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1.1

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

After going through this unit, you will be able to:
 identify the various source materials for the study of history of ancient India
 discuss different literary sources for the study of ancient Indian history
 discuss the importance of various archaeological sources for the study of ancient
Indian history.

1.2

INTRODUCTION

This is the first unit of this course. In this unit, we are going to discuss the sources
available for studying the ancient Indian history. Sources are the very backbone of
history. Unfortunately, there was no systematic tradition of history writing in ancient
India. But, over the years the long untiring efforts of historians have brought to light
numerous sources for the study of the past. These sources are in the form of
indigenous literature, foreign literature, inscriptions, coins and material remains.
Broadly the indigenous literature and foreign literature can be termed as Literary
Sources, while the inscriptions, coins and material remains are called the
Archaeological Sources.
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1.3

SOURCES OF ANCIENT INDIAN HISTORY

The history of ancient India can be fairly reconstructed only with the help of the
sources. The sources are broadly divided into literary sources and archaeological
sources. Literary sources are further divided into indigenous literature and foreign
literature. Archaeological sources are divided into inscriptions, coins and material
remains. We are now going to discuss all these different forms of sources separately
in sub- headings.

1.4

LITERARY SOURCES

Every one of you know the meaning of the term ‘literary’ that is something in written
form. Though there was absence of proper history writing in ancient India, yet there
was a huge body of literary materials which speak about our past. However there is
no single literary record that can be used as a common source for the whole period of
ancient Indian history. The Vedas, Epics, Upanishads, Puranas and other religious
scriptures throw much light on the history of ancient India. Besides these the accounts
of foreign travellers also help us in reconstructing our past. Let us discuss them in
detail in the following sub-sections.

1.4.1 Indigenous Literature
Do you know what indigenous literature is? Indigenous literature means the native or
local literature. In the context of our study it means Indian literature. Scholars
consider ancient Indian literature as a great help to know the ancient history of India.
Ancient literature of India is mostly of religious nature. But there are also host of
secular literature which may well be of great help to reconstruct the history of ancient
India.
Old Hindu texts like the Vedas, the Upanishadas, the Puranas, the Epics and other
Dharmashastras depict a clear picture of India of that period. The Vedic literature
proves to be an important source for ancient Indian history. The Rig Veda is the
oldest Indian literature and it gives us a good deal of information regarding the socioreligious and political condition of the early Indo Aryans. Equally informative are the
other three Vedas namely Sama, Yajur and Atharva Veda. The Upanishadas tell us
about the philosophical thoughts of our ancestors. You surely know that the
Ramayana and the Mahabharata are the two greatest Epics of India. These two Epics
describe the social and political life of the later Vedic Aryans. The Puranas also serve
as important sources. Do you know how many Puranas are there? There are
altogether eighteen Puranas. But only five of them namely, Matsya, Vayu, Bhabisya,
Vishnu and Bhagavata are historically important. These Puranas give dynastic lists of
different ancient Indian dynasties like Haryanka, Sishunaga, Nanda, Maurya, etc.
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Buddhist and Jain literatures are also very important sources. The stories of Jataka
provide numerous information regarding the different aspects of the contemporary
society. Famous Buddhist literature like Dipavamsha and Mahavamsha enlighten us
about the history of Buddhism. Milindapanho is another important Buddhist text.
Among the old Jain literature mention may be made of Bhagawati Sutra, Kalpa
Sutra, Parishistha Parvana, etc. In the Bhagawati Sutra, we find the names of the
sixteen great states (solasa mahajanapada) of the 6th century B.C. The Kalpasutra,
composed by Bhadrabahu, describes the life stories of the Jain religious heads called
Tirthangkaras including Lord Mahavira. The Parishistha Parvana of Hema Chandra
gives us different information regarding the Mauryan age.
In addition to these religious texts, a number of secular literatures had been written in
ancient India. In this regard mention may be made of Panini’s Astadhyayi, Patanjali’s
Mahabhashya, Kautilya’s Arthasastra, Bhasa’s Sapnabasavadattam, Sudraka’s
Mricchakatikam,
Kalidas’s
Abhijnanashakuntalam,
Raghuvamsam,
Kumarasamvawam and Malabikagnimitram, Vishakhadatta’s Mudra Rakshasha
and Devichandraguptam, etc. All these literary works give us useful data regarding
the social, political, economic and religious life style of contemporary India.
We are highly fortunate that we have a few scientific literary works in ancient India
that give us a glimpse into the scientific activities of those days. These sources inform
us that India, in olden times, was far advanced in the field of astronomy, mathematics
and medical science. The Pancha Siddhant of Varahamihir is regarded as the Bible
of Indian astronomy. Aryabhatta wrote outstanding astronomical books like
Dasagitika Sutra, Aryastasata, Aryabhattiya, etc. Charak Sanghita by Charak is an
important book on medical science. All these books, though dealing with different
branches of science, contribute a lot towards our historical knowledge.
LET US KNOW
Aryabhatta was the most renowned astronomer of ancient India. By linking
astronomy with mathematics, Aryabhatta opened up a new era in the study of Indian
astronomy. He was the first Indian astronomer to declare that the earth rotates around
the sun. He also gave scientific explanations for lunar eclipse. Again, it was
Aryabhatta who calculated that the solar year consists of 365 days. For his
remarkable contributions to the field of astronomy, Aryabhatta has been regarded as
the Indian Newton.
Biographical writings are also an important form of sources. The biographical
literatures are mostly about kings written by their court poets. Being written by the
court poets these biographies are naturally full of exaggerations. However, we may
find immense historical information by thoroughly scrutinizing these works. Some
important examples of biographies are Harshacharita of Banabhatta,
Vikramankadevacharita of Bilhana, Gaudavaho of Vakpatiraja, Ramacharita of
Sandhyakara Nandi, etc.
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Equally important are the local histories written on different regions of our country.
Among these local histories the most authentic work is undoubtedly the history of
Kashmir known as Rajtarangini by Kalhana. It was probably the first historical book
of India. While composing this great book, Kalhana followed a scientific approach by
examining all available data. The Rajtarangini deeply impressed the future historians
of Kashmir and a number of chronicles were composed in the model of this work.
Another important source for the history of ancient India is the Sangam Literature of
South India. The Sangam Literature is the creation of the Tamil poets. In Tamil
language Sangam means the confluence of poets. Sangam Literature furnishes us
with vast information regarding the social, economic, religious and political condition
of South India. Manimekhaloi, Kurala, Silappadikaram, etc. are the few important
examples of this rich literary period.
CHECK YOUR PROGRESS
Q 1: What is the nature of the ancient literature of India?
______________________________________________
Q 2: Name the oldest Indian literature?
_______________________________________________
Q 3: What do you know about Milindapanho?
_______________________________________________
Q 4: Who wrote Pancha Siddhant ?
_______________________________________________

