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Preface 

 

Of the papers written by me over the last ten years and published in various journals and publications, I 

have selected for reprinting those which relate in a general sense to the study of ancient Indian social 

history, since I thought it might be worthwhile to put them together in one volume. By and large, the 

papers deal with the early period of Indian history to the end of the first millennium A.D. 

 

The opening paper, although historiographic in content, sets out the framework for the subsequent 

papers where the emphasis is on interpretation. The viability of this collection seems to me to be 

basically in terms of the interpretations suggested, and the historiographic background to these 

interpretations is discussed in the latter half of the first paper. 

 

In arranging the papers thematically rather than in the order in which they were written, some papers 

often years ago are juxtaposed with those of recent months. This may in some cases result in a 

modification of, or an added emphasis on, particular historical generalizations over the years. I have not 

now sought to revise my views of an earlier period since they do not substantially differ from more 

recent analysis: the difference is more in nuance than in essentials. Inevitably such a collection of papers 

cannot avoid some degree of duplication in themes. Since the papers were originally published in 

different places there is some discrepancy in the forms of foot-noting and the use of diacritical marks 

which I have tried to reduce to a minimum. 

 

The arrangement of papers is broadly around certain sub-themes: society and religion, social 

classification and mobility, archaeological data in the study of society, historiographical concepts of the 

early period and approaches to the study of regional history. The papers 'Society and Law in the Hindu 

and Buddhist Traditions', and 'Ethics, Religion and Social Protest in the First Millennium B.C. in Northern 

India', are attempts to view the social dimensions of groups organized around religious ideas, Hindu and 

Buddhist, and supporting a religious identity. 'Renunciation: the making of a Counter-culture?', 

examines the degree of success of groups of renouncers seeking to create a parallel or alternative 

society. Dana and Daksina as Forms of Exchange', is a preliminary perspective 

  



  

  

viii 

  

 

on the tradition and system of gift-giving on ritual occasions as an indicator of economic changes. 'Social 

Mobility in Ancient India with Special Reference to Elite Groups' and 'The Image of the Barbarian in Early 

India' relate to the two ends of the social hierarchy—elite group (brahmans and ksatriyas) and their 

social gradation on the one hand and on the other, the definition and evolution of the categories 

generally termed mleccha. 'The Historian and Archaeological Data' is a genera assessment of the 

possible ways in which archaeological data can provide evidence for social and economic history. The 

correlation of archaeological data and literary sources in the specific context of early India is 

investigated in the subsequent two papers, 'The Study of Society in Ancient India' and 'Puranic Lineages 

and Archaeological Cultures'. Both focus on the evidence of the nature of society and the migration of 

people! and language as available from two categories of source material. The three papers, 'The 

Tradition of Historical Writing in Early India', 'Origin Myths and the Early Indian Historical Tradition', and 

'Genealogy as a Source of Social History', examine the content of the itihasa-purana tradition—the early 

Indian historical tradition—in the context of its social and political function. Finally, the paper 'The Scope 

and Significance of Regional History', is an attempt, on the basis of a case study of Punjab history, to 

suggest the kinds of investigations which at this stage may be carried out by those working on regional 

history. 

 

One of the problems with working on early Indian social history is that not all the texts can be accurately 

dated; some can be precisely dated while others span across centuries. This may be due in part to a lack 

of concern in the tradition with carefully dated texts, but also perhaps to the overlapping of social 

formations, which seem to be a more characteristic feature of early Indian society as compared to other 

ancient societies. This may also to an extent account for the continuity of what might otherwise be 

regarded as anachronistic features in certain social institutions. 

 

I would like to thank my colleagues at the Centre for Historical Studies of the Jawaharlal Nehru 

University, with whom I have on various occasions discussed the contents of some of the papers. 

 

Romila Thapar 

New Delhi April 1978 
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Interpretations of Ancient Indian History 

 

Despite the stereotypes of ‘unchanging India’ and her ‘unhistorical’ religions and peoples, the historical 

writing on ancient India goes back for more than two centuries and exhibits an instructive series of 

changes in interpretation. The historical writings produced by European scholars, beginning in the 

eighteenth century, were formulated in terms of the ideological attitudes then dominant in Europe, and 

naturally these were significantly different from the indigenous tradition of ancient India. European 

ideologies entailed a set of attitudes toward India which were for the most part highly critical, though 

there were also some sympathetic historians. These ideologies continued to be influential even after 

Indian scholars began to write, since they often wrote in reply to earlier interpretations and were 

therefore still moulded by them. It has been only in recent years that the influence of ideologies on the 

interpretation of Indian history has been recognized; perhaps now for the first time a history of the 

changing interpretations of ancient India can be written. 

 

India was by no means a country unknown to Europe. In the post-Renaissance period knowledge of and 

familiarity with things Indian grew with the visits of merchants, ambassadors, and missionaries from 

various parts of Europe to the Indian sub-continent. The accounts written by some of these visitors--

such as those of Sir Thomas Roe, the ambassador of James I to the Mughal court of the emperor 



Jahangir,1 or Francois Bernier who visited India in 1668 and was associated with the court of Louis XIV2--

became the basic European source of information on India in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. 

Some of these accounts were fairly reliable; others were a mixture of observation and a large amount of 

fantasy.  

 

The first serious study of India and its past began in the late eighteenth century with the work of 

scholars who have since been 

-- From History and Theory, 1968, VII; no. 3, pp. 318-35. 
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described as the Orientalists or Indologists.3 This study arose principally because the East India 

Company required that its officers, in order to administer properly the territories which it had acquired, 

become familiar with the laws, habits and history of the people they were governing. Thus William Jones 

as a judge in the Presidency of Bengal was able to devote time to the study of Sanskrit and philology of 

the Indo-European languages and to work on the pre-British legal systems. Nevertheless, scholars such 

as William Jones, Charles Wilkins, H.T. Colebrooke, and H.H. Wilson did also have a genuine interest in 

the culture of India and would probably have sustained this interest without the incentive of being 

administrators in India. Because of this their work took them beyond the codification of laws and into 

the realms of classical Sanskrit literature and the study of religion and philosophy. In order to encourage 

this research and provide a focus for it, the Asiatic Society was founded in 1784. By the middle of the 

nineteenth century Orientalists were no longer merely the people who had direct contact with India 

through the East India Company. Interest in the ancient past of India had by then spread to a number of 

universities in Europe, with scholars working on Sanskrit and related subjects. Some of the best known 

of such so-called Orientalists and Indologists had never even visited India, a case in point being Max 

Muller. 

 

For the Orientalists, the most significant discovery was that of the relationship between Sanskrit and 

certain European languages, which led to subsequent work on the common Indo-European heritage. The 

ancient Indian past was seen almost as a lost wing of early European culture, and the Aryans of India 

were regarded as the nearest intellectual relatives of the Europeans. There was an emphasis on the 

study of Sanskrit, since it was believed to belong to a period earlier than that of Greek and thus to be in 

a purer state of preservation; it therefore provided a better understanding of all Indo-European 

languages. A sharp distinction was made between the speakers of Aryan and non-Aryan languages in the 



sub-continent, and a variety of noble virtues were attributed to the Aryans. This, incidentally, 

strengthened the indigenous tradition of acclaiming the Sanskritic traits of Indian culture, and not 

surprisingly the writings of the Orientalists are frequently quoted by members of various nineteenth 

century socio-religious reform movements such 
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as the Arya Samaj. The heritage of Sanskrit literature was the emphasis upon a totally different set of 

Values from those current in Europe. As Max Muller put it: ‘not the active, combative and Acquisitive, 

but the passive, meditative and reflective.’4 The Indian past was seen as an unchanging society where 

the village community was the idyllic centre of Indian life and was, in fact, the natural background for 

the qualities of gentleness, passivity, truthfulness, and other worldliness qualities associated by 

Westerners with Indians. If the Orientalists tended to exaggerate the virtues they saw in Indian society, 

it was in part because they were searching for a distant Utopia to escape from the bewildering changes 

taking place in nineteenth century Europe, and in part to counteract the highly critical attitudes current 

among Utilitarian thinkers in Britain, from whose ranks came more influential writing on India. 

 

No sustained attempt was made to place the source material in the context of its contemporary 

background. The sources, particularly those in Sanskrit, were in the main the works of the brahmans, as 

keepers of the ancient classical tradition, and expressed the brahmanical Weltanschauung. The fact that 

these were texts emanating from and relating to a particular segment of society was often overlooked, 

though in fairness to the Orientalists it must be said that the critical and analytical study of literature 

from other classical cultures was still in its infancy. The reliance on 'pandits', those learned in Sanskrit 

and supposedly the guardians of the ancient tradition, was not the most reliable--although undoubtedly 

the most convenient--access to ancient history. Many of the contemporary ideological prejudices of the 

pandits were often incorporated into what was believed to be the interpretation of the ancient 

tradition. This vitiated the study of ‘ancient culture’, particularly the section of it which was concerned 

with the law-books and legal codes, the dharmasastras. 

