
World Religions



Confucianism 



Origins of Confucianism

● By 500 BCE, the Zhou Dynasty had 
collapsed the China was in disorder

● From 500 - 221 BCE China entered the 
Warring States period 
○ Chaos, violence, and disorder reigned

● Some leaders wondered how order could be 
restored

● Legalism and Confucianism were both 
considered as solutions to the disorder of 
the Warring States period



Legalism

• Answers to China’s problems was in rules and laws
• High rewards and strong punishments
• Believed people were stupid and short-sighted
• Only the state and its rulers could help people find 

the right path
• Promoted soldiers and farmers - essential functions
• Suppressed merchants, aristocrats, scholars, and 

other “useless” classes
• Used in China under the rule of Shihuangdi and the 

Qin Dynasty (221-206 BCE) but the short dynasty 
discredited the effectiveness of Legalism

• Later dynasties embraced Confucianism 



Early Beginnings of 
Confucianism

● Roots of Confucianism date back hundreds of years before the 
birth of Confucius in 552 B.C.E.

● Many values were espoused during Shang dynasty China (ca. 
1766 – 1050 B.C.E.) (i.e. ancestor worship, value of education 
and leading virtuously) 

● Values returned during the Zhou dynasty (1050 – 771 B.C.E.) but 
in 6th century B.C.E.

● power of emperors began to deteriorate – various scholars had 
ideas on how to rebuild order

● One was Confucius – and his ideas gained the most support



Confucianism – Core Values
● “humanistic philosophy” not a supernatural religion
● this-worldly, practical, concerned with human relationships, 

effective government, and social harmony  
● Focused on achieving ren: human-heartedness, benevolence, 

goodness, nobility heart
● Achieve ren through personal reflection, education, willingness to 

strive continuously to perfect your moral character
● Harmony, education, respect for ancestors
● Education led to moral progress

– Language, history, philosophy, and ethics
– Applied to practical problems of government



Confucian Ideals

● Yang = light, dry, hard, warm, and 
masculine

● Yin = dark, moist, soft, cold, and feminine 
- associated with the earth, subjects, 
weakness, emotion, and darkness

● Everything in the universe, from the 
functioning of the state to individual 
human relationships and a person’s 
health, has yin and yang qualities

● The goal is to keep these two aspects of 
existence in balance so that harmony can 
prevail



According to Confucian 
beliefs, if the superior 
party in each of these 
relationships behaved 

with sincerity, 
benevolence, and 

genuine concern for 
others, then the inferior 

party would be 
motivated to respond 
with deference and 

obedience. Harmony 
would then prevail. 



Key Texts of Confucianism

● Confucius believed that the book we now know as 
the Five Classics held the most important 
teachings. 

● The first book, the Analects, contains Confucius’s 
own teachings and show how following the rites 
of the early emperors correctly provides a model 
for ideal human and governmental behavior. 



Filial Piety
●Honoring and respecting your 
parents and ancestors. A key belief 
of Confucianism. 

●Harmonious families build a 
harmonious state

●One should put community first
●Willingness to work and respect 
the social hierarchy.



Filial Piety Today

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ybxNkpS5q-g


1. What characteristics of 
Confucian society are 
demonstrated in this video?

2. Do we see these 
characteristics demonstrated 
in our society today? Explain.

The family as a model for political life, with focus 
on filial piety

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WZzWCXgDmkY


http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PoJeL-8yRvU


Daoism
● Ridiculed the motives of Confucianism claiming 

moral improvement and good government would 
make things worse

● Encouraged spontaneous, individualist behavior
● Encouraged people to withdraw from the world of 

political and social activities and disengage from 
public life

● Imagined a utopian society without the oppression 
of government 

● Downplayed the male/female hierarchy in favor of 
balance between the sexes 

● The simple life: reading poetry, meditating, 
enjoying landscape paintings, walking in nature



Daoism
● At heart of Daoist belief is the concept of the Dao, 

or the Way. 
● Dao = eternal unfaltering principle that underpins 

the universe
● Following Dao you can expect long & healthy life 

and possibility of joining the immortals in Heaven
● There must be balance – the ying and the yang
● People must live in harmony with one another 

and the cosmos
● Interested in spiritual harmony, inner balance, 

which bring healthy mind & body



http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cJMwBwFj5nQ


Daoism
● Like Confucianism, Daoism also 

uses the symbol of yin & yang to 
signify important concepts

● Yang = masculine and related to 
heaven, rulers, strength, 
rationality and light

● Ying = lower feminine principle 
associated with the earth, 
subjects, weakness, emotion, 
and darkness



Laozi
● Most prominent writer to add to the 

ideas of Daoism 
● Wrote the Daode jing (or Tao Te Ching) 
● Daoism’s other texts = Zhuangzi and 

Huainanzi
● Explore ideal of following a path, or 

Dao, that is in tune with the cosmos, 
the relationship between people and 
the universe, and meditation practices



Daoism in Art



Daoism in Art



Daoism

Mountains and rivers are 
regarded as sacred in 

Daoism, which looks to 
the harmony and serenity 
of the natural world as a 

model for spiritual 
balance. 



Zoroastrianism 



Zoroaster likely lived between 1500 and 1000 BC, 
but some scholarship suggests he may have been a 
contemporary of Persian emperors Cyrus the Great 
and Darius I (Credit: Alamy)



 Zoroaster, aka Zarathustra 
6c BCE:

Good Thoughts, Good Deed, Good Words

“Tree of Life”



Zoroastrianism may have been the first monotheistic 
religion, and its emphasis on dualities, such as heaven 
and hell, appear in Judaism, Christianity and Islam 
(Credit: Alamy)



• One God - Monotheism
• Zoroastrians believe in one God, 

called Ahura Mazda (meaning 
'Wise Lord'). He is compassionate, 
just, and is the creator of the 
universe.

Ahura Mazda is:
– Omniscient (knows everything)
– Omnipotent (all powerful)
– Omnipresent (is everywhere)
– Impossible for humans to conceive
– Unchanging
– The Creator of life
– The Source of all goodness and 

happiness



Dualistic Battle of Good vs. 
Evil

Ahura Mazda

Spenta 
Mainyu: 

“Holy Spirit”

Ahriman

Angra Mainyu:
“Destructive 

Spirit”



Zoroastrians worship in fire temples, such as this one 
in Yazd, Iran – they believe fire and water are the 
twin agents of purity and necessary for ritual 
cleansing (Credit: Alamy)



• There is no reincarnation at death…that’s it
• The moment of death is the moment 

of truth-Judgment Day- if good, 
cross bridge into House of happiness - 
heaven

• If bad, fall off bridge into fiery pit - 
hell

• Dead left in “Towers of Silence” 
– Suspended between heaven 

and hell bodies consumed by 
vultures, sacred birds and the 
soul moves onward



Towers of Silence, such as this one in 
Chilpyk, Uzbekistan, are where 
Zoroastrians would leave the bodies of the 
dead to be consumed by birds (Credit: 
Alamy)



Extent of 
Zoroastrianism

-Did not spread widely beyond Persia. Alexander and later Islam were disastrous for the faith.

-Small minority in Iran remains, mostly in mountains 



Hinduism



Hinduism has no single 
founder, but originated 
from the mixing of  
Harappan and Aryan 
cultures in ancient India 
around 1500 BCE.

Hindus believe in one 
unifying spirit, 
Brahman.   Brahman 
can manifest in many, 
polytheistic, forms or in 
one, monotheistic.



Hinduism is based on 
the concept of  
reincarnation (Spirits 
return to earth many 
times in different forms 
trying to become one 
with Brahman).  The 
soul moves up or down 
a hierarchy depending 
on their behavior in life.  

A person moves closer 
to Brahman by obeying 
the law of  karma.  
Karma is the sum of  all 
your deeds, good and 
bad.  Good deeds 
involve following your 
dharma, or duties 
dependent on your 
position, gender and 
occupation. 