1.4.2 Foreign Literature
India is fortunate to have a variety of foreign literature. Foreign literature generally
includes the writings of the foreigners some of whom came to India with different
purposes and left accounts of their travel of this country. But there were also some
other historians like Herodotus and Taranath who never visited India, but gathered
information from different sources and mentioned it in their writings. Herodotus is a
Greek historian. For being the forerunner in the field of history writing, Herodotus is
considered the ‘Father of History’. Taranath is a Tibetan historian. His books named
Dulva and Tangyur are important sources for the history of Buddhism.
Among the foreign writers the Greeks were the first to visit India. Alexander’s
invasion of India inaugurated a new era of Indo Greek relationship. The mighty
Greek conqueror was accompanied by many historians like Nearchus, Onesicritus,
etc. These historians recorded remarkable information about North-Western India and
of course about Alexander’s campaign. However, the most remarkable Greek
historian to have visited India was none other than Megasthenes. Megasthenes was
the ambassador of the Greek general Seleukos to the court of the Mauryan Emperor
Chandragupta Maurya. His book on India called Indika is of immense historical
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value. Among other important writings the most outstanding are Ptolemy’s
Geography, Pliny’s Natural History, etc. The Periplus of the Erythrean Sea by some
anonymous Greek sailor is another essential book to know about the ports, harbours
and commercial life of India in the 1st century A.D.
The Chinese pilgrims came to India to study Buddhism in the land of its birth. During
the reign of the Gupta monarch Chandragupta II, Fa-Hien visited India and stayed
here for a period of about fifteen years. He left a very vivid descriptive account of his
visit to this country. I-Tsing was another notable Chinese traveller. He composed a
number of books on Buddhism in India. However, the most renowned Buddhist
scholar to visit India was undoubtedly Hiuen-Tsang. Hiuen-Tsang came to India
during the reign of Harshavardhana. He made a wide travel throughout India and his
travel diary called Si-Yu-Ki forms an important source for the socio religious history
of that period. Although Buddhism was his main focus, Hiuen-Tsang left some
important information regarding the contemporary political situation in India.
The writings of the Mohammedan scholars, who visited India since the 8th century
A.D., are also very significant sources. Al beruni came to India with Sultan Mahmud
of Ghazni. In his book called Tahaqiq-i-Hind, he gives a beautiful account of the
Hindu manners, science and literature. Another important work is the Tabaqat-iNasiri of Minhajuddin Siraj. Among the other Mohammedan writers mention may be
made of Al-Masudi, Nizamuddin, Hasan Nizami, etc.
CHECK YOUR PROGRESS
Answer the following questions:
Q 5: Who wrote Indika?
.............................................................................................
Q 6: Name the books written by Taranath.
………………………………………………………..........
Q 7: With whom Nearchus and Onesicritus came to India?
..............................................................................................
Q 8: Who was the author of Gaudavaho?
..............................................................................................
Q 9: Who was Al-Masudi?
..............................................................................................

1.5

ARCHAEOLOGICAL SOURCES

Archaeology is considered the backbone of the art of historiography. It provides the
concrete picture of our past. It has three branches- epigraphy or inscription, coins or
numismatic and material remains or monuments.
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1.5.1 Inscriptions
Do you know what the term ‘inscription’ means? An inscription is writing engraved
on stones, pillars or caves by the ruling kings or in some instances by his officers.
The kings issued inscriptions for different purposes such as to commemorate victory,
to proclaim administrative decrees or to announce grant of land or wealth to some
institutions, etc. Sometimes inscriptions were used for religious purposes too.
Inscriptions were known as Sasanavali.
Figure 1.1: Pillar Inscription

(Source: Google Images)
As historical sources, inscriptions are of great value. Inscriptions give us a lot of
significant information regarding political, administrative, commercial, and socioreligious condition of that particular period. Sometimes inscriptions contain dates of
the rulers which greatly helps the historians of later years to fix the date of a ruler
accurately. Inscriptions also give information about the policies and achievement of
the concerned rulers and throw light on the prevailing languages. They were written
in all languages such as Prakrit, Sanskrit, Tamil, Telegu, etc.
Now, what we find from the foregoing discussion is that inscriptions play a vital role
in supplying a vast range of information. That is why historians consider inscriptions
an invaluable source. Even the information supplied by other forms of sources is
considered acceptable when they are supported by some epigraphic evidence.
Among the Indian inscriptions, the inscriptions of Asoka are many in number and of
immense historical value. In order to propagate the teachings of Lord Buddha, Asoka
issued a good number of edicts (inscriptions). These were engraved on rocks or
pillars and cave walls. They inform us about the religious zeal of the great Mauryan
monarch. They are still the most important source for the history of the Mauryan age.
The Asokan tradition of issuing inscriptions was keenly followed by the rulers of the
post-Mauryan age too. During that period we find hundreds of inscriptions that
provide us useful information. In this respect, the most prominent inscription is the
Allahabad Pillar Inscription of Gupta Emperor Samudragupta. This inscription
throws a flood of light on the conquests of Samudragupta. The Hathi Gumpha
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Inscription of king Kharavela informs us about the history of Kalinga. The Aihole
Pillar Inscription of Chalukya King Pulakesin II is another important record.
Similarly important are the Junagarh Rock Inscription of Rudradaman, Bhitari
Pillar Inscription of Skandagupta, etc.
In addition to these inscriptions, there are some other public records in the form of
land grants. Now, what is a land grant? The kings of ancient India donated lands to
Brahmanas and other religious institutions. As a part of such land grants, the kings
issued some inscriptions engraved usually on copper plates. These copper plate
inscriptions contain information about the reigning king, the lineage, names of
officials, donated land and about the recipient person or institutions. These are really
storehouses of relevant information.

1.5.2 Coins
Coins have proved to be a vital source of authentic information of Indian history.
They are significant archaeological sources for the study of contemporary sociocultural, political and Sources of Ancient Indian History Unit 1 economic condition
of ancient India. Thousands of coins belonging to different rulers have been found in
various parts of India.
The coins provide us the names, titles, royal portraits, images of the deities worshiped
and actual dates of the kings to whom they belonged. Such information as provided
by coins helps us to form a correct idea of the history of these rulers. For example, the
images of the deities worshiped found on a coin point to the religious leanings of the
ruler concerned. From the coins we may come to know about the economic
development of the respective states. The abundance of gold and silver coins of best
quality in a particular area easily point to the economic prosperity of that state. Hence
historian Ramesh Chandra Mazumdar has rightly remarked: “The importance of
numismatics for the study of the economic condition of a country is too obvious to
need a detailed consideration.” Similarly, the artistic design, shape, and type of the
coins signify the religious and the cultural development of a particular period. Some
Roman coins belonging to the 1st century A.D. have been found in various parts of
South India. These coins undoubtedly prove India’s trade relation with the old Roman
Empire.
Figure 1.2: Gupta Coins

(Source: Google Images)
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1.5.3

Material Remains

India is rich in archaeological remains which includes monuments and sculptures.
Monument means notable sites or structures of historical importance. It includes the
remains of old buildings, temples, viharas, stupas, images of different Gods and
Goddesses and so on.
The oldest monumental source for the history of ancient India is undeniably the
archaeological remains of the Harappan or Indus Valley Civilization. The remains of
the Indus Valley inform us about the existence of a flourishing civilization prior to
that of the Aryans. Thus, the ancient architecture and sculptures help us a lot to
understand the evolution of artistic and cultural development of our ancestors. At the
same time the study of these monuments may inform us about different schools of art,
its development and amount of foreign influence upon it.

CHECK YOUR PROGRESS
Answer the followings:
Q 10: To whom does the Hathi Gumpha Inscription belong to?
…………………………………………………………………………………………
Q 11: To whom does the Junagarh Rock Inscription belongs to?
…………………………………………………………………………………………
Q 12: Mention different categories of archaeological sources.
…………………………………………………………………………………………
Q 13: Write how inscriptions help us in studying ancient Indian history in about 60 words.
…………………………………………………………………………………………

1.6

LET US SUM UP

After going through this unit you have learnt that,
 Sources are very important for studying history.
 Sources are broadly divided into two groups; literary and archaeological.
 Literary sources are further divided into indigenous and foreign literature. The
Vedas, Epics, Puranas, Upanishadas and other Dharmasashtras reflect
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immense light on the history of ancient India. Besides them the, accounts of
foreign travellers also help us in reconstructing our past.
 Archaeological sources are sub-divided into inscriptions, coins and material
remains. They provide concrete knowledge of our past. These different types
of sources help us in reconstructing the early history of our country.