 

It was largely due to the enthusiasm of the Orientalists that translations of Indian literature and of 

philosophical works became popular with intellectuals in Europe and even America. As early as 1791 

Thomas Jefferson, who had known William Jones in Paris, sent a copy of Kalidasa’s play Shakuntala 

(which had been recently translated into English by Jones) to his daughter, to introduce her to classical 



Indian literature which he so greatly admired in what was available in translation at the time. The 

admiration of 
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the poets of the German Romantic movement was even greater, as is evident from the remarks of 

Frederick Schlegel.5 Goethe’s eulogy on Shakuntala can hardly bear quoting again, it is quoted so often. 

Schopenhauer’s interest in the philosophy of the Upanisads is equally well known. Much of this 

enthusiasm was, however, limited to literary circles and did not make the required impact on historians. 

Philosophers of history such as Hegel took little j notice of this literature. 

 

The first important history of India did not come from the Orientalists, but from a totally different 

source. In 1817, James Mill published his History of British India, a lengthy work divided into three major 

sections: Hindu civilization, Muslim civilization and the British period. For Mill the principal value of a 

culture was the degree to which it contributed to the furtherance of rationalism and individualism. He 

saw neither of these two values in Hindu civilization and therefore condemned it severely. He was 

unwilling to make any of the concessions which the Orientalists had made and continued to make. He 

also maintained that Indian society had remained substantially unchanged from the period of its origin, 

the coming of the Aryans, until the arrival of the British. Furthermore, Indian civilization showed no 

great concern for political values, for the Indian people had been ruled by a series of despotic and 

tyrannical rulers until the coming of the British. His division of Indian history into three periods--the 

Hindu, the Muslim and the British--became the accepted periodization of Indian history and has 

remained so, with marginal modification, to the present day.6 Mill was a firm believer in the Utilitarian 

principle that legislation can improve society. In the Indian context this belief implied that British 

administrators in applying legislation could change India from a traditional, unchanging society to a 

progressive and dynamic society, ‘tradition’ and ‘progress’ being defined in Utilitarian terms. That the 

new legislation was totally without roots in the Indian social system and would be regarded as an 

imposition; did not unduly disturb Mill. 

 

Mill’s history became the standard work tm India and remained so for many decades. Even H.H. Wilson, 

who was generally much more sympathetic to the early period of Indian history, was content? to add a 



critical commentary in the form of footnotes to a later edition of Mill's History and did not think it 

necessary to write 
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a fresh work contradicting some of Mill’s out-of-date statements. Mill was a radical in the British 

context, and, as was the case with quite a few other radicals of this period, he tended to exaggerate the 

conservatism and backwardness of India in order to accentuate his own radicalism. 

 

The Utilitarians were not the only group who saw pre-British Indian history as being almost totally 

without virtue. A similar position had been taken by the Evangelicals, as for example in the writings of 

Charles Grant,7 although their motives for this position were different from those of the Utilitarians. 

Whereas Mill was concerned with changing India through legislation, the Evangelicals wished to do it 

through conversion to Christianity. Not unexpectedly, the Evangelicals concentrated on trying to prove 

that the essential backwardness of India, as they saw it, was due to the Hindu religion. 

 

Mill's assertion that the Indian past had been that of an unchanging, static society dominated by 

despotic rulers was reflected in various philosophies of history current in the nineteenth century. The 

most influential of these with respect to Indian history were the works of Hegel.8 For Hegel, of course, 

true history involved dialectical change and development. Indian history remained stationary and fixed 

and therefore outside the stream of world history. The basis of Indian society was the immutable 

pattern of the Indian village, inhabited by a people totally unconcerned with political relationships. This 

permitted not only despotic rulers but also frequent conquests and continual subjugation. The static 

character of Indian society with its concomitant despotic rulers became an accepted truth of Indian 

history. The concept of Oriental Despotism began to take shape. 

 

This concept was not new to European thinking on Asia. Its roots can perhaps be traced to the writings 

of Herodotus, to the Greco-Persian antagonism in the ancient world, and to the pronouncements 

Aristotle on the nature of kingship and political systems in 

Asia. It was taken up and developed into a political theory by Montesquieu in L’Esprit des lois, and this 

theory was debated y the French physiocrats and by Voltaire, who found it unacceptable. But the 

concept became established in the nineteenth century when 



it was introduced into various philosophies of history and was thus given intellectual legitimacy. In the 

case of India the primary  
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reason given for the rise of Oriental Despotism was the belief that there was no private property in land 

in pre-British India. This belief was based on a misunderstanding of the agrarian system of the Mughal 

empire by both Thomas Roe and Francois Bernier.’ 

Hegel’s philosophy of history influenced yet another interpretation of Indian history. Christian Lassen, 

writing in the mid-nineteenth century, applied the dialectic of thesis, antithesis, and synthesis--applied 

by Hegel to the phases of Greek, Roman and Christian civilization in Europe--to India, where the three 

phases became Hindu, Muslim and Christian civilization.10 Lassen tried in this way to connect Indian 

history with the general stream of world history in the common synthesis of Christian civilization. In 

addition, this idea further strengthened Mill’s original periodization. 

 

In spite of applying the Hegelian dialectic to his interpretation of Indian history, Lassen was unable to 

refute Hegel’s assumption concerning the unchanging nature of India’s past. This assumption was taken 

up by Marx and worked into the thesis on the Asiatic Mode of Production:11 Marx used as sources the 

information supplied by administrators and other officers employed by the British Indian government 

and the Parliamentary Reports. Unfortunately neither he nor Engels worked on this theory in great 

detail; the Asiatic Mode of Production was marginal to their main concern, which was the dialectic of 

European history. The sources were not only scanty but also not altogether reliable, since many of the 

administrators had preconceived ideas about the Indian past based on the writings of James Mill, 

Richard Jones, and others which were prescribed texts at Haileybury College and other such institutions 

where these administrators were trained. The characteristics of the Asiatic Mode of Production were: 

the absence of privately owned land, since all land was state-owned; the predominantly village 

economy, the occasional town functioning more as a military camp than as a commercial centre; the 

nearly self-sufficient nature of this village economy with each isolated village meeting its agricultural 

needs and manufacturing essentail goods; the lack of much surplus for exchange after the collection of a 

large percentage of the surplus by the State; the complete subjugation of the village communities to the 

State, made possible by state control of major public works, most importantly irrigation. The extraction 

of a maximum percentage of the surplus from the village communities enabled the despotic 

  

  

7  



 

ruler to live in considerable luxury. 

 

The emphasis on village communities and despotic rulers continued to haunt the writing of Indian 

history in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Many of the historians of this period were 

administrators who were convinced that the pattern of British administration was acting as a catalyst in 

changing Indian society for the better.12 Source material pertaining to the ancient period of Indian 

history was now interpreted to fit these preconceptions, as, for example, in the writings of Henry Maine 

on ancient law and on early village communities in India.13 In analyzing the reasons for the static quality 

of Indian society, historians generally criticized the. institution of caste. The theoretical ideal of the caste 

system as a rigid social system, as implied in the ancient law-books, dharmasastras, was accepted as an 

actual description of a caste society, in spite of the fact that many of these writers were intimately 

concerned with rural administration, where discrepancies between the theoretical description of the 

caste system and its actual working were obvious.14 The disinclination to look for change in the Indian 

past was also strengthened by the thinking of social and cultural evolutionists, for whom unfamiliar 

societies were rejects of the linear movement toward progress. Attempts were therefore made to fit 

Indian society into the uniform scheme of evolution which .was current in the late nineteenth century. 

Obviously, it would be easier to fit an atypical society into such a scheme if it could be assumed that 

such a society had always been static. 

 

An interesting contrast to British historiography of India can be seen in German and French writing on 

India. These scholars were not writing under the shadow of administrative duties and governmental 

policy, and their comprehension of the Indian past was significantly different. The keynote to this 

understanding was struck by Auguste Comte, who was generally sympathetic to the early Indian 

tradition15 partially due to the influence of the Orientalists but also due to the interest of French and 

German sociological thought in the nature of industrialization and its relation to social organization. One 

expression of this interest was the study of societies with an ideological base believed to be totally 

different from that of contemporary Europe, exemplified by Max Weber's work on India.16 The 

culmination of this avenue of thought can be seen in the presuppositions of a recent French study of 

Indian 
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society and culture, Louis Dumont’s Homo Hierarchicus. Dumont maintains that the basic 

misunderstanding of Indian culture arose from the fact that an essentially hierarchically ordered culture 

was studied by persons committed to an egalitarian ordering of society, who were consequently unable 

to comprehend the society they were studying. Dumont’s contention is open to question. What is 

interesting, however, is that this kind of conceptual framework for the study of Indian culture and 

history did not emerge from British writing on early India. Not only was British sociological thinking 

different, but in the specific case of India the exigencies of administration impinged on historical 

understanding. What the French made of the history of their own colonies is quite another story.17 

 

The idea that the British administration brought to an end the tradition of oppressive despots is a basic 

belief in the writings of perhaps the best known of the administrator historians, Vincent Smith.18 He 

devoted himself especially to the study of ancient India and combined in his scholarship both more 

advanced techniques of historical reconstruction and a clearly defined interpretation, Smith’s historical 

training was in European classical scholarship. He was enthusiastic about the activities of the ancient 

Greeks and took their achievements to be the yardstick by which to measure all civilizations. His pro-

Greek bias is shown in attempts to suggest that the finer qualities of Indian civilization were derived 

from Greece.19 He was equally impressed by the grand sweep of Roman history as presented by 

Gibbon. Heroes and empires were the subject matter of history; and, furthermore, only those who had 

survived successfully were worth consideration. Thus Asoka’s Chandragupta II, and Akbar became his 

heroes and their reigns the glorious periods of Indian history. The intervening periods of small kingdoms 

he saw as periods of anarchy and misrule, since they failed to produce emperors; and in his 

interpretation of Indian history, these became the dark ages. Smith’s depiction of the rise and fall of 

empires and the intervening dark ages did weaken the idea of a totally unchanging society, even if the 

change was largely limited to the upper sections of society. 

