philosophy that was explored by the scientist and inventor Tesla who met with Swami Vivekananda, a proponent of Vedanta, and studied under him for a while in the late 19thc. Tesla came to use the terms Prana and Akasha in his writings.

In another of the Hindu schools of philosophy, Samkhya, the Purusha mentioned in the Rig Veda is the ultimate soul or spiritual reality in relationship with prakriti or nature. The dualism of prakriti and purusha did not include the idea of God, though later some form of theism did creep in.

The ultimate goal of Hinduism is moksha or release and there are various ways in which this can be achieved. The unit explores some of these ways and considers the interplay between science and Hinduism in the process. One could argue that the real debate hinges on the distinction between wisdom and knowledge as Anindita Baslev puts it in the Counterbalance interviews. The viewpoints of Axel Michaels in his book on Hinduism could be used to stimulate debate over the validity of one ‘worldview’ over another and whether the ‘scientisation’ of life enhances our worldview or whether a more ‘experiential’ view is preferable.

Key Quotations 

 “The insights that are present in various religions should be treated as a great resource to help us to understand the religious dimension of these cosmological models.” 

(Anindita Baslev on the Rig Veda)

“I myself have been told by some of the best scientific minds of the day how wonderfully rational the conclusions of the Vedanta are.” 

 (Swami Vivekananda on Tesla)

“Hinduism in a unique way reconciled the mystery of creation by describing creation as a process of evolution. That evolution was not just human evolution but also the evolution of the entire universe.” 

(Mark Bhagwandin)

Aims of the topic

At the end of the topic most students will:

· have an understanding of some important passages from the Vedas

· have reflected on the meaning of these passages

· understand the main ideas and beliefs underpinning Hindu attitudes towards creation and the universe

· have evaluated how far Hindu ideas harmonise or not with scientific ones.

Some will not have progressed as far but will:

· have a basic understanding of some important passages from the Vedas,

· have begun to reflect on their meaning

· understand what Hinduism teaches about the universe and the role of moksha or salvation

· have considered how far Hindu ideas harmonise or not with scientific ones.

Others will have progressed further and will:

· have a good understanding of some important passages from the Vedas

· have reflected on their meaning in relation to the science and religion debate.

· have identified key points and the main ideas underpinning Hindu attitudes towards the universe and the way this contributes to specific worldview

· be able to use key Sanskrit terms in the glossary alongside scientific terms referred to in the materials

· have evaluated how far Hindu ideas harmonise or not with scientific ones from a range of viewpoints.

Key Questions/concepts

· The Vedas as the most sacred texts of Hindus

· Key ideas from the philosophies of Samkhya and Vedanta

· Notions of energy and matter in both Hinduism and science

· Kinetic and electromagnetic energy in the theories of Tesla and Einstein

· Einstein’s Theory of Special Relativity E=mc2
· Moksha or salvation/release in Hinduism

· The Hindu cyclical view of time versus a linear view of time

· Knowledge versus wisdom

Learning Objectives / Outcomes

At 16-18

· To consider what the Purusha Sukta says about the creation of the world

· To consider what it says about the central role of sacrifice in creation and in the maintenance of the natural order and compare this with a modern scientific worldview

· To be prepared to consider issues it raises and the extent to which it provides helpful answers and compare it with scientific understandings

· To learn basic ideas about the Samkhya system of philosophy especially the concepts of purusha (spirit) and prakriti (materiality) and compare these with modern scientific notions of energy and matter

· To consider Hindu understandings of causation and the nature of the person in comparison with scientific understandings

Resources

Hinduism Past and Present, Axel Michaels Princeton University Press 2004 ISBN 0-691-08953-1

Introducing Einstein, Joseph Schwartz & Michael McGuinness, Icon Books Cambridge 1979 ISBN 1-84046-060-1

Key Web links

· www.counterbalance.org
· www.thehinduuniverse.com 

Unit resources

· Powerpoint on The Hymn of Creation from the Rig Veda

· Video clip of Mark Bhagwandin (Hindu)

· Video clips of Anindita Balslev from Counterbalance web site

· Lesson Plans 1-3 with accompanying worksheets and resource sheets

Curriculum Links

OCR AS/A2 Philosophy of Religion and ethics course 2766  + 2776 Hinduism
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