1.7
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1.8

ANSWERS TO CHECK YOUR PROGRESS

Ans to Q No 1: Religious.
Ans to Q No 2: Rig Veda.
Ans to Q No 3: An important Buddhist text.
Ans to Q No 4: Varahamihir.
Ans to Q No 5: Dulva and Tangyur.
Ans to Q No 6: Megasthenes.
Ans to Q No 7: Alexander
Ans to Q No 8: Vakpatiraja
Ans to Q No 9: Mohammedan
Ans to Q No10: King Kharavella
Ans to Q No11: Rudradaman
Ans to Q No 12: Inscription, coin and monuments
Ans to Q No 13: Inscriptions are writings engraved in different languages on stones,
pillars or caves by the ruling kings or sometimes by the officials. They
were also called Sasanavalis and were used to commemorate victory,
announce land grant, etc. Inscriptions provide us lots of significant
informations regarding political, administrative, commercial and socioreligious conditions of the period to which it belonged and thereby helps in
the study of the ancient Indian history.
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1.9

MODEL QUESTIONS

A) Very Short Questions (Answer each question within 50 words)
Q 1: Name the four Vedas.
Q 2: Mention the popular term used for Inscription.
Q 3: Who authored Indika?
Q 4: Name the travel diary of Hiuen Tsang.
B) Short Questions (Answer each question in about 150 words)
Q 1: Why are the indigenous literary sources important for reconstructing the
ancient Indian history?
Q 2: Write a short note on the accounts of Chinese travellers on India.
Q 3: Write a short note on the importance of coins of ancient India.
C) Long Questions (Answer each question in about 300-500 words)
Q 1: Discuss the importance of literary sources in the reconstruction of
ancient Indian history.
Q 2: How do the archaeological sources help in studying the history of ancient
India?
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LEARNING OBJECTIVES:

After going through this unit, you will be able to
 discuss the origin of the Indo-Aryans
 know the date of the Rig Veda
 understand the political institutions of the Vedic Civilization
 analyse the society and religion of the Vedic Civilization
 discuss the later Vedic Civilization.

2.2

INTRODUCTION

In the previous unit (unit 3) we have discussed the Harappan Civilization, the earliest
civilization of India. In the present unit we will deal with another civilization which is
completely different from the former in many aspects. This civilization emerged in
India after the Indus Valley Civilization. It is the Vedic Civilization. It is followed by
the post-Vedic civilization. These two go together to make a sequence and present
unit is going to introduce them to the learners.

2.3

VEDIC CIVILIZATION

The Harappan Civilization was followed by Vedic or Rig-Vedic Civilization which
was completely opposed to it. The Vedic Civilization was founded by the Aryans.
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They were immigrants and in the following sections we will discuss the original
home of the Aryans. Vedic Civilization is divided into two board divisions- Early
Vedic or Rig Vedic Civilization and Later Vedic Civilization.

2.3.1 Indo-Aryans and their origin
The people who evolved this new civilization were known as the Indo-Aryans. They
came to India from some parts of Central Asia through the North-West frontier. One
should not think that their migration to India was completed in a single batch. Rather,
it was a continuous process for hundreds of years. You surely have heard about the
Vedas. The Vedas were the main scriptures of the Indo Aryans. There are four Vedas,
namely Rig Veda, Yajur Veda, Sama Veda and Atharva Veda. The Rig Veda is the
oldest one. It is also the earliest literature of India. The Indo-Aryans shaped their
civilization as guided by the holy Vedas. That is why this civilization of the Aryans is
also known as the Vedic Civilization.
LET US KNOW

The Aryans are a linguistic group spread over not only Northern India and Central
India but also over Europe. The group that composed the Vedic literature is known as
Indo- Aryans and they used the Sanskrit language.
The whole Vedic age may be studied under two different time zones - the Rig Vedic
age and the Later Vedic age. The Rig Vedic age ranged from 1500 B.C. to 1000 B.C.
and the Later Vedic age ranged from 1000 B.C. to 700 B.C.

2.3.2 Political Institutions
The family was the lowest political unit of the Vedic age. Many families combined
together to form a Grama or village. The union of several Gramas formed the higher
unit called Vis. The Vis was probably a larger administrative unit of the whole tribe.
The Jana or the state was the highest political and administrative unit. The leader of
the Grama was called the Gramani and that of a Vis was called the Vispati and the
master of the Jana was called Gopa.
LET US KNOW
The Rig Vedic state was a tribal state. The first Veda informs us about a number of
Aryan tribes like Yadu, Anu, Puru, Bharata, etc. These tribes were often at war with
one another for the possession of land or cattle.
Kingship was the usual form of government of the period. The early Vedic states
were generally small in size, sometimes with only a single tribe. The Vedic king
enjoyed special power and dignity. He was denoted the title Rajan. Proficiency in
warfare was the most essential qualification for the kings to possess the royal throne.
He had the responsibility of protecting the life and property of his subjects. In return,
he collected tribute called Bali, generally in kinds, from his subjects. The king was
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helped in his administration by the purohita (priest), the senani (general), the
gramani (village head man), and the spasa (spies). Further, there were two popular
bodies called the sabha and the samiti to help the king. The king had to periodically
consult these two bodies in serious political matters. Thus, the sabha and the samiti
restricted the arbitrary power of the king. However, we don’t have the exact detail of
the composition of the sabha and the samiti. The sabha probably was the selected
body of the chiefs of different tribes and the samiti was possibly the assembly of the
whole people.

2.3.3 Society
The foundation of the Vedic society was the family. At that time families were
patriarchal. Do you know what a patriarchal family is? A patriarchal family is where
the father is considered the head of the family. During the Rig Vedic age such heads
of the families were called grihapati or kulapati.
Women enjoyed a respectable position in early Vedic society. Although the society
was patriarchal, the girl child was also not neglected. The door of education was open
for the daughters as well as the sons. Thus, we have come to know about some female
scholars like Ghosa, Apala, Viswavara, etc who through their wisdom rose to the rank
of the rishis. Neither the custom of sati nor purdah was prevalent in the Rig Vedic
society. Girls were usually married at a mature age, though child marriage was not
unknown altogether. Remarriage of widows was permissible in the society. Thus, we
may observe that the Rig Vedic women held a high position in the society as well as
in the household.
Cotton, wool and deer skin were used for the purpose of making clothes.
Occasionally clothes were embroidered with gold. The Rig Vedic ladies were fond of
gold ornaments of different types. Both men and women wore turban.
Barley, rice, wheat and vegetables of different seasons were the chief food of the
people. Moreover, milk and its various products were also taken by them. The list of
non-vegetarian items includes fish, bird, goat, bull, etc. However, the cow was not
killed possibly because of its multiple utility. The Vedic Aryans took two kinds of
intoxicating drinks called soma and sura.
The people of the Vedic age were fond of merrymaking and amusements. Chariot
racing, war dancing and hunting were the most fascinating outdoor games. Joyous
moments were celebrated with music and dancing. Gambling was probably the most
exciting indoor game of the period.
The Vedic society was divided into four classes namely
Brahmana, Kshatriya, Vaishya and Sudra. However, in the
early Vedic period (i.e. in the Rig Vedic period), there was no
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watertight divisions of society. Although there was in vogue the existence of four
classes, no strict caste system existed at that time. During this period, inter caste
marriage and inter caste dinning was a common feature and there was no bar in this
respect. The orthodox divisions of society, the conception of untouchability, etc.,
were the development of later period. However, we do find references to the terms like
Chandala in the Rig Veda.

CHECK YOUR PROGRESS
Q 1: Who evolved the Vedic Civilization?
.........................................................................................................
Q 2: Write the name of the four Vedas.
......................................................................................................................................
Q 3: Who was the head of the family in the Rig Vedic period?
.........................................................................................................................................
.
Q 4: Name two kinds of intoxicating drinks used by the Vedic Aryans.
........................................................................................................................................
Q 5: Who was the master of the Jana in the Rig Vedic period?
.......................................................................................................................................
Q 6: Name two bodies that restricted the arbitrary power of the king in the Rig Vedic
period.
.......................................................................................................................................
Q 7: Fill in the blanks:
a) ....................... were the main scriptures of the Indo-Aryans.
b) Women enjoyed a respectable position in early .................................... society.
c) .............................. was probably the most exciting indoor game of the Vedic
period.
d) The ............................ was the lowest political unit of the Vedic age.