The caste system (outlawed since 1948) was an 
important part of  Hinduism.  Castes are social classes 
into which a person is born and lives their entire life.  If  
a person has a good karma they may be reincarnated 
into a higher caste.  

This life Next life

Born 
into
A 

caste

Good 
Karma

Bad Karma

Higher 
caste

Lower 
caste



The caste system separated Indian society 
into distinct social classes in which everyone 
knew their place and believed that if  they 
followed the dharma of  their caste, they 
would be reincarnated into a better caste.

Brahmin

Kshatriya

Vaisya 

Sudra

Untouchables



Over the centuries Hindu 
beliefs were recorded 
into a number of  sacred 
texts including the Vedas 
and the Upanishads.

The Ramayana is a 
Hindu creation story.



Buddhism



• Buddhism was 
founded by 
Siddhartha Gautama 
in northern India 
around 560 BCE. 

• Gautama was born 
into a wealthy Hindu 
family, but renounced 
his wealth to seek 
spiritual 
enlightenment.



~Buddhism spread 
through cultural 
diffusion to 
eastern Asia, 
including China, 
Thailand, Korea 
and Japan.  

~In other areas, 
Buddhism was 
adapted and took 
on new forms.



Buddhism is based on the Four Noble Truths.

1.  All life is 
suffering.

2.  Suffering is 
caused by desire for 
things that are 
illusions.

3.  The way to 
eliminate suffering 
is to eliminate 
desire.

4.  Following the 
Eightfold path will 
help people to 
overcome desire.







Buddhism like 
Hinduism:

Reincarnation

Karma

Dharma

But not

Caste system

Hindu gods

Hindu 
priesthood

Buddhism has much in common with Hinduism, 
but important differences.



                                         

Buddha did not record his teachings, but after he 
died, his followers collected them into the 
Tripitaka.



Today’s Tibetan 
Buddhists are 
led by the Dalai 
Lama, who 
advocates for 
freedom from 
China.



Judaism



Judaism originated in the Middle East 
around 1000 BCE.  According to Jewish 
tradition, God chose the Hebrews and 
helped them to escape slavery in Egypt.  
Judaism was one of  the first monotheistic 
religions.



Basic Beliefs of  
Judaism

~The Torah is a 
sacred scripture 
recording laws and 
events in Jewish 
history.  

~The Old Testament 
of  the Bible includes 
the Torah.



~God gave 
Hebrews the 10 
Commandments 
through Moses.

  ~The Ten 
Commandments 
describe how 
people should 
behave toward 
God and one 
another.



God made a covenant, 
or promise to 
Abraham to be the  
God of  the Hebrews.

Judaism had a great 
influence on the later 
development of  
Christianity and Islam.



Jews were discriminated against in the Roman Empire 
and eventually kicked out of  their homeland, Israel, in 
what is known as the Diaspora.





Christianity



Christianity originated from Judaism 
about 30 CE.  
Christians believe that Jesus was a 
Messiah, or savior
Sent by God to bring eternal life to 
anyone who would follow him.  Jesus 
accepted the Ten Commandments 
and also preached equality of  man 
before God.  The sacred text of  
Christianity is the Bible.  Although the 
Romans originally felt threatened by 
the Christians, and therefore allowed 
Jesus to be crucified, Christianity 
eventually became the official religion 
of  the Roman Empire.



Islam



Islam originated in 
the Middle East 
around 622 CE 
with the Prophet, 
Muhammad.  
Muhammad was 
born in Mecca and 
traveled to Medina 
in a journey called 
the hijra, that 
became the 
founding of  Islam.

Muslim 
worshippers 
follow 
scriptures 
called the 
Quran, or 
Koran.  The 
collection of  
Islamic laws is 
also known as 
the Sharia.



Five Pillars of  Islam

1. Faith in one God, Allah—monotheism

2.  Five times daily prayer toward 
Mecca

3. Help for the poor

4. Fasting during the holy month of  
Ramadan

5. Pilgrimage to holy city of  Mecca



Spread of  Islam--In the 150 years following the 
death of  Muhammad, Islam spread through trade, 
missionaries  and conquest into Asia and Africa. 