 

Vincent Smith and his contemporaries writing on India were in a sense reflecting the main trend of 

British historical writing of the time. It is perhaps as well to remember that in the late 
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nineteenth century British historians studying Britain also were sing attention on ‘great men’. As has 

been recently observed: history was more conveniently interpreted as the interaction between great 

men and the institutions they created, modified or restored.’20 



Charles Kingsley in his inaugural lecture as professor of history at Cambridge in 1861 had stated that: 

'the new science of little men can be no science at all; because the average man is not the normal man, 

and never yet has been; because the great man is rather the normal man, as approaching more nearly 

than his fellows to the true “norma” and standard of a complete human character to turn to the mob for 

your theory of humanity is (I think) about as wise as to ignore the Apollo and the These us and to 

determine the proportions of the human figure from a crowd of dwarfs and cripples.' This sentiment 

was pre-eminent for many decades in British historical writing. 

 

Smith’s studies of ancient Indian history present, nevertheless, a considerable advance over earlier 

writings on the same subject, because a significant new body of evidence was available. Apart from the 

work on the literary sources, there developed in the later nineteenth century an interest in the 

antiquities of India. The objects and the information collected constituted the beginnings of archaeology 

in India. James Prinsep had deciphered the brahmi script in 1837, thus opening up the epigraphical 

sources. Alexander Cunningham began a systematic study of monuments, which became the nucleus of 

art-history. The exploration of archaeological sites laid the foundation not only for archaeological work 

but also for an interest in historical geography, which in turn encouraged local history. The study of 

numismatics, originally inspired by the extension of the study of Greek coins to those in India, became a 

source of fresh evidence. Surveys of local castes, customs, religious practices, and languages served to 

advance the cause of antiquarian interests. By the early twentieth century, there was a sizeable amount 

of non-literary evidence to complement the written sources.21 But the former tradition of antiquarian 

writing continued, and these new sources were used largely to increase the quantum of evidence, with 

few attempts at analyzing the material. The main concern of historians writing on ancient India was still 

with political and dynastic history for which fresh information was available from the epigraphic and 

numismatic  evidence. 
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It was also about this time that Indian historians first began writing on ancient Indian history, the most 

eminent among them being R.G. Bhandarkar.22 At this stage they did not have any new perspective on 

Indian history, but followed the models set by British historians. Historical writing was mainly a narrative 

of dynastic and political history or else work of a largely antiquarian interest in fact-finding. Bhandarkar, 

though recognizing the deficiencies of the sources as historical material, was also aware of the more 

obvious prejudices of contemporary historians writing on the Indian past. Incidentally, it is interesting to 

observe that many of the early writers came from brahman and kayastha families, largely because they 

were the ones who had the quickest access to a knowledge of the required classical language. The 

cultural background of Indian historians' tended to inhibit a critical or analytical study of the sources. 



However, their hesitation to question the model put forward by British historians is linked with the 

larger question of sociology of education in modern India. Subsequently the challenge arose out of 

nationalism and gradually acquired intellectual formulations within the discipline of history. 

 

The following generation of Indian historians, however, differed from their elders in one fundamental 

assumption. Historians writing in the 1920s and 1930s felt the impact of the national movement, and 

this was reflected in their historical thinking. Historians such as H.C. Raychaudhuri, K.P. Jayaswal, R.C. 

Majumdar, R.K. Mookerjee and H.C, Ojha, among others, continued to write political and dynastic 

history in the main, but their interpretations were based on a clearly nationalistic point of view.23 There 

was an unashamed glorification of the ancient Indian past. This was in part a reaction to the criticism of 

Mill and other writers and in part a necessary step in the building of national self-respect. The glorious 

past was also a compensation for the humiliating present. To some extent the glorification of the past 

represented a revival of interest in the writings of the more sympathetic Orientalists; and, not 

surprisingly, eulogistic quotations from Max Muller, for instance, were given as proof of disinterested 

European opinion of India’s past. 

 

Ancient Indian society was visualized by these writers as comparatively unchanging society over the 

period from 1000 B.C to A.D. 1000 with a uniformly high quality of achievement; the 
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basis of this stability was the ancient Aryan culture. It was felt hat nineteenth-century historians had 

belittled the achievements of ancient India by, among other things, denying its antiquity and by 

suggesting that its achievements were borrowed mainly from Greece. There was an attempt, therefore, 

to place literary sources as early in time as was reasonably feasible and to prove that the more 

worthwhile aspects of Indian culture were entirely indigenous.24 To counter the argument that the 

Indian tradition lacked a concern for the rational and the pragmatic, it was maintained that Indian 

culture had an essentially spiritual quality which was totally opposed to that of the essentially 

materialistic Western civilization. It followed that in essence Indian culture was superior. Another 

characteristic of historical interpretation influenced by nationalism was the desire to stress the political 

unity of the country from earliest times. Thus the rise of the Mauryan empire in the third century B.C. 

and its extension over almost the entire subcontinent was seen as an expression of an all-India 

consciousness.25 The earlier emphasis of Smith on empires as the relevant periods of study was 

therefore continued, but for different reasons. References to imperial glory gave rise to a sense of pride 

in the past and strengthened the ideology of nationhood. The term 'empire' continued to be applied to 



the large north Indian kingdoms, and the geographical perspective was that of the Ganges heartland. In 

spite of this geographical focus there was no lack of generalization embracing the entire sub-continent. 

 

Some of the generalizations now appear to be self-contradictory, but clearly they were not so regarded 

at the time. For example, whereas on the one hand non-violence was regarded as a distinguishing 

feature of Indian culture, there was at the same time a glorification of military power. For some, Asoka’s 

policy of non-violence was his greatest achievement; other historians found this the major criticism of 

him, arguing that he so weakened the defence of India that the northwestern part of the sub-continent 

was conquered with ease by foreign invaders.26 The adulation of Chandragupta maurya or the flattering 

comparisons of Samudragupta with Napoleon all based on pride in the military prowess of these rulers. 

Historians such as Vincent Smith, W. W. Tarn and others came 

under attack because of their theories concerning the widespread influence of Greek culture on Indian 

culture.27 A determined attempt 
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was made to prove that Indian civilization did not lack any of the laudable qualities ascribed to the 

Greeks. Thus Jayaswal maintained that the political life of the ancient Indian republics had been based 

on the concepts of democracy and representative government to the same degree as had the political 

life of the Greek city-states.28 Alternatively, A.K. Coomaraswami argued against the aesthetic 

superiority of Greek art, since the Greeks were obsessed with physical beauty whereas the Indian artists 

sought to express higher spiritual values in their work.29 It was this quality in Indian art which made it 

aesthetically unappealing to the Western viewers. 

 

The nationalist historians were writing at a time when the leaders of the national movement were 

demanding political rights and political representation in the government. Understandably, therefore, 

the political life and institutions of the past were probably the most sensitive areas of disagreement with 

earlier historians. The discovery and interpretation of the Arthasastra, a work on political economy, was, 

for instance, a form of exoneration from the charge that Indian society was unconcerned with political 

relationships.30 Hence the frequent comparisons of the text with the writings of Machiavelli and the 

ideas of Bismarck, or, for that matter, the comparison of the mantriparisad as described by Kautalya 

with the Privy Council of Britain,31 and the suggestion that the Kautalyan monarch was similar to the 

constitutional monarch of Britain.32 It would seem that in matters relating to political history and 



institutions the values current in European thought were accepted and their equivalents sought in the 

Indian past. 

 

In spite of such weaknesses the nationalist historians played a very significant role in the interpretation 

of ancient Indian history. Because they wrote in conscious opposition to the earlier writing, they forced 

historians to take a fresh look at the sources. They raised controversies, and a debate began. The 

recognition of an historian’s conceptual framework became meaningful. The interpretation of Indian 

history was no longer based on a monolithic ideology deriving authority from the concept of Oriental 

Despotism. Furthermore, the study of the ancient past began to have relevance for the present, and 

historical writing had to be more than the antiquarian’s collection of facts. Although most of the 

historical writing was still confined to dynastic history, the debate on ancient political and cultural life 

necessitated the study of social and economic 
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history 33 Interestingly enough, although a fair amount of work had been done by this time on, for 

example, caste and religious croups historians rarely integrated the results of this work into their 

histories; thus bibliographies of sections entitled ‘Society’ in most standard histories would refer to 

Altekar’s book The Position of Women in Ancient India or N.K. Dutta’s Origin and Growth of Caste in 

India, both merely compilations of references to the subject from the literary source material, but would 

rarely mention any of the standard works on the study of caste or social institutions. (That the system of 

placing various facets of history in watertight compartments neatly labelled Political History, Economic 

History, Society, Religion and Philosophy, Language and Literature, the Arts, etc., continues to this day 

can be seen in the most standard of all standard histories, the series entitled, ‘The History and Culture of 

the Indian People’.) 

 

There was a tendency to regard the ancient period as one of considerable prosperity and general 

contentment, in fact a period of which the Indian people could justifiably be proud. This was legitimate 

for its purposes except on occasions when there was a reluctance to admit to blemishes on the culture. 

Mill’s periodization was accepted without much questioning, and a very sharp distinction was drawn 

between the Hindu/Ancient and the Muslim/Medieval periods. This distinction was emphasized by the 

rather arbitrary association of the most acceptable achievements of the Indian past with Hindu culture. 

Not surprisingly, nationalism was replaced by a form of militant Hinduism, and the communal 

atmosphere in Indian politics in the late 1930s and the 1940s tended to vitiate the study of ancient and 

medieval history. The Gupta period became the ‘Golden Age’ largely because it was the period of 



renascent Hinduism. Many of the ills of India were ascribed to ‘the Muslim invasions and rule’. It was 

maintained that Hinduism in its Sanskritic form was the essential culture of India, and other forces were 

in a sense an intrusion. The identification of ancient India with Hindu culture became so marked that 

even the Buddhists were regarded with some suspicion. Earlier attempts at proving the indigenous 

origin of all things Indian were accentuated, a trend which continues to be supported by certain 

historians to this day. At another level, it was believed that the dynamics of many Asian cultures, 

particularly those of Southeast Asia, arose from Hindu 
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culture, and the theory of Greater India derived sustenance from Pan-Hinduism. A curious pride was 

taken in the supposed imperialist past of India, as expressed in sentiments such as these: ‘The art of Java 

and Kambuja was no doubt derived from India and fostered by the Indian rulers of these colonies.’34 

(Italics mine.) This form of historical interpretation, which can perhaps best be described as being 

inspired by Hindu nationalism, remains an influential school of thinking in present historical writings.35 

 

From the historical point of view a more valuable offshoot of the nationalist school was the growth of 

interest in regional and local histories. Studies of regional histories of smaller geographical areas and 

states--such as histories of Bengal, Maharashtra and! various parts of the peninsula--became more 

common.36 This was a useful departure because it corrected the tendency to generalize about the 

entire Indian sub-continent on the basis of the history of the Ganges heartland. It led to the discovery of 

new source material in local archives and to greater archaeological work in the region. The results of 

these studies not only filled many lacunae in historical knowledge of the early period but also acted as a 

corrective to some of the earlier generalizations. It also led to the recognition of the fact that an area as 

large as the Indian sub-continent will show evidence of regional variations in the cultural pattern and 

this historical change in the sub-continent need not be identical nor occur simultaneously. Nilakantha 

Sastri’s work on south Indian history created a new awareness of the history of the sub-continent by 

bringing the history of the south into perspective.37 

 

Another trend which was also rooted in the writings of the nationalist school, but which developed more 

extensively in the post-independence period, began in a marginal way with an interest in the systematic 

study of social organization and political and economic institutions. Some writers came to it through an 

interest in Marxism, as is exemplified in the work of D.D. Kosambi. For others it resulted from a 

recognition that history, and particularly ancient history, can best be studied within the framework of al 

social science discipline. The Marxists did not accept the scheme implicit in the theory of the Asiatic 



Mode of Production; their interpretations derived more from the understanding of the principles of 

dialectical materialism and the historical philosophy of Marx, 
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as has frequently been the case with. Asian Marxists writing their own history.38 This trend has led to 

the study of the relationship between social and economic organization and its effect on historical 

events, and the development of the idea that it is the interrelation of a variety of forces which 

determines historical events. Kosambi stated in the Introduction to the Study of Indian History that he 

saw the means of production as the key to historical events, and his analysis of ancient Indian history is 

based on this. For him dynastic history had no meaning, because, apart from everything else, our 

information on it is of such an uncertain character. It was more important, therefore, to investigate the 

workings of social and economic forces. The importance of his work, however, lies not so much in the 

historical totality which he presented, but in the fact that it raised a number of new ideas and revealed 

new questions to be put to the sources, such as: To what extent can archaeological evidence provide a 

background to developments in historical times? Can archaeology and literary sources give us the clues 

to technological change? Was the economy in fact the base to the super-structure of other forces in 

Indian society? Can religious activities in India be studied in either Marxist or Weberian terms, or, for 

that matter, on the basis of any other model? Most important of all, what are the variables in the Indian 

tradition which distinguish it from other traditions? 

 

Kosambi’s writings became a focus and served to emphasize the validity of such questions and the need 

for further questions and the answers to them. This does not require a search for new evidence so much 

as a re-reading of the sources, with a different set of questions in mind. It also requires fresh 

annotations of existing texts, particularly the law-books, dharmasastras. It requires not merely a 

familiarity with existing models but, even more important, an awareness and understanding of analytical 

methods. To this extent the problems in the interpretation of ancient Indian history are not totally 

dissimilar to problems faced by contemporary historians of other ancient cultures. 

 

These ideas coincided with the realization that the major part of the dynastic history of ancient India 

had already been written and that other aspects of the historical past would now have to be 

investigated, not merely by compilation of more information, but 
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also by analysis of the facts with a view to establishing causal relationships. The paucity of fresh literary 

source material would inevitably have led to a shift from the antiquarian interest in the ancient past to a 

more analytical comprehension of it. The increasing relevance of the methodology of the social sciences 

facilitated this shift. Not surprisingly, the intensification of work in archaeology and anthropology has 

coincided with this new emphasis in ancient history.  

 

Archaeology is now the major source of fresh evidence, since it is unlikely that large numbers of literary 

sources still remain to be discovered. It not only provides new evidence in the form of the material 

remains of past culture, but, precisely because this evidence is tangible, it allows of a more accurate 

reconstruction of the past. From the results of investigation into pre-history and proto-history a picture 

of the evolution of cultures in India is emerging. 

 

It is now possible to trace the successive phases of cultures relating to the Palaeolithic, the Neolithic, 

and the Chalcolithic types. The work on the Neolithic has enabled us to map the major areas of early 

agriculture in the last three millennia B.C. and to trace communication links. Work on the Chalcolithic in 

the northern half of India has been somewhat concentrated on extensive excavations relating to the 

Harappa culture or the Indus Valley Civilization, as it was called until recently. The discovery of new 

towns and fresh evidence about the chronology and the decline of the Harappa culture necessitates a 

reconsideration of Mortimer Wheeler’s theory that the invading Aryans destroyed the cities of the 

Harappans. In the Deccan, Chalcolithic traces have provided evidence of trade routes and contact 

between the Ganges valley and the northwest Deccan and the routes across the Deccan in the beginning 

of the first millennium B.C. The continued use of these routes well into the historical period opens up 

new possibilities of historical analyses of the early history of the Deccan. Detailed studies on the Iron 

Age and iron technology from various sites in the sub-continent provide interesting insights into the use 

and expansion of this technology. Recent carbon-14 analyses have suggested c. 1100 B.C. as the date for 

the use of iron, which is 300 years earlier than previous dates. For the far south of India there is now 

archaeological evidence for the period from c. 500 B.C. to A.D. 150, beginning 
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with the Megalithic culture and continuing with a fairly highly developed Roman trade with south India. 

In both cases the contact with the western end of what has been described as the ‘Indian Ocean Arc’. 

The economics of the Roman trade which is now being studied on the basis of archaeological remains, 

coins, and literary source in Greek, Latin, and Tamil are likely to provide some useful information on the 

growth of the south Indian kingdoms. The material evidence from the excavations of urban centres can 

corroborate or act as a corrective to literary evidence. Epigraphical evidence has illuminated many areas 

of post-Gupta history from the fifth century A.D. onward, particularly in the Deccan and south India. 

Material remains can also provide statistical evidence. Thus the quantity and distribution of the 

characteristic pottery of the period--the northern-black polished ware--very relevant to the study of 

communication and trade in the pre-Mauryan and Mauryan periods, the fifth to third centuries B.C. 

 

Studies in economic and social history in recent years have attempted to determine not only the periods 

of change but the nature of change. In economic history this has resulted in an intensive study of the 

agrarian system. It can now be said that not only is there evidence to prove the existence of private 

property in land but also that the rule of property changed significantly over the centuries. This 

disproves the basic premise of the argument in support of the theory of Oriental Despotism as applied 

to India. The major contribution in this area has been the study of land grants reconstructed from 

epigraphical sources, on the basis of which it has been suggested that a gradual change took place in the 

agrarian system from the fourth century A.D. onward, resulting in what has been called a feudal society 

by about the seventh to the eighth century A.D.39 Related to this is the question of the changing forms 

of land-ownership and the varieties of private property. Various aspects of the revenue system have also 

been reconsidered in the light of new interpretations of forms of ownership. These studies have a 

bearing on the nature of the bureaucracy. Epigraphical material is frequently used as a means of 

checking the evidence from literary sources. The use of inscriptions for such studies is comparatively 

new, since earlier historians tended to use inscriptions largely for information on dynastic history. 