2.3.4 Economy
In the early Vedic period, the Aryans were dependent mainly on a pastoral economy.
They also practiced agriculture, trade and industry to a limited extent. The importance
of pastoralism in the early Vedic economy is evident from the direct reference to
cattle. The importance of cattle is also evident from references to the chief as Gopati
or the protector of the cattle. The animals they domesticated were cattle (for meat,
dairy products and agricultural purpose), horse (for drawing chariots), sheep and
goats (for meat), dog (for hunting, guarding, etc.) etc.
The evidence of agriculture is much more limited in the early Vedic period.
Agriculture depended mainly on rainfall rather than on irrigation. The Rig Vedic
people introduced the use of ploughshare drawn by oxen. We do find references to
various crafts in the Rig Veda. In the Rig Veda terms like takshan (carpenters),
hiranyakara (goldsmith), kulala (potters), etc. are mentioned.
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The Rig Vedic people perhaps carried on inland trade. Sometimes they traded with
the members of the same tribe and at times with the members of different tribes.
Merchants used both land and water routes for distant places. The rathas or the
chariots and carts drawn by horses and oxen were the chief means of land
transportation. Trade was carried by barter. There is controversy regarding whether
the Aryans had overseas trade or not. As a whole, we are not in a position to confirm
that the Rig Vedic Aryans traded with foreign countries.

2.3.5 Religion
The Rig Vedic religion was plain and simple. The early Aryans worshiped every
aspects of nature or it may be said that they imposed heavenly qualities on every
object under the sun. Thus, there were a number of gods and goddesses in the religion
worshipped by the Aryans. The Aryans divided their deities into three classes namely,
Earthly Gods like Prithvi, Soma, Agni, etc; Atmospheric Gods like Indra, Rudra,
Vayu, etc. and Heavenly Gods like Dyau, Surya, Varuna, etc. Although there were
host of deities, interestingly, no temple or image of that period has so far been
discovered. This indicates the absence of image worship among the Rig Vedic
Aryans. Another striking feature of the Vedic religion was the supremacy of the male
Gods in comparison to their female counterparts. Sacrifices or yajnas occupied a
prominent place in the Vedic rituals. The Aryans believed that the sacrifices and other
offerings pleased the Gods and in return, they blessed the performer with the desired
object. Everyone, without the distinction of rich and poor, could perform sacrifices
according to his capacity.

2.4

LATER VEDIC CIVILIZATION

There were clear distinctions between the Rig Vedic and Later Vedic Civilization.
The Aryans of Later Vedic Age led a more settled life and as a result of such
organized lifestyle, there came obvious changes in different aspects of the
civilization.
In the Later Vedic age we see the rise of the big states. It was the result of the Aryan
expansion from the North-West India towards the East. Small tribal states of Rig
Vedic period were gradually replaced by large kingdoms. With the enlargement of
kingdoms, the power of the king also increased significantly. The later Vedic kings
styled themselves as the samrat or ekarat meaning sole suzerain. There was also
increase in the number of officials for managing the state affairs. The Later Vedic
literatures refer to these officials as ratnas (gems). The Taittiriya Samhita gives us the
list of ten such ratnas such as purohita (the priest), suta (the charioteer), mahishi
(queen), paribrikti (queen), babata (queen), sangrahitri (the treasurer), akshabapa
(the officer in charge of dice), senani (the general), gramani (the village head man)
and bhagadugha (the revenue collector).
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Society as a whole witnessed far reaching changes in the Later Vedic period.
Probably the caste system started to be rigid probably from this age. There was a
significant growth in the power and prestige of the Brahmanas and the Kshatriyas in
the society. They enjoyed special privileges which were denied to the other castes.
Caste became a hereditary right. The concept of untouchability was developing in the
society. Striking changes may be seen in the status of women in the later Vedic
society. The women lost their respectable social position enjoyed in the Rig Vedic
period. Their freedom and equality also gradually vanished. The birth of a girl child
was detested. Dowry system became popular. As a whole, women were looked upon
as an inferior class.
With the development of civilization, there was an obvious growth in the field of
trade and commerce. Both domestic and foreign trades were carried out by the later
Vedic Aryans. By this time they attained the art of navigation. In the absence of a
regular coinage, a gold piece called nishka was used as the unit of value. Agriculture
continued to be an important occupation. Reference to many other occupations like
merchants, money lenders, etc. could be found in the later Vedas.
Significant changes took place in the spiritual life of the Aryans of the later Vedic
age. The Rig Vedic Gods like Indra, Varuna, Surya, etc now lost their previous glory
and were replaced by new Gods like Rudra, Vishnu, Prajapati, etc. In the later Vedic
religion, yajnas or sacrifices played an important role. The Rig Vedic yajnas were
simple. But in the later age yajnas became more complicated, ceremonial and
expensive. Further, the Brahmanas rapidly came forward as the mediator between the
heavenly Gods and the earthly mortals. Thus, religion gradually went beyond the
reach of the common men and this dissatisfied many in the society.
As a reaction to the elaborate rituals and the highhandedness of the priestly class,
there developed a philosophical trend in the later Vedic religion. The inquisitive mind
of the philosophers enquired into the various aspects of the creation, life and death.
The Upanishads preached the concept of atma (the inner soul) and the Brahma (the
supreme creator). Death only destroys the body of a man not his atma or soul.
Therefore, the atma or soul is to take birth again and again. An atma can avoid rebirth
and attain moksha (liberation) only when it unites with the Brahma. But it solely
depends on the karma or action of the atma in different births. Thus, there emerged
the philosophical doctrines like transmigration of soul, karma and moksha, etc.
ACTIVITY- 2.1
Try to find out the difference between the Harappan Civilization and the Vedic
Civilization.
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
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CHECK YOUR PROGESS
Q. 8: Write True / False:
a) Gopati means the protector of the cattle.
b) Hiranyakara was the coppersmith.
c) The Aryans divided their deities into two classes.
d) Sacrifices or yajnas occupied a prominent place in the Vedic rituals.
e) The samrat or ekarat meant sole suzerain.
f) During the Later Vedic age the birth of a female child was welcomed in the family.
Q 9: Match the following:
a) Takshan
1. Atmospheric God
b) Rudra
2. Queen
c) Babata
3. Carpenters
d) Karma
4. Philosophical Doctrine
Q 10: What do you know about the Rig Vedic economy? (Answer
in about 60 words)
.........................................................................................................................................
.........................................................................................................................................
.........................................................................................................................................
.........................................................................................................................................
.........................................................................................................................................

2.5

LET US SUM UP

After going through this unit, you have learnt that
 After the decline of the Harappan Civilization, there emerged the Vedic
Civilization which was evolved by the Indo-Aryans. The period of the early
Vedic Civilization which ranged from 1500 B.C. to 1000 B.C was known as the
Rig Vedic age and hence the civilization also is known as Rig Vedic Civilization.
 The society was based on the patriarchal family system where the women
enjoyed a respectable position. It was divided into four classes. But this division
was not a rigid one.
 Kingship was the form of government with the king styled as Rajan looking after
the prosperity and protection of his subjects.
 The economy was mainly pastoral one. Agriculture, trade and industry were
practiced to a limited extent.
 The people worshipped every aspects of nature for which there were number of
Gods and Goddess in the religion of the Aryans. The Aryans divided their deities
as Earthly Gods, Atmospheric Gods and Heavenly Gods. Male Gods were
considered superior to the female Gods.
 There existed a good deal of difference between the Vedic or Rig Vedic
Civilization and later Vedic Civilization. The life in the later Vedic period was
more settled. There was the emergence of the big states with corresponding
increase in the power of the king. In the society the caste system was started to
17




2.6

be rigidly imposed.
In the later vedic period, women lost the social position which they enjoyed in
the Rig Vedic period. There was development in the field of trade and commerce.
In religious matters the Rig Vedic Gods were replaced by new Gods like Rudra,
Vishnu, etc. in the later vedic period. The philosophical doctrines like
transmigration of soul, karma and moksha, etc emerged.
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2.7

ANSWERS TO CHECK YOUR PROGRESS

Ans to Q No 1: Indo-Aryans.
Ans to Q No 2: Rig Veda, Yajur Veda, Sama Veda and Atharva Veda.
Ans to Q No 3: Grihapati or Kulapati.
Ans to Q No 4: Soma and Sura.
Ans to Q No 5: Gopa.
Ans to Q No 6: Sabha and Samiti.
Ans to Q No 7: (a) Vedas, (b) Vedic, (c) Gambling, (d) Family
Ans to Q No 8: (a) True, (b) False, (c) False, (d) True, (e) True, (f) False
Ans to Q No 9: (a) 3, (b) 1, (c) 2, (d) 4
Ans to Q No 10: The Rig Vedic economy was a pastoral economy. The Aryans of the
Rig Vedic period used to domesticate cattle, horse, sheep, goat, etc for
different purposes. Agriculture, trade and industry too prevailed in the
Rig Vedic period. Agriculture was limited, but use of ploughshare was
introduced by the Aryans. Inland trade was carried by barter. Craftsmen
like takshan, hiranyakara, etc were there.

2.8

MODEL QUESTIONS

A) Very Short Questions (Answer each question in about 50 words)
Q 1: Who was known as Rajana?
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Q 2: Name the political institutions of the Vedic civilization.
Q 3: Name two female scholars of the Rig Vedic Period.
Q 4: Who was samrat ?
B) Short Questions (Answer each question in about 150 words)
Q 1: State the main features of the Rig Vedic society.
Q 2: What was the nature of Rig Vedic Polity?
Q 3: Compare the early Vedic period to that of the later Vedic period.
C) Long Questions (Answer each question in about 300-500 words)
Q 1: Discuss the political institutions of the Vedic civilization.
Q 2: Give a comprehensive account of the Vedic Civilization.
Q 3: Discuss the socio-economic condition of the later Vedic period.
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OBJECTIVES

After studying this Unit you should be able to know about :
 the background to the rise of new religious ideas during the sixth century B.C.,
 the emergence and growth of Buddhism and Jainism,
 the main tenets of these religions,
 the influence of these religions came to wield on contemporary society,
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3.1

the other heterodox ideas prevalent in the sixth century B.C., and,
the significance of these religious movements.

INTRODUCTION

The sixth century B.C. was an important stage in Indian history as far as the
development of new religions is concerned. In this period, we notice a growing
opposition to the ritualistic orthodox ideas of the Brahmanas. This ultimately led to
the emergence of many heterodox religious movements. Among these Buddhism and
Jainism developed into well organised popular religions. This Unit attempts to
analyse the emergence and significance of these new religious ideas.
Firstly it deals with the factors that were responsible for the emergence and growth of
heterodox ideas. Then it goes on to explain how Buddha and Mahavira tried to find a
solution in their own ways to end human suffering. Since the causes for the
emergence of these two religions are common in nature, there is some similarity in
the principles adopted by these religions. However, they differ completely on some of
the basic principles. We have discussed these units in the Unit.
The other heterodox religious ideas which were current during the sixth century B.C.
have also been dealt with. Finally we examine the impact of these religious
movements on contemporary economy and society.

3.2

RISE OF NEW RELIGIOUS IDEAS

The new religious ideas during this period emerged out of the prevailing social,
economic and religious conditions. Let us examine some of the basic reasons which
contributed to their emergence:
i)

The Vedic religious practices had become cumbersome, and in the context of the
new society of the period had become in many cases meaningless ceremonies.
Sacrifices and rituals increased and became more elaborate and expensive. With
the breakup of communities, the participation in these practices also became
restricted and as such irrelevant to many sections in the society.
ii) Growing importance of sacrifices and rituals established the domination of the
Brahmanas in the society. They acted both as priests and teachers and through
their monopoly of performing sacred religious rites, they claimed the highest
position in the society which was now divided into four varnas.
iii) Contemporary economic and political developments, on the other hand, helped
the emergence of new social groups which acquired considerable economic
power. You have seen that merchants living in cities or even rich agricultural
householders possessed considerable wealth. Similarly, the Kshatriyas, whether
in the monarchies or in the gana-samghas, came to wield much more political
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power than before. These social groups were opposed to the social positions
defined for them by the Brahmanas on the basis of their heredity. As Buddhism
and Jainism did not give much importance to the notion of birth for social status,
they attracted the Vaisyas to their folds. Similarly, the Kshatriyas i.e. the ruling
class were also unhappy with Brahmanical domination. Briefly put, it was
basically the discontent generated by the dominant position of the Brahmanas in
the society, which contributed to the social support behind the new religious
ideas. It is worth remembering that both Buddha and Mahavira came from
Kshatriya class but in their search for answers to the pressing problems of society
they went beyond boundaries set by their birth. Further, when we try to find out
how their ideas were received by their contemporaries, we notice that they had a
range of people responding to them: Kings, big merchants, rich householders,
Brahmans and even courtesans. They all represented the new society which was
emerging in the sixth century B.C. and Buddha and Mahavira, and other thinkers
of those times, in their own ways, responded to the problems of a new social
order. The Vedic ritualistic practices had ceased to be of much relevance to this
new social order.
Buddha and Mahavira, were by no means, the first to criticise the existing religious
beliefs. Many religious preachers before them, like Kapila, Makkali Gosala, Ajita
Kesakambalin and Pakuda Kachchayana had already highlighted the evils of the
Vedic religions. They also developed new ideas on life and God. New philosophies
were also being preached. However, it was Buddha and Mahavira, who provided an
alternative religious order.
This was the background which helped the emergence and establishment of new
religious orders in the sixth century B.C. Among these Buddhism and Jainism were
most popular and well organised. We will now discuss the origin and development of
Buddhism and Jainism separately.
3.3

GAUTAMA BUDDHA AND ORIGIN OF BUDDHISM

Buddhism was founded by Gautama Buddha who had been given the name
Siddhartha by his parents. His father was Suddhodana, the chief of the Sakya clan and
mother was Maya, princess of the Koliya clan He was born in the Lumbini grove
(modem Rumindei) in Nepal Tarai. We know this through an inscribed pillar of
Asoka. The date of birth of Buddha is a matter of dispute but most of the scholars
place it about 566 B.C.
Though, his life was spent in royal splendour ,it failed to attract the mind of Gautama.
As traditions describe it, he was deeply affected by the sight of an old man, a sick
person, a dead body and an ascetic. The misery of the human life cast a deep spell on
Gautama. In order to find a solution to the misery of-mankind, he left home at the age
of 29.
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Gautama spent six years as a wandering ascetic. From a sage named Alara Kalama he
learned the technique of meditation and the teachings of the upanishadas. Since
these teachings did not lead Gautama to the final liberation, he left him with five
Brahmana ascetics.
He practised rigid austerities and resorted to different kinds of self torture to find the
truth. Ultimately abandoning this he went to Uruvela (near, modem Bodh Gaya on the
banks of Niranjana river) and sat under a pipal tree (Bodhi tree). Here he attained the
supreme knowledge (Enlightenment) on the 49th day of his continuous meditation.
Since then he was called the Buddha (the enlightened one). From here he proceeded
to the Deer park at Sarnath near Varanasi and gave his first sermon which is known
as ‘Dharmachakra Pravartana’ (setting in motion the wheel of Dharma).
Asvajit, Upali, Mogallana. Sari-putra and Anada were the first five disciples of
Buddha. Buddha laid the foundations of the Buddhist Sangha. He preached most of
his sermons at Sravasti. Anathapindika, the rich merchant of Sravasti became his
follower and made liberal donations to the Buddhist order.

Soon he started visiting various places to propagate his sermons. He visited Sarnath,
Mathura, Rajgir, Gaya and Pataliputra. Kings like Bimbisara, Ajatasatru (Magadha),
Prasenajita (Kosala) and Udayana (Kausambi) accepted his doctrines and became his
disciples. He also visited Kapilavastu and converted his foster mother and his son
Rahula to his faith.
At the age of 80 (486 B.C.) he died at Kusinagara (Kasia in Deoria district in Uttar
Pradesh), the capital of the Mallas. Let us examine the teachings of Buddha which
became popular and gave a new direction to the religious ideas of the time.

3.4

TEACHINGS OF BUDDHA

The basic teachings of Buddha are contained in:
a) Four Noble Truths, and
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b) Eight Fold Path
The following are the Four Noble Truths:
i) The world is full of sufferings.
ii) All sufferings have a cause: desire, ignorance and attachment are the causes of
sufferings.
iii) The suffering could be removed by destroying its cause.
iv) In order to end sufferings one must know the right path. This path is the Eight
Fold Path (Ashtangika Marga).
The Eight Fold Path consists of the following principles:
i)
Finding the right view. It is to understand that the world is filled with sorrow
generated by desire. The ending of desire will lead to the liberation of the soul.
ii) Right aim. It seeks to avoid the enjoyment of the senses and luxury. It aims to
love humanity and increase the happiness of others.
iii) Right speech, which seeks to emphasise the speaking of truth always.
iv) Right action, which is understood to be unselfish action.
v)
Right livelihood. It instructs that a man should live by honest means.
vi) Right effort. It is the proper way of controlling one's senses so as to prevent bad
thoughts. It is through correct mental exercises that one can destroy desire and
attachment.
vii) Right mindfulness. It is the understanding of the idea that the body is
impermanent and meditation is the means for the removal of worldly evils.
viii) Right concentration. The observation of it will lead to peace. Meditation will
unravel the real truth.
Buddhism laid great emphasis on the law of ‘karma’. According to this law present is
determined by the past actions. The condition of a man in this life and the next
depends upon his own actions.
Every individual is the maker of his own destiny. We are born again and again to reap
the fruits of our ‘karma’. If an individual has no sins, he is not born again. Thus the
doctrine of karma is the essential part of the teachings of Buddha.
Buddha preached ‘nirvana’, the ultimate goal in the life of a man. It means the
shedding of all desires, and ending of sufferings, which finally leads to freedom from
rebirth. By a process of elimination of desire, one can attain ‘nirvana’. Therefore,
Buddha preached that annihilation of desire is the real problem. Prayers and sacrifices
will not end the desire. So unlike the emphasis on rituals and ceremonies in Vedic
religion he laid emphasis on the moral life of an individual.
Buddha neither accepted nor rejected the existence of God. He was more concerned
about the individual and his actions. Buddhism also did not believe in the existence of
soul.
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Besides these Buddha laid stress on certain other aspects:
 Buddha emphasised on the spirit of love. Love could be expressed on all living
beings by following ‘ahimsa’ (non-killing). Though the principle was well
understood, it was not emphasised as much as in Jainism.
 An individual should pursue the middle path and both severe asceticism as well
as luxurious life are to be avoided.
Teachings of Buddha put forward a serious challenge to the existing Brahmanical
ideas:
i) Buddha's liberal and democratic approach quickly attracted the people of all
sections. His attack on the caste system and the supremacy of the Brahmins was
welcomed by the people of the lower orders. Irrespective of caste and sex people
were taken into the Buddhist order. In Buddhism salvation lay in one's good
deals. So there was no need of a priest or middle man to achieve 'nirvana' the
ultimate goal of life.
ii) Buddha rejected the authority of the Vedas and condemned animal sacrifices. He
protested against the complicated and meaningless rituals. He said that neither a
sacrifice to gods can wash away sin, nor any prayer of any priest do any good to
a sinner.
Buddhism in a very short period emerged into an organised religion and Buddha's teachings
were codified.
The Buddhist canons (collection of teachings) are divided into three sections namely:
i)
ii)
iii)

The Sutta Pitaka consists of five sections (nikayas) of religious discourses and
sayings of Buddha. The fifth section contains the Jataka tales (birth stories of Buddha).
The Vinaya Pitaka contains the rules of monastic discipline.
The Abhidhamma Pitaka contains the philosophical ideas of teachings of Buddha. It
is written in the form of questions and answers.
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3.5

DEVELOPMENT OF BUDDHISM

Let us examine the factors which contributed to the popularity of Buddhism.

3.5.1 Spread of Buddhism
Even during the life time of its founder, Buddhism was accepted by a large section of
people. For example people of Magadha, Kosala and Kausambi had embraced
Buddhism. The republics of Sakyas, Vajjis and Mallas also followed the process.
Later on, Asoka and Kanishka made Buddhism state religion and it spread into
central Asia, West Asia and Sri Lanka. This appeal of Buddhism to a large section of
population was because of the following factors :
 Emphasis on practical morality, an easily acceptable solution to the problems of
mankind and a simple philosophy, attracted the masses towards Buddhism.
 The ideas of social equality laid down in the codes of Buddhism made many lay
followers accept Buddhism.
 Merchants, like Anathapindika, and courtesans, like Amrapali, accepted the faith
because they got due respect in this religion.
 The use of popular language (Pali) to explain the doctrines also helped in the
spread of the religion. This was because the Brahmanical religion had limited
itself so the use of Sanskrit which was not the language of the masses.
 The patronage extended by kings was another important reason for the rapid
growth of Buddhism. For example according to tradition Asoka sent his son
Mahendra and his daughter Sangamitra to Sri Lanka to preach Buddhism. He
also established many monastries and contributed liberally to the Sangha.
 The institution of Sangha had helped to organise the spread of Buddhism
effectively.

3.5.2

The Institution of the Sangha

The Sangha was the religious order of the Buddhists. It was a well organised and
powerful institution which popularised Buddhism. Membership was open to all
persons, irrespective of caste, above fifteen years of age. Criminals, lepers and
persons affected by infectious diseases were not given admission into the Sangha.
Initially Buddha was not in favour of admitting women in the Sangha. However he
admitted them at the repeated requests of his chief disciple Ananda and his foster
mother Mahapajapati Gotami.
On admission, the monks had to ceremonially shave their head and wear yellow or
saffron robes. Monks were expected to go on a daily round in order to preach
Buddhism and seek alms. During the four months of the rainy season they took up a
fixed abode and meditated. This was called the retreat or 'vasa'. The Sanghas also
promoted education among the people. Unlike Brahmanism people of different orders
of the society had entry .to education. Naturally the non-Brahmins who were deprived
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of education got access to education in Buddhism and thus education reached wider
sections of the society.
The Sangha was governed by democratic principles and was empowered to enforce
discipline amongst its members. There was a code of conduct for the monks and nuns
and they were bound to obey it. The Sangha had the power to punish the erring
members.

3.5.3

Buddhist Councils

According to tradition shortly after the death of Buddha the first Buddhist Council
was held in 483 B.C. in the Saptaparmi cave near Rajagriha. Mahakassapa presided
over the assembly. All the teachings of Buddha were divided into two Pitakas,
namelya)
Vinaya Pitaka, and
b)
Sutta Pitaka.
The text of Vinaya Pitaka was established under the leadership of Upali and those of
Sutta Pitaka was settled under the leadership of Ananda.
The second Council was held at Vaisali in 383 B.C. The monks of Vaisali and
Pataliputra had accepted certain rules which were declared as contrary to the teaching
of Buddha by the monks of Kausarnbi and Avanti. The Council failed to bring about
a compromise between the two opposing groups; hence the council ended in a
permanent split of the Buddhist order into Sthaviravadins and Mahasangikas. The
former upheld the orthodox Vinaya Pitaka while the latter favoured the new rules
and their further relaxation.
The third Council was held at Pataliputra during the reign of Asoka under the
chairmanship of Moggaliputta Tissa. In this Council the philosophical interpretations
of the doctrines of Buddha were collected into the third Pitaka called Abhidhamma
Pitaka. An attempt was made in this Council to free the Buddhist order from the
dissidents and innovations. Heretical monks numbering sixty thousand were expelled
from the order. The true canonical literature was defined and authoritatively settled to
eliminate all disruptive tendencies.
The fourth Council was held during the reign of Kanishka in Kashrnir. This council
was a gathering of Hinayanists of North India. It compiled three commentaries
(Vibhashas) of the three Pitakas. It decided certain controversial questions of
differences that arose between the Sarvastivada teachers of Kashrnir and Gandhara.

3.5.4 Buddhist Schools
In the second Council held at Vaisali, the Buddhist order was split into two schools
namely :
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a)
b)



Sthaviravadins, and
Mahasangikas

The Sthaviravadins followed strict monastic life and rigid disciplinary laws as
originally prescribed.
The group which followed a modified disciplinary rules was called the
Mahasangikas.

Mahayanism developed after the fourth Buddhist Council. In opposition to the group
(Hinayana sect) who believed in orthodox teaching of Buddha those who accepted the
new ideas were called the Mahayana sect. They made an image of Buddha and
worshipped it as god. In the first century A.D., during the period of Kanishka some
doctrinal changes were made.
Check Your Progress 1
1) Explain the Buddhist philosophy of 'Nirvana' and 'Karma'. Answer in five lines.
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
2) List the factors responsible for the growth of Buddhism. Answer in five lines.
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
3) Mark which of the statements is right ( ) or wrong ( ).
i) The growth of trade and commerce helped in the emergence of heterodox
ideas.
ii) Buddha delivered his first sermon at Bodh Gaya.
iii) Severe asceticism was preached by Buddha.
iv) Buddha did not believe in rebirth.
v) Buddha believed in the existence of God.
3.6

ORIGIN OF JAINISM

According to Jaina traditions, twenty four Tirthankaras were responsible for the
origin and development of Jaina religion and philosophy. Of these, the first twenty
two are of doubtful historicity. In the case of the last two, Parsvanatha and Mahavira,
Buddhist works also confirm their historicity.
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3.6.1 Parsvanatha
According to Jaina tradition the twenty-third Tirthankara, Parsvanatha was the son
of King Asvasena of Varanasi and his Queen Vama. He abandoned the throne at the
age of thirty and became an ascetic. He received enlightenment after 84 days of
penance. He died at the age of 100 years, nearly 250 years before Mahavira.
Parsvanatha believed in the eternity of 'matter'. He left behind him a good number of
followers. The followers of Parsvanatha wore a white garment. Thus it is clear that
even before Mahavira some kind of Jaina faith existed.

3.6.2 Mahavira
The twenty-fourth Tirthankara was Vardhamana Mahavira. He was born in
Kundagrama (Basukunda), a suburb of Vaisali (Muzzaffarpur district, Bihar) in 540
B.C. His father, Siddhartha was the head of Jnatrikas, a Kshatriya clan. His mother
was Trishala, a Lichchhavi princess. Vardhamana was given a good education and
was married to Yashoda. He had a daughter by her.
At the age of thirty, Vardhamana left his home and became an ascetic. At first he
wore a single garment which he abandoned after 13 months and began to wander as a
‘naked monk’. For twelve years he lived the life of an ascetic following severe
austerities. In the 13th year of his asceticism, at the age of 42, he attained the
‘supreme knowledge’. He was later known as ‘Mahavir’ (the supreme hero), or ‘Jina’
(the conqueror). He was also hailed as ‘Nirgrantha’ (free from fetters).
For the next thirty years he moved from place to place and preached his doctrines in
Kosala, Magadha and further east. He wandered for eight months in a year and spent
the four months of the rainy season in some famous town of eastern India. He often
visited the courts of Bimbisara and Ajatasatru. He died at Pawa (near Rajagriha) in
Patna district at the age of 72 (468 B.C.).

3.7

TEACHINGS OF MAHAVIRA

Mahavira accepted most of the religious doctrines laid down by Parsvanatha.
However, he made some alterations and additions to them.
Parsvanatha advocated the following four principles:
a) truth
b) non-violence,
c) non-possession, and
d) not to receive anything which was not voluntarily given. To this Mahavira added
celibacy (brahmacharya).
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Mahavira believed that soul (jiva) and matter (ajiva) are the two basic existing
elements. According to him, the soul is in a state of bondage created by desire
accumulated through previous births. By means of continued efforts the soul can be
relieved of bondage. This is the final liberation (moksha) of the soul. The liberated
soul then becomes ‘the pure soul’.

According to Jainism, man is the creator of his own destiny and he could attain
‘moksha’ by pursuing a life of purity, virtue and renunciation. Moksha (nirvana)
can be attained by observing the following three principles (ratnatraya):
i)
Right belief.
ii)
Right knowledge, and
iii) Right action.
He advocated a life of severe asceticism and extreme penance for the attainment of
‘nirvana’ or the highest spiritual state.
He believed that the world was not created by any supreme creator. The world
functions according to an eternal law of decay and development.
He thought that all objects, animate and inanimate had a soul. He believed that they
feel pain or the influence of injury.
He rejected the authority of Vedas and objected to Vedic rituals and the supremacy of
the Brahmanas.
A code of conduct was prescribed both for householders and for monks. For the
purpose of avoiding evil karmas, a householder had to observe the following five
vows:
i)
non-injury ,
ii)
non-stealing,
iii) non-adultery ,
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iv)
v)

speaking the truth, and
non-possession

It was also prescribed that a householder should feed cooked food to the needy
everyday.
He preached that lay worshippers should not take to agriculture, since this involved
the destruction of plants and insects.
A monk had to observe certain strict rules. He had to abandon all worldly
possessions. He had to root out every hair of his head by his own hands. He could
walk only during the day, taking care that he did not kill or injure any being. He had
to train himself so as not to be affected by objects of the senses.
Jainism believed that the monastic life was essential to attain salvation and a
householder could not attain it.
According to tradition the original doctrines taught by Mahavira were contained in 14
old texts known as ‘purvas’. In the first Council at Pataliputra, Sthulabhadra divided
the Jaina canon into 12 ‘angas’ or sections. This was accepted by Svetambaras.
However, the Digambaras refused to accept this claiming that all the old scriptures
were lost. At the second Council held at Vallabhi new additions were made in the
form of ‘Upangas’ or minor sections.
Among the 12 angas the Acharanga sutta and Bhagavati sutta are the most
important. While the former deals with the code of conduct which a Jaina monk is
required to follow, the later expounds the Jaina doctrines in a comprehensive manner.

3.8

DEVELOPMENT OF JAINISM

Teachings of Mahavira became very popular among the masses and different sections
of the society were attracted to it. Like Buddhism in Jainism also with the change of
time a lot of changes came in. We will now see what contributed to the spread of this
religion and what were the developments in it.

3.8.1 Spread of Jainism
Mahavira had eleven disciples known as Ganadharas or heads of schools. Arya
Sudharma was the only Ganadhara who survived Mahavira and became the first
‘Thera’ (chief preceptor) of the Jaina order. He died 20 years after Mahavira’s death.
The Jain order in the days of the late Nanda King was administered by two Theras:
a) Sambhutavijaya, and
b) Bhadrabahu.
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The sixth Thera was Bhadrabahu, a contemporary of the Maurya King Chandragupta
Maurya.
The followers of Mahavira slowly spread over the whole country. In many regions
royal patronage was bestowed upon Jainism. According to Jain tradition, Udayin, the
successor of Ajatsatru was a devoted Jain. Jain monks were seen on the banks of the
river Indus, when Alexander invaded India. Chandragupta Maurya was a follower of
Jainism and he migrated with Bhadrabahu to the South and spread Jainism. During
'the early centuries of the Christian era Mathura and Ujjain became great centres of
Jainism.
The success of Jainism was more remarkable than Buddhism. One of the important
causes for the success was the popular dialect (Prakrit, Religious literature was also
written in Ardhamagadhi) used in place of Sanskrit by Mahavira and his followers.
The simple and homely morals prescribed to the masses attracted the people. The
patronage extended by Kings helped Jainism to gain a place in the minds of the
people.

3.8.2 Jain Councils
Towards the close of Chandragupta Maurya's rule a terrible famine broke out in South
Bihar. It lasted for about 12 years. Bhadrabahu and his disciples migrated to
Sravanabelgola in Karnataka. Other Jains remained in Magadha with Sthulabhadra as
their leader. They summoned a council at Pataliputra at about 300 B.C. In that council
the sacred teachings of Mahavira were divided into twelve angas.
The second Jain Council was held at Vallabhi (Gujarat) in 5 12 A.D. and was
presided over by Devardhi Kshemasarmana. The purpose of this Council was to
collect the Sacred texts and write them down systematically. However this time the
12th anga drawn at the first Council was lost. All the remaining angas were written in
Ardhamagadhi.

3.8.3 Sects
The split in the Jaina order is widest from the third century B.C. The differences over
wearing a garment was apparent even during the times of Mahavira. The followers of
Bhadrabahu, after their return from Sravanabelgola to Magadha refused to
acknowledge the canon holding that all the 14 purvas were lost. Moreover a wide
gulf had developed between those who emigrated and those who stayed in Magadha.
The latter had become accustomed to wearing white garments and made a departure
from Mahavira's teachings, while the former still continued going naked and strictly
followed his teachings. Hence, the first split in the Jaina order was between the
Digambaras (sky clad or naked) and Svetambaras (clad in white).
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During the later years further splits took place among both the sections, the most
important of them being one that renounced idol worship altogether and devoted itself
to the worship of the scriptures. They were called the Terapanthis among the
Svetambaras and the Samaiyas among the Digambaras. (This sect came into
existence about the sixth century A.D.)

3.9

OTHER HETERODOX IDEAS

Many non-vedic ideas were prevalent in this period. They later developed into small
sects. Among them the Ajivika sect had a considerable number of followers with a
recognised organisation.

3.9.1

Ajivikas

The Ajivikas are said to be sudra sanyasins. The sect was said to be established by
Nanda Vachcha, who was followed by Kisa Sankichcha. The third religious chief was
Makkali Gosala, who popularised this sect. He denied the theory of 'karma' and
argued that man is subject to the laws of nature. The Ajivikas believed that the
thought and deed of an individual were predetermined (decided before birth). They
did not believe that there was any special cause for either the misery of human beings
or for their deliverance. They did not believe in human effort and held that all
creatures were helpless against destiny. Gosala maintained that all creatures had to
face misery and it would end after the completion of fixed cycles. No human effort
would reduce or lengthen the period. Gosala's followers centred round Sravasti, the
capital of Kosala where Gosala preached and died sixteen years before Mahavira.

3.9.2 Other Ideas
The Charvakas believed in complete materialism. They held that an individual's body
is formed of matter and finally would end in matter. Therefore, the aim of human life
should be to enjoy all the material pleasures of life.
Purana Kassapa preached the doctrine of Akriya or non-action. He was a Brahman
teacher whose main doctrine was that action did not lead to either merit or demerit.
According to him, even if a man killed all the creatures on earth he would not incur
any sin. Similarly, he would not earn any merit through a good deed or even by
standing on the bank of Ganges. Similarly self-control, gifts and truthfulness would
not earn him any credit.
Ajita Kesakambalin preached that everything ended with death and there is no further
life after death. -He did no1 believe in the fruits of good or bad acts or persons
possessing higher or supernatural powers. According to this sect there is nothing
wrong in enjoying the pleasures of the world, and there is no sin in killing.
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Pakudha Kachchayna preached the doctrine of Asasvatavada. According to it, there
are seven elements, which are immutable and do not in any way contribute to
pleasure or pain. The body is ultimately dissolved into these seven elements.

3.10 IMPACT OF THE NEW RELIGIOUS MOVEMENTS
The rise and development of the new religious ideas had brought some significant
changes in the contemporary social life. Following are some of the important
changes.
i)

The idea of social equality was popularised in this period. The Buddhists and
Jains did not give any importance to the caste system. They accepted members
of different castes in their religious order. This was a great threat to the age long
domination of the Brahmanas in the society. Acceptance of women in the
Buddhist order also had an important impact in the society because this gave
women equal status with men in the society.
ii) Brahmanical texts had assigned an inferior position to traders. Sea voyages
were also condemned. But as Buddhists and Jains did not give any importance
to caste and did not look down upon sea voyages so the trading community was
very much encouraged by these new religious ideas. Moreover the emphasis on
'karma' by this new religious ideas for future life also indirectly favoured the
activities of the trading community.
iii) The new religions gave importance to languages like Prakrit, Pali and Ardha
Magadhi. Buddhist and Jaina philosophies were discussed in these languages
and later, canons were written in the local language\. This paved the way for the
development of vernacular literature. Thus the Jains, tor the first time, gave a
literary shape to the mixed dialect, Ardha Magadhi, by writing their canons in
this dialect.
Check Your Progress 2
1) What are the basic principles of Jainism? Answer in 100 words.
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
2) Who are Ajivikas ? What are their ideas? Answer in five lines.
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
3) Mark which of the statement is right ( ) or wrong ( ).
i) Mahavira added the idea of celibacy to the four principles of Parsvanatha.
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ii)
iii)
iv)
v)

Mahavira did not believe in the supreme creator.
The concept of 'Nirvana' is same in Buddhism and Jainism.
The original texts of the doctrines of Mahavira are known as ‘Purvas’.
The rise of heterodox sects resulted in the development of vernacular
literature.

3.11 LET US SUM UP
In this Unit you have seen the emergence and establishment of new religious ideas in
the sixth century B.C. in North India. The contemporary socio-economic needs
largely contributed to the emergence of these new religious ideas. Among these,
Buddhism and Jainism became very popular among the people. In spite of some
differences, both the religions put emphasis on humanity, moral life, 'Karma' and
'Ahimsa'. Both of them were highly critical of caste system, domination of the
Brahmanas, animal sacrifices and the ideas of God. This was a direct challenge to the
existing Vedic religion. Besides this, you haw also learnt about other heterodox sects
like Ajivikas and their ideas. All these brought about a significant change in the
attitude of the people and they, as a result, began to question the age long supremacy
of the Brahmanical religion.
3.12

KEY WORDS

Ahimsa: Non-killing or non-violence
Heterodox: Non-orthodox
Karma: Action of an individual
Pitakas: Buddhist religious texts
Purvas: Jain religious texts
Schism: Division of an organisation into two or more groups.
Sect: Group of people united by beliefs or opinions.
Tirthankara: Refers to the Jain preachers who acquired supreme knowledge.

3.13 ANSWERS TO CHECK YOUR PROGRESS EXERCISES
Check Your Progress 1
1) You have to write here, what Buddha meant by 'Nirvana' and 'Karma'. See
Section 3.4.
2) Your answer should include the practical aspect of Buddhism, its emphasis on
social equality, popular language, etc. See Sub-see. 3.5.1.

3) i)

ii)

iii)

iv)
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v)

Check Your Progress 2
1) You have to discuss the five principles i.e. truth, non-violence, nonpossession, not to receive anything, celibacy and then how one can attain
nirvana by following the principles of right belief, right knowledge and right
action. See Section 3.7
2) The sect founded by Nan& Vachcha and is said to be of Sudra Sanyasins.
They believed that man is subject to the laws of nature. See Sub-sec. 3.10.1.

3) i)

ii)

iii)

iv)

v)
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