HINDUISM:
Historical Background
About 1500 BC E, Indo-Aryan speaking pastoral peoples migrated from Inner Eurasia across the Khyber Pass and other passes into India, though we have little idea of their numbers. In any case, they established military dominance over the native, Dravidian-speaking populations. 

Eventually, they settled on the plains of the Indus and Ganges River basins and developed an agrarian civilization with a distinctive social structure. Much intermarriage with Dravidians probably occurred. By the mid-seventh century BCE, this civilization became the basis of the Magbadha Kingdom.
The Beginnings of the Caste System

As in the rest of the world, complex society in India involved social division. At the top, a small elite concentrated in its hands most of the power, authority, wealth, and privilege. Everyone else, which was the vast majority, worked hard, got little and, most of the time, did what they were told. In India this system of social division became, over many centuries, especially elaborate and rigid. It is called, in English the caste system.
The caste system did not fully emerge until later in Indian history, but fundamentally it involved a hierarchal system of four levels or castes (varna in Hindi) which can best be understood when seen as a pyramid.
The Brahmins, the top caste, were the priestly families whose main job was to perform sacrificial rituals in order to satisfy the Indo-Aryan gods. The Kshatriyas were the governing families. They collaborated with and supported the religious authority of the priests and shared the wealth of the land with them. In return, the priests asked the gods to favor society and instructed the people to obey the Kshatriyas. The Vaishyas were the farmers, herders, merchants, and artisans who produced most of the wealth. The Shudras, the lowest level class, tended to be socially despised by other groups, and they did manual labor.
Gradually, this social order came to be enforced by elaborate custom. Rules existed about who could have which jobs, who could or could not eat with whom, who could or could not intermarry, who was ritually “polluted” and who was not. In later centuries, the four main castes were divided into hundreds of sub-castes (jaisit), each with its own complex obligations and taboos. As time went on, the castes and sub-castes became rigid. For example, if one was born a member of the clothes washing sub-caste, then that person’s children and children’s children would be clothes washers as well. 
In addition to the four major castes, there was a fifth group of people, the outcasts. As the name implies, they existed outside the caste system. As such, they were assigned to jobs that were considered unclean, or “polluting.” These jobs included cremating the dead, disposing of trash, and disposing of the corpses of dead animals. Outcasts were considered “untouchable” by members of the four castes. In some areas of the country, just making contact with the shadow of an outcast was considered polluting and required ritual cleansing.
Note:

The government of India legally abolished the caste system in 1949. While the law has been effective in urban centers, caste restrictions, especially with regard to outcasts—today known as Dalit, persist in many rural communities. 
Hindu Gods

Early Hindu theology is known to us mainly from the Upanishads, a collection of sacred texts composed in Sanskrit, the Indo-European language of Brahmin devotion. These texts, which emerged between about 800 and 500 BCE, present the idea of Brahman, the infinite essence of the universe and the principle of all being. Brahman is the soul of the universe which contains the soul of every individual. Other principal gods are aspects or manifestations of Brahman the Creator. Those deities include Vishnu the Preserver and Shiva the Destroyer, both of whom are worshiped in more than one form. Hindus worship hundreds of other gods as well. Hinduism has neither a centralized religious organization nor a specific set of doctrines. As it has spread, Hinduism has taken varying forms in various parts of South Asia and incorporated local gods and ideas.
Reincarnation

By the sixth century BCE, the concept of reincarnation had appeared in Hinduism. Reincarnation is the belief that, when a person dies, his or her soul is born again in a new body.  After being purified in a number of existences, the soul is finally released from this earth and becomes one with the soul of Brahman.
A Hindu’s life, therefore, is an attempt to achieve oneness with Brahman. This is done by obedience to the moral law (dharma), which involves self-knowledge, productive labor, and strict dedication to the rituals and duties of family, occupation, and caste. In short, one has to be the best Brahmin, Kshatriya, Vaishya, Sutra, or outcaste that one can be in order to progress to a higher caste. Progress is governed by karma, the force of one’s past life. If one has lived properly in a past life, then one may find oneself reborn in a higher caste. Eventually, if a person

continues to live well, she or he will be reborn as a Brahmin. When one has lived life perfectly as a Brahmin, one’s soul will be freed. If, on the other hand, one does not live a righteous life, that person risks being reincarnated into a lower caste or, even worse, as an animal. One’s social rank in life, then, reflects one’s past lives.
The principal of reincarnation provided religious support to the rigid caste system. It justified the privileges of the upper caste at one extreme and ill-treatment of outcasts at the other. According to belief, Brahmin’s had clearly earned their high status by living good lives in previous incarnations while outcasts, obviously, had lived badly and could justifiably be despised. At the same time, reincarnation gave members of the lower castes and the outcasts hope that they too might move farther up the social ladder in their next life. It also tended to keep the lowest castes in line. If people revolted against their status, then they were insuring that their soul would not “move up” in the next life. If the caste system seems rigid, unfair, and cruel to us in the twenty-first century, it did have arguable social uses. It provided a framework for society in which all individuals knew “where they stood” in relation to other members of society. Also, castes and sub-castes had privileges of regulating their own internal affairs without interference from other castes. In times of rapid economic or social change, the caste system provided an anchor of stability. However, its principles, like slavery, are incompatible today with ideals of equality and human rights.