Archaeology provides evidence for the study of trade and the growth 
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of towns in the context of a well-developed commercial economy, and here again the material remains 

have been used effectively in correlation with literary, sources. This is an area of study for which there is 

immense scope with fresh excavations of trade centres and town sites. 

 



Indian social history at the moment has one basic preoccupation: an inquiry into the precise nature of 

social relationships in the I structure of early Indian society.40 Such an inquiry meets with obvious 

problems because of the nature of the literary source material. Attempts are being made at re-

examining the texts in the light of our contemporary understanding of theoretical model of the caste 

system, varna. These inquiries have taken the form of investigating a particular social group, for example 

the studies on the Sudras on the Vratyas, or the interrelationships of groups in a particular period, or the 

nature of an institution known to other societies as well, for example, slavery. The social and economic 

underpinnings of religious institutions provide yet another avenue of related interest, the studies of the 

Chola temples being a case in point. 

 

The nationalist phase also saw considerable interest in the study of ancient Indian political theory. The 

dominant themes were the status and role of the king, the channels of political representation, the 

function of the bureaucracy, and the distribution of power. The understanding of the theory of kingship 

in ancient India had been coloured in the nineteenth century by the concept of the divinity of kingship, 

based on the evidence from the Ancient Near East. This concept was rather arbitrarily extended to 

Indian kingship in together with the political corollary of a lack of representative institutions and the 

concentration of power with the king. Although the nationalist historians did attempt to refute the 

latter, they rather overlooked the question of the divinity of the king. This theme has come into 

prominence in recent work on the nature of kingship and the distribution of political power and status in 

early Indian society.41 The question of the distribution of political power is being re-examined in the 

framework of the functioning of a caste society, and with reference to the existing evidence on 

institutions of local control, such as village councils. The work on the land-grants, particularly from the 

sixth century onward, suggests a different type of power structure for the bureaucracy than was 

previously 
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assumed on the basis of the theory of despotism. The exclusion of straight political history is not for all 

time. There are indications of a more meaningful return to political history now that the background of 

social and economic history is being gradually filled in. 

 

The nationalist phase of historical interpretation led for obvious reasons to the overwhelming 

participation of Indian historians in writing their own history. This seemed to coincide with an 

appreciable decline of interest in ancient Indian history by European Indologists, except in France. The 

pore recent interpretations of ancient Indian history have suggested methods of analysis which can be 



used by historians of any nationality and can circumvent national and ideological bias, and by the use of 

which a greater degree of objectivity in interpretation can be achieved.42 Even if history is based on 

selected data, the data selected need not be entirely arbitrary. These methods work within the 

framework of certain hypotheses. They assume that all societies change and that in a period stretching 

from 2500 B.C. to A.D. 1000 Indian society and its institutions must have undergone change; it is the 

work of the historian to study the nature of this change. The idea of a static society is clearly no longer 

tenable.43 

 

This raises the crucial question of periodization in Indian history. Clearly there is a need to redefine the 

various periods of Indian history, if periodization is necessary, or else to dispense with such divisions 

altogether. The earliest pattern of periodization, that of the Hindu-Muslim-British periods of Indian 

history, gives undue importance to ruling dynasties and foreign invasions and is based, presumably, on 

the professed religions of the dynasties of northern India. In many cases it was merely the dynasty which 

changed, for the major historical characteristics of one period continued into the next. The change in 

terminology to Ancient-Medieval-Modern does not clarify the problem if the basis for the division 

remains the same. The Ancient/Hindu period is traditionally accepted as terminating with the Muslim 

conquest. Yet 'the Muslims' conquered various parts of India at different periods in time. The Arabs 

conquered Sind in the eighth century; the Turks and Afghans conquered the Punjab at the end of the 

tenth, northern India in the thirteenth, and the Deccan in the fourteenth century. The history of the area 

further south, with its alternating Hindu and Muslim dynasties, does not fit this pattern of periodization 

in any case. The arbitrary 
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choice of A.D. 1000 seeks to impose a pattern which the evident does not permit. If the basis of 

periodization were to be significant social and economic changes, then the ancient period would end 

roughly in the eighth century A.D., or possibly a little earlier, since the more significant changes did not 

coincide with dynastic changes and the conquests of 'the Muslims'. Although an improvement on the 



earlier pattern in historical terms, even this pattern m periodization could not be applied to every part 

of the sub-continent. 

 

 Perhaps the most significant result of the work done on ancient Indian history so far is the realization 

that well-defined phases of historical development are not uniformly applicable to the history of every 

society, and that the historian's interpretation should be the outcome of a search for the phases of 

historical development within a given society, which can then be analytically compared with other 

phases in other societies. This is not to deny the legitimacy of historical generalizations, but to recognize 

the variable factors and to demand a more precise definition of historical formulations. 

 

Lady Margaret Hall,  Oxford 
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Society and Law in the Hindu and Buddhist Traditions 

 

 

The relationship between law and society involves both the actual and the ideal. To the extent that 

particular laws are related to a particular society they can be regarded as a reflection of its value system. 

But law (both customary and codified) is also seen as a means of controlling societal function and, as 

such, an attempt is made to perfect the legal framework, which then becomes a reflection of the 

aspiration of that society. The Universal Declaration of Human Rights reflects the values of modern man 

but the implementation of these rights in full demands a society which has yet to emerge. Article I 



states: 'All human beings are born free and equal in dignity and rights.' This in itself indicates the large 

degree of idealism manifested in such documents. Despite the fact that the declaration is acceptable to 

a large number of nations it would be difficult to find amongst them a single nation where this article is 

adhered to, implicitly and in practice, outside the strictly legal context. 

 

The problem of sifting ideals from actuality becomes increasingly difficult when the period under study 

is considerably removed from the present. Both time and environment lead to changes in the concept of 

law. Even within a single tradition there can be apparently divergent and contradictory attitudes at 

various levels for which there is little or no precise explanation; in such cases one has to search for 

detailed, accurate information in order to understand the contradictions. Such information is difficult to 

establish if the society is one which existed two thousand years ago. Keeping these problems in mind we 

can at best concern ourselves with the broad framework in which these laws were evolved. In the Hindu 

and Buddhist tradition this framework can be deduced from a number of texts and documents, most of 

which were composed 

 From International Social Science Journal, XVIII, I,1966, pp. 32-40. 

 

 

 

  

24 

  

in the period between 400 B.C. and A.D.  500.  Much of the later literature is  in  the   nature  of 

commentaries  on  the earlier works, which reflect relevant changes in both society and its laws.1 

 

There are two approaches to an attempt at understanding the rights of the human being in the Hindu 

and Buddhist tradition. First of all, the metaphysical aspect provides a framework of a rather generalized 

kind emanating from a small group of thinkers.  Metaphysical thought certainly contributes to the ethos 

of a society, but this contribution becomes fairly diluted by the time it reaches the concrete reality of a 

legal code. The second and more significant aspect of the study is provided by the Law Books 

themselves which draw a more distinct picture of the legal framework. However, I reliance even on such 

definite sources is not without its dangers. The Law Books are both a reflection of early Indian society 

as] well as attempts at working out what was believed to be a perfect social system. Therefore the 

aspirations of the law-makers are also to be considered. Nevertheless, the danger can be mitigated 



somewhat by testing from historical sources the actual validity of the legal I systems codified by the law-

givers. 

 

At the metaphysical level both Hindu and Buddhist thought are concerned primarily with the ultimate 

destiny of man--a transcendent, spiritual state where the soul finds salvation or the individual 

consciousness attains extinction. At this level of thinking the necessities and requirements of social life 

have at most a transitory value. Considerable emphasis is placed on the universal quality of all human 

beings, on the values of tolerance and compassion, and on the need for harmony between man and 

nature through recognition of the rights of each--all of which would lead to spiritual peace. There has 

been no dearth of modern philosophers who maintain that the Indian moral consciousness has been 

concerned almost solely with a quest for spiritual peace. Perhaps it was this concern with the ultimate 

quest for peace which led to a dichotomy between metaphysical thinking which encouraged a 

withdrawal from life and the actual social institutions which were almost obsessed with the idea of a 

purposeful ordering of life. A perusal of the social and legal literature suggests that the metaphysical 

attitude was an ideal to which many have aspired but which few achieved. Nor was this ideal  allowed to  

interfere too frequently  in the 
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Organization of society 

 

 Metaphysical values apart, it must be remembered that the Hindu and Buddhist traditions arose out of 

two disparate socio-economic backgrounds: a fact which is reflected in their differing attitudes to 

human rights. Hindu law was first formulated in a tribal society and it was based largely on customary 

practices and relationships. As is frequent in kin-societies, social controls had the force of laws. The 

central problem at this stage was to maintain peace between the tribes rather than to protect the rights 

of the individual. The acceptance of a monarchical system by these tribes introduced two new features. 

The political structure required by kingship encouraged an element of authoritarianism amongst the 

law-makers. The close association of kingship with divinity was projected into the realm of laws and 

provided a supernatural sanction for the laws whenever necessary. The status of the individual in society 

came to be conditioned by these new factors. 

 



The Buddhist tradition originated at a time when tribal loyalty was changing into territorial loyalty and 

there was a sharper awareness of political organization. Buddhism began as one of a number of 

heterodox sects whose common feature was their breaking away from brahmanical orthodoxy. The 

Buddhists and the Jainas had their origin in, and found their earliest supporters amongst, the republican 

tribes of northern India, and the republican tradition found its echo in the teachings of both Mahavira 

and the Buddha. Absence of monarchical authoritarianism and close association with the idea of divinity 

in the political sphere both led to a stress on the rights of the individual in society. This was further 

emphasized when in the early stages Buddhism became popular amongst the emergent commercial 

classes who, in a period of expanding trade, gave it more than lip-service. In this milieu, not only was the 

dividual increasingly regarded as the social unit, but even in institutional matters emphasis was laid on 

contractual arrangements, free from the interference of divine agencies. 

 

The differences in the two traditions are significantly demonstrated the respective theories on the origin 

of government. According the Hindu tradition, men, in a state of defencelessness and social disorder, 

appealed to the gods and the latter appointed a king in their own image, who would protect the people 

and maintain law and order and in return take a share of one-sixth of the produce.2 
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The social order of castes also emerged from a divine source.3 The Buddhist theory relates a different 

sequence of events. postulates a golden age which gradually decayed through the institution of private 

property and other social evils. Finally the people gathered together and elected one from amongst 

themselves to rule over them and maintain an orderly society. He was given a sixth of the produce as 

wages.4 In the Buddhist theory the. emphasis is on the quasi-contractual nature of the beginnings of 

government and on the sovereignty of the people. The latter idea remained central to Buddhist political 

thinking but it was never taken I step further and developed into a theory of the rights of the people. 

There was no attempt to provide a divine origin for the evolution of the social structure in Buddhist 

thought. We are told that people tended to keep together in groups based on their occupations and 

these occupational groups gradually crystallized into castes.5  



 

At the root of the social and legal thinking of both tradition was the belief that government is an 

unfortunate necessicity in an age of decay. Such a belief implied that society existed prior to any 

governmental organization and, furthermore, that in effect society is more important than any form of 

government. The Indian mind therefore concerned itself with the quest for a perfect social system. 

 

In the Hindu tradition individual salvation (moksa) lies in co-ordinating in a balanced manner the three 

pursuits of human existence, which are dharma (the laws of the social order), artha (prosperity) and 

kama (pleasure). Dharma is the most important of these.6 Briefly, dharma refers to the norm of conduct 

and of duties incumbent on each man in accordance with his caste. It derives from both the legal 

treatises of the past (often regarded as sacred texts) and from approved custom, particularly that which 

is not opposed the sacred texts. The idea of dharma is fully articulated in the theory of varna-asrama-

dharma,7 where the definition of one duty has reference not only to one's caste, but also to the 

particular stage in one's life, i.e., student, householder, ascetic, etc. Gradually dharma became the most 

significant concept in the Hindu tradition and the very basis of the status of the individual in Hindu 

society. The proper working of dharma was dependent on the fact that every individual must recognize 

the duties he was expected perform and act accordingly.8 The message of the Bhagavad Gita 
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was precisely this: one must act according to the rules of one's dharma--one's own duty even if poorly 

done is better than doing another's duty no matter how perfectly.9 To act according to the rules of his 

dharma meant that a man must accept his position and role in society on the basis of the caste into 

which he was born and the norms which had been enunciated for that caste by the authors of the Law 

Books. Duties implied obligations and the stress was far more on .obligations than on rights. This 

tendency was further emphasized by the strongly patriarchal character of the family unit. 

 

Dharma was essential because it promoted individual security and happiness as well as the stability of 

the social order. Each man's dharma had its own role in the larger and more complex network of the 

social structure. Therefore by observing the rule of his own dharma a man was showing an awareness of 

others in society as well. If individual members of society tried to formulate their own rules of dharma 

the result would be a chaotic society. Dharma was the foundation of individual and collective security 

since a state of nature without law was equivalent to anarchy.10 The fear of anarchy led to the elevation 

of dharma to divine status and this in turn gave it even higher status than the king and the 



government.11 To further safeguard the position of dharma another concept was introduced that 

dharma is protected by danda (literally a rod or staff, signifying punishment).12 

 

The rules of dharma were formulated by the law-makers who were by and large members of the 

brahman caste and who naturally tried to maintain the superiority of their caste. Inevitably, since they 

were the ones who gave definition to dharma, the innate superiority of the brahman was expounded. As 

a complement to this it was necessary to formulate a system of social hierarchies, (and often economic) 

and legal privileges decreased with each descending step in the social hierarchy.13 Certain categories 

brahmans were immune from the more exacting labours of me living such as paying taxes, and  could on 

occasion be led as above the law. The concept of dharma rooted in caste tended to every aspect of 

human activity. It was logical e that the equality of all before the law was not recognized, According to 

the Law Books, judicial punishments were required to take into consideration the caste of the 

offender.14 Rights were 
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Extended  primarily to the privileged upper castes. The lower orders had only obligations. The burden of 

society fell most heavily on the shoulders of the sudras and the untouchables who could claim hardly 

any privileges or rights. 

 

An important characteristic of caste is that an individual born into a particular caste and cannot acquire 

the status of any other caste. This resulted in a check on individual social mobility, It also came to be 

associated with a basic religio-philosophical concept of Hinduism, that of karma, which maintains that 

one's deeds and  activities in one's  present incarnation determine one's status and happiness  in the life 

to follow. Thus a man's caste status was entirely of his own making and he was in a position to improve 

it by conforming to dharma and being reborn  a higher status   in his next incarnation.15 This was an 

excellent answer to those who queried the justice of the caste system. I also acted as a powerful check 

on non-conformity through the fear of worsening one's condition in future incarnations. 

 



Among the various means of maintaining the purity of the caste two are specially stressed: the ban on 

commensality among member of various castes and the strict observance of rules of endogamy and 

exogamy as applied with reference to caste. The rules I marriage were rigidly enforced and marriage was 

primarily a social institution.16 The lower the status of women the stronger was the legal tie of 

marriage. The patriarchal system tended to keep the status of women at a low level, and the emergence 

of the joint family with special property rights for the male members reinforced male dominance.17 The 

family was recognized as a basic unit of society and enjoyed the right to protection by society and the 

state. This was accentuated in the case of families who owned land and who worked on the land. The 

concept of property in the Hindu tradition was usually associated with the ownership of land. The right 

to own property was granted to those who could afford it. The Law Books maintain that property is 

founded on virtue and that the king has a right to confiscate the property of the wicked,18 of which, 

however, there is no record in historical sources. 

 

Yet another aspect of community living where caste discrimination applied was in education. The Law 

Books are very clear on the point that only the three upper castes are entitled to education.19 
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Frequently it was only the brahmans and the aristocracy who received formal education. Caste 

discrimination kept the sudras away and the nature and content of the formal training kept the other 

non-brahmans away. Here the Buddhist tradition was in striking contrast. Not only were Buddhist 

monasteries open to persons of any caste, but even the syllabuses had a wider range and included 

disciplines of more practical interest. 

 

The Buddhist tradition protested against the institution of caste. It recognized that in the routine 

working of society there were bound to be social distinctions, but maintained that these should not be 

exploited to the point of rejecting the concept that all human beings are equal. The Buddha was 

frequently asked about the relative purity of the four castes and invariably replied that all castes were 

equally pure. Buddhism was in favour of the equality of all before the law. An offender brought before 

justice must be judged and punished according to his offence and without any concession to immunities 

or privileges relating to his caste.20 

 



Arising out of its stern and unwavering ethical code, the Buddhist tradition supported the unqualified 

supremacy of moral law over politics. Law is for the welfare of all mankind. It saw in brahmanical law the 

conditioning of society according to the requirements of a powerful elite. The same idea of the 

application of a moral law and the equality of human beings was extended to all created beings, and this 

was to result in the concept of ahimsa (nonviolence). Everything that has life has a right to live; and to 

destroy life, no matter what its form, is a crime. It may be argued that the Buddhists (and more than the 

Buddhists, the Jainas) made a fetish of non-violence, yet the intellectual and moral assumptions of the 

concept arose from a healthy tradition.  

Whereas Buddhism preached non-attachment to worldly possessions, and property as we have seen 

was regarded as an evil (precipitating the decay of the world in the days of its pristine purity), in actual 

practice the acquisition of property was regarded as a normal activity. Entrepreneurial activities in 

particular were encouraged and were open to anyone with sufficient foresight and resourcefulness.21 In 

its attitude to women, the Buddhist tradition showed greater liberality than the Hindu tradition, as for 

instance m permitting women to become nuns. 

 

Historical evidence sheds interesting light on the literary tradition. 
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Among the more meaningful historical documents are the edicts of the Emperor Asoka (third century 

B.C.) which reflect a familiarity with both the Hindu and the Buddhist traditions.22 The edicts all 

meaningful in the present context since they are the attempts of a ruler at solving the problem of the 

human being in a complex society. The norm of conduct suggested by the emperor carries a deep 

conviction of faith in humanity. Within the existing framework of social and economic relations, Asoka 

makes a powerful plea for social responsibility, for dignity and justice in the behaviour of one man 

towards another, for tolerance and kindness in human relationships and for non-violence. 

 



That the imposition of the brahmanical pattern in its totality was rarely a historical reality can be 

deduced from the fact that' the heterodox tradition throughout the centuries was opposed to it in 

greater or lesser degree.23 The heterodox sects often drew their following from the lower castes who 

were numerically larger than the upper castes. The heterodox    tradition emphasized the equality of-

human beings, the equality of all before the law, disapproved of slavery, encouraged the acceptance of 

a higher status for women and placed greater value on empirical thinking and education than on the 

formalism of the brahmanical system. That the heterodox tradition failed to overthrow the brahmanical 

tradition was due partly to historical reasons24 and partly to the very nature of caste society. 

 

The origin and development of caste was not controlled by the brahmans. The latter were merely 

shrewd enough to realize1-that they could use the existing system to their own benefit. In accordance 

with their own vision of society they enunciated laws on caste. These laws were by and large observed 

by the upper-castes and were familiar in areas where orthodoxy played an authoritarian role. Elsewhere 

and amongst the lower castes, custom] and usage made a substantial contribution to the formulation of 

laws. The fact that caste was never confronted with the shadow of its decline can be traced to the 

structure of the institution itself. Each caste or sub-caste formed its own independent social] unit, with 

its own laws of survival based on the economic possibilities to which it could aspire. As long as the 

brahmans could maintain their position as the pre-eminent unit—which they did by appropriating 
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 the administrative, educational and religious functions--their ascendancy  was assured. To perpetuate 

their ascendancy they worked complicated and, what seemed to them, almost foolproof concept of 

dharma. But the actual working of society was not strictly in accordance with this plan. Castes and sub-

castes as social Is did have some mobility and frequently sought to better their status, even if such 

improvement was denied to the individual member. Economic necessities for instance could lead to a 

change, the status of a particular caste.25 Invading foreigners had also to be accommodated and their 

caste status defined. The objection of the heterodox groups was thus not to the system (which was a 

workable, socio-economic system) but to the brahmanical interpretation of it. 

 

It is against this background that we must view the development of the Hindu and Buddhist traditions. 

The framework within which the Buddhist tradition functioned is not available in a single code of laws. 

Much of it consisted of regulations which grew out of custom and usage and which were conditioned by 

the professions of those who supported Buddhism. The republican background nurtured an 

individualistic tradition in Buddhism with a strong support for the kind of social and moral attitudes 



implicit in human rights. Despite the tradition having to contend with a caste society, the rights of the 

individual are given due stress. 

 

The Hindu tradition is in comparison far more complicated. This is due in part to the fact that it has to be 

analyzed from two perspectives. There is firstly the overall framework of Hindu society where the 

emphasis is on duties and, judging by the Law Books, access to rights is limited to the privileged classes. 

The second perspective is that of the localized group as caste where the concept .of rights did exist 

although to a limited extent. The functioning of each small unit was controlled by its own mechanism 

and within this unit the individual member could claim rights of equality and self-expression.26 The 

balance of rights and duties was fairly equal. Rights within such a group were not thought of in any total 

or irrevocable sense. The member of a sub-caste for instance could claim economic and social security 

from his sub-caste and the right to equality and to protection from violence, provided he observed the 

rules of that particular group. This is 
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in a sense the key to the functioning of the Hindu tradition. Freedom lies in belonging to a group 

because the group can claim right. as for example the rights of the caste, the rights of the family the 

rights of the guild, etc.; the individual as an individual has no identity in a societal sense. 

 

The Hindu pattern did not see man and society as antagonistic to each other. The two entities had 

mutual obligations and commitment to these obligations would ensure the welfare of all The Hindu 

vision was that of an orderly society with each man attending to his appointed task, which would infuse 

a people with a sense of community and which with its intense loyalty to the social group, i.e., caste, 

would provide both economic and psychological security. The careful classifying of all degrees of social 

relationships into a well-ordered system was partly to meet the requirements of this vision, and partly 

due to the normal tendency of Hindu theorists to classify everything down to the minutes detail (this 

was applied to matters as diverse as tax collection on the one hand and the art of love on the other). 

This carefully worked out socio-legal framework reflected the brahmanical vision of the perfect society. 

Those who were opposed to such a vision could take a non-conformist stand by opting out of society, 

perhaps by becoming ascetics or mendicants, or by joining a dissident group. 

 



The Hindu tradition managed to maintain a considerable degree of social harmony by a careful balancing 

of over-all authoritarianism with local autonomy. New ethnic groups or occupational group tended to 

become sub-castes and maintained their own system of rights and duties. Dissident groups which began 

with the support of a cross-section of society ended up by being identified as separate sub-caste. Thus, 

where the dissident element could not be absorbed in the existing structure, a compromise was worked 

out and it was allowed a separate identity. This was both independent within its own terms and yet a 

part of society. Sometimes the brahmanical tradition would even appropriate some of the rituals and 

customs of such a group in order to avoid open conflict Social tensions arose at the birth of a dissident 

group, but they rarely took an acutely antagonistic form. The marginal relationships of the various sub-

castes kept them from face-to-face confrontations. 
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In the system was conducive to the co-existence of various group. The high value placed on tolerance in 

Indian thought was not just a pious wish, since, given this social structure, a little of tolerance could go a 

long way in preserving social harmony; more so perhaps than in other societies. In allowing these 

concessions the working of society, the legal and social iniquities of the caste structure and the 

implications of the Hindu code were somewhat modified. This would also largely explain the striking 

absence of fanaticism in the Hindu tradition. 

 

The guardians of law are, in the nature of things, persons belonging to elite groups. Consequently legal 

codes conform to- their world view. It is premature to look for well-articulated legal codes in the 

cultures of two thousand years ago which might reflect human rights as we know them and desire them 

today. In the ancient past there were moments when societies incorporated the metaphysical ideals of 

human rights into their legal and social functioning. Even in such moments the rights were extended 

only to elite groups: the slaves, the sudras, the serfs were all beyond the pale. The concept of human 

rights is essentially a modern phenomenon. For the first time in the history of many cultures it has 

ceased to be a metaphysical concept. The implementation of human rights demands a certain socio-

economic ethos which is becoming increasingly feasible in most parts of the world. For various reasons, 

a society is no longer regarded as an aggregate of families or groups as in the past, but as an aggregate 

of individuals. With a shift in emphasis from the welfare of the group to the welfare of the individual, 

the rights of the individual have been conceded. What this implies, both for the individual and for the 

future of society, raises another set of metaphysical questions. 
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Ethics, Religion, and Social Protest in the First Millennium B.C. in Northern India 

 

 

The first millennium B.C. witnessed a seemingly spontaneous burst of new ideologies in areas that 

subsequently became nuclear regions for major civilizations. The impression is one of a chain of 

apparently similar developments linking the then known world. The geographical reach of these 

civilizations was relatively confined, and allowed the formation of a network of connections resulting 

from conquest trade and religious missions. The almost simultaneous and sustained period of 

speculative thought throughout this area resulted either from the juxtaposition of a number of seminal 

regions and their interconnections or from internal developments within each society that broke the 

relative quiescence of the earlier bronze-age cultures. 

 

The sixth to third centuries B.C. in northern India saw the emergence of patterns of thought that were 

embryonic to the evolution of what was called in later centuries the Indian ethos. This paper is an 

attempt to observe the historical anatomy of this period and to point up the intellectual processes that 

gave a  legitimacy to these patterns. The focus is narrow and concentrates on Buddhism seen not merely 



as the teaching of a single individual but rather as a wider response to a particular doctrine and as a 

reaction to the changing milieu with which it was associated. 

 

The middle of the first millennium introduces a new ideological perspective, which, although touched 

upon marginally in Vedic literature, is more fully developed in the teachings of what came to be called 

'the heterodox sects'. To the extent that Buddhism subsumes this new perspective, it is convenient to 

juxtapose the polarity of Vedic thought with that of Buddhism. The primary concern of the new attitude 

is with the perception of change, 

 

From Daedalus, Spring  1975, vol.  104, no. 2, pp.  119-33. 
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the recognition that the context during this period was different form any that had existed before. The 

outcome of this recognition is the growth of ideologies that were at the same time innovative and 

germinal to the social and religious philosophy and ethical thought of subsequent periods. This carried 

within it the elements both of pessimism at the passing of the old order and of optimism in having 

discovered a way to deal with the changed situation. The 'way' as perceived by the Buddha was arrived 

at through an innovation in ideology--the notion of causation. Causation in turn highlighted other 

aspects of innovative thinking, some entirely new, others resulting from the extension of existing ideas.  

To understand the perception of change at this time and the need for a new ideology the authors of 

these ideas have to be seen in a historical context. The priorities in their questions and the kinds of 

avenues which they explored in a search for answers were not unconnected with the historical milieu in 

which they lived. They appeared in response to the essentially urban civilization of the Ganges valley. 

This is often termed the 'second urbanization' of early India, the first having been that of the third 

millennium in the Indus valley. The antecedents to this second urbanization point to a shift in 

geographical location from the nuclear area of the third millennium. The Indus civilization had declined 

by the middle of the second millennium B.C., and the new culture of the Ganges civilization grew and 

matured on the other side of the watershed during the first millennium B.C., seemingly unconnected 

with the earlier copper-age civilization. Technologically the new urbanization was based on iron, the 

widespread domestication of the horse, the extension of plough agriculture, and a far more 

sophisticated market economy than that of the earlier period. Until recently it was believed that the 

new civilization grew under the aegis of nomadic pastoralists speaking an Indo-European language, 

Sanskrit, who had conquered the. existing inhabitants, possibly destroyed the bronze-age cities, and had 



given rise to the new civilization in the process of settling down in the Ganges valley—thus loving, as it 

were, from the age of the heroes to that of princes traders. But fresh evidence has suggested that this 

discontinuity more imagined than real: many aspects of the later culture bear the impress of the earlier 

civilization in spite of the considerable difference in the physical location.1 
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Technological changes were not the only indication of a new historical context, for these changes 

coincided with various other developments. Tribal  identity gradually gave way to territorial identity. The 

territorial units, or janapadas, that emerged were named after the janas (tribes) settled thereon, such as 

Gandhara Kuru, Pancala, Matsya, Cedi, Kasi, Kosala, Magadha, etc. Lineage speech, and customary law 

were the three criteria of identity ad status in the earlier tribal society, with lineage being central 

political control and land ownership. The ksatriya tribes were the land-owning tribes, who belonged to 

either the Candravamsi (Lunar) or the Suryavamsi (Solar) lineages that in later centuries were to become 

the royal lineages. The location of the two was distinct, with the Candravamsi lineages centered in the 

Doab, and extending southward and westward, and the Suryavamsi centered in the middle Ganges 

plain. The separate identity of the Doab and South Bihar is evident at every point. Cultivated land was 

initially owned ii common by members of ksatriya lineage--the khattiyas of Buddhist literature--although 

much of the actual tilling appears to have been done by the dasas (slaves) and bhritakas (hired labourers 

and servants).2 Lineage rights thus included land ownership, and lineage connections were carefully 

recorded. This accounts for the predominantly ksatriya oligarchic political organization in man 

janapadas. 

 

The stress on kinship ties was further emphasized by the us of the word jati ('assigned by birth'). It 

occurs first in a late text and is used in the sense of an extended family.3 In time ,the references to jana 

('tribe') decreased and those to jati increased until in Buddhist literature jati is used in the sense of 

caste, implying an endogamous kinship  group,  ranked  in a  list of specialize occupations and service 

relationships reflecting an increase in social stratification. The bi-polarity of purity and pollution 

remained I important characteristic of the classification by varna, but this classification was of a more 

theoretical kind involving initial four {brahman, ksatriya, vaisya, and sudra) and subsequently five (with 

the addition of the pancamma or 'untouchable') groups society,  and eventually became more closely 

related to ritual than to social status. Jati slowly became the gauge of a mo precise assessment of the 

socio-economic status of a group, but the criteria of status continued to include ritual status (varna). 
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During the time of the Buddha (sixth to fifth centuries B.C.) a major change in the agrarian structure was 

the emergence of large estates owned by individual ksatriya families; the criterion of wealth came to be 

associated more with land and money and less with cattle, which had been the measure of riches in 

earlier Vedic literature. The transfer of land took place largely within the same social group that had 

earlier maintained joint ownership. As an adjunct to this development of a landed class, there is a 

noticeable increase in the categories of wage labourer, hired labourer, and slave. The slave had varna 

status of a sudra, which was particularly necessary for those who worked as domestic slaves, the more 

common category met with in the Indian sources. A text of the late first millennium B.C. mentions the 

price of a slave as being a hundred pieces of money; by comparison, a pair of oxen was twenty-four 

pieces.4 Slaves were probably expensive even in earlier centuries and could not therefore be used too 

extensively in production. 

 

The intensification of agriculture provided the economic base for the growth of towns in the Ganges 

valley. Many of the cities, apart from being  important commercial centres, were also the capitals of the 

janapadas such as Kausambi, Kasi, Ayodhya and Rajagriha. These were not the temple-cities of bronze-

age civilization, but were the nuclei of the affluent and the natural habitat of the setthi-gahapatis, the 

immensely wealthy traders and financiers. : flexibility of a market economy was facilitated by three 

innovations--the use of a script, the consequent issuing of promissory notes, letters of credit, and 

pledges, and the introduction of money m the form of silver and copper punch-marked coins issued 

initially, it has been suggested, by traders' guilds. These, in turn, resulted in the new profession of 

trading in money, and the appearance of the banker deriving his wealth from usury. Unlike the Buddhist 

texts, the brahman sources disapprove of usury, although the censure is restricted to brahmans' 

fraternizing with those who live off usury 5Apart from the archaeological evidence, another indication, 

albeit indirect, of the growth of cities is the rapid rise of Jainism when with  the prohibition on 

agricultural professions and restriction on ownership of land, trade became the predominant occupation 

of the Jainas . The discovery of new routes and the revival of routes were further incentives to trade.6 
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The city produced its own social stratification, where the sresthin ('merchant or banker') was the most 

powerful and where I institutional base was that of the sreni ('guild'). This explains why various religious 

sects competed for the patronage of sresthins.7 Yet in brahmanical literature the trader is not included 

among the superior social groups. The varna-ranking of the vaisya ('trader') in the third position may 



have been irksome to those who had such access to wealth. Furthermore, power in brahmanical terms 

was connected with ownership of land; although not forbidden to the sresthin, land was by no means 

his primary source of wealth Up to a point there was a distinction between the urban and run elite--the 

setthi/sresthin and the khattiya/ksatriya--because they derived their income from different sources. But 

some of the khattiyas who owned estates were also town-dwellers, and thus formed another group 

alongside the traders and merchants. 

 

The guild was emerging as an essential institution of urban life, acting as a centre of both professional 

and kin cohesion The recognition of sreni-dharma (the customary law of the guilds) as legitimate law by 

the end of the millennium is another indicate of the powerful status of the sreni.8 Ultimately it evolved 

into an agency of caste organization where the larger and better establish guilds took on jati status; no 

less important was the role of the guilds  in later centuries as patrons of the heterodox  sects.   

The lower orders of the guild were the karmakaras ('artisan and the antevasikas ('apprentices'), who 

were nevertheless still superior to the dasabhritaka ('slaves and hired labourers'), These together with 

the cultivators, were all included in the rank  sudras. In brahmanical texts, their low rank was maintained 

by the legal fiction that they were of mixed caste origin. The gradation among sudras ran from the 

sacchudra ('clean sudra') to the edge of untouchability. The untouchables constituted the fifth major 

group. Their untouchability derived from their being considered pollute either because of their 

occupation as scavengers, such as Candalas and Doms and those who maintained the cremation 

grounds, because they belonged to primitive tribes such as the Nisada  the Bhilla. Their speech was alien 

and their manner of life was strange. Even the Buddhists despised the Candalas. The inequities of city 

life further aggravated the degradation of these grow already declared impure on account of ritual 

pollution. 
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The rise of political authority as symbolized in systems of government and the concept of the state were 

explained in a variety of ways Vedic literature had connected the emergence of kingship with the 

emergence of government and stressed that the qualities of leadership in battle and elements of divinity 

were essential to kingship.9 By the middle of the first millennium, tribal egalitarianism had surrendered 

to the evolution of a system of government that, whether oligarchic or monarchical, was explained as 

concerning itself with the problems of social disharmony, the need for authority, and the justification for 

revenue collection. The Buddhist theory emphasized the perfection of society in the pre-government 

age, thus implying that government had become an unfortunate necessity,10 through the diffusion of 

social disharmony resulting from family discord and private property. Seeking a solution, people had 



gathered together and elected a leader--the mahasammata the Great Elect’--in whom they invested the 

authority to maintain law and order; in payment for this service the mahasammata was paid a share of 

the revenue. Significantly the Buddhist theory emphasizes contract and seems not to have had any 

notion of royal divinity. The Mahabharata expresses a similar idea, but with a greater emphasis on the 

notion that societies without governments result in anarchy, the anarchic society is described as a state 

of matsyanyaya 'the law of fish,' where the big fish devour the smaller ones.11 In this theory, the king 

also contracts to maintain law and order, but an element of divinity is introduced in his actual 

appointment as king. 

 

These theories reflect an increasing sense of alienation where becomes necessary to enforce harmony, 

since the pristine natural harmony of society has disappeared. They also reflect the acceptance of the 

idea of authority based on power and not necessarily on 

kinship alone. The janapadas were coalescing into territorial states. the fifth century B.C. competition for 

power had already developed among the stronger of the major janapadas, such as Kasi, Kosala and   

Magadha, where even close    kinship ties were ignored to further Political gains. Magadha was to 

emerge as the most powerful, ultimately becoming the nucleus of the Mauryan empire, which was built 

on the conquests of Chandragupta Maurya in the fourth B.C. and comprised, during the reign of his 

grandson Asoka,  entire Indian sub-continent and eastern Afghanistan. 
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With the growth of political authoritarianism and a complicated state machinery, it is not surprising that 

the justification for the emergence of government came to be based on the necessity for taxation and 

the need to maintain law and order.12 

 

Two co-existing systems of economic redistribution came into being and sometimes into conflict as well. 

One, at the level of the state, derived its income from taxes, tributes and fines and redistributed it 

through awards, salaries, grants, and expenditures on public  works and ceremonies. But the 

redistribution was not equitable, and the prestige economy", particularly in the monarchