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To understand the meaning of Dharma, I will look back at the beginning of Hinduism, which started in the Indus Valley, south India, as well as examples of Dharma like the Bhagavad Gita.

The people of this region were Dravidian, meaning they were indigenous to that part of India, and the city that was excavated in 1921 by Sir John Marshal was known as Mohenjo Daro and was said to be one of the most well preserved cities to be found. The city itself was thought to have been egalitarian, with no monuments or distinctive buildings of worship (although feminine figurines were also excavated and some think these may be fertility symbols, belonging to a cult of the time), and an excellent water system, e.g. sewers, the Great Bath, working toilets etc. Six hundred years later, the city had collapsed, and the reasoning as to why is still unknown but there are theories; concerning the weather, extreme climate change, or the introduction of a new religion. More than forty skeletons were found in their homes, their placement unusual, and Paul Bahn the British archaeologist describes them as, “‘strangely contorted’”[Paul Bahn] “and incomplete remains of nine individuals”[Paul Bahn] , where the massacre theory is explored further.
A popular theory is that there was a mass massacre with the introduction of a new people, the Aryans’. Contrary to Nazi propaganda and Hitler’s’ ideal super race, the Aryan people were thought to be Indo-European travelers instead, and they settled in the Indus Valley. With their migration it is believed Hinduism was a direct result, which introduces us to the Vedic period. During this period the Vedas texts were composed, Vedas meaning; liturgical (public worship) texts detailing life during the period. Vedas were composed and shared orally by important figures in the community, as the culture was tribal and pastoral. 

They contained texts like the Bhagavad Gita, Brahmanas (Karma-kanda) and hymns of praise to various deities [Hilary Rodrigues, An Introduction to Hinduism]. These are known as The Vedic Samhitas, and within them is the knowledge of how to conduct the sacrificial ritual of Yajna to bring in the New Year. The sacrifice in question is done by throwing possessions (silk, food, animals, etc.) into a pit of fire for Agni (the South-Eastern god of fire) to transport to the Gods so that the people may receive blessings and good Karma. This sacrifice is carried out by a Brahmin, a priest who is learned in the scripture, to recite hymns such as; ‘I Pray to Agni’ [P.C.; The Rig Veda; 1.1-97] and, ‘We Have Drunk the Soma’ [P.C.; The Rig Veda;8.48-134], hymns to gods that are specifically important to the Yajna. It is important to specify here that there isn’t a central figure in Hinduism, not like there is in the Abrahamic religions, Agni is one of the more popular gods, but so is Indra the King of the Heavens, as they both have approx. two hundred hymns dedicated to them in the Rig Veda.  

If people could not afford to throw their possessions into the fire pit they would have a patron or sponsor (Yajamana) to do so for them, a wealthier person in their community would sacrifice some possessions for them in hopes of getting good Karma in return for their charity. If the ritual isn’t performed properly there are consequences not only for the individual and the community but possibly for the cosmos.
The Vedas texts are also known as Shruti/Sruti, divine knowledge similar to revelation and comes from the Sanskrit verbal root “sru,” to hear [Hilary Rodrigues, An Introduction to Hinduism].Initially an oral tradition, the Samhita and Brahmana texts have had a long time to formulate, almost an entire millennia to form and change, and are more a set of instructions on how to correctly proceed with rituals and sacrifices.

Dharma does not have a direct translation, as it has no equivalent in any western languages, it has too many associations with the word to expressly mean one thing [Gavin Flood, an Introduction to Hinduism].The words it corresponds with the most are; ‘duty’, ‘justice’ and ‘law’, and historians have come to the conclusion that Dharma is religious and moral law that specifically looks at the individual and how they conduct themselves, this is both morally and in a ritual sense [Gavin Flood, an Introduction to Hinduism]. Dharma is dependent on an individual’s class ‘Varna’ and their age  ‘Ashrama’, and so with this is mind their Dharma is dependent upon Varnashrama. There are four different classes to take into account when thinking of Varna, e.g. the Brahmins (priests), the Kshatrya (kings and warriors), the Vaishya (Merchants, farmers and artisans) and the Shudras (slaves and servants). The Shudras were the indigenous peoples, the Dravidian's and they had no rights in relation to the rituals, because of their ‘outsider’ status. However, every Varna had to play their part in the preservation of Dharma and the ensuing Rta (Meaning: cosmic order).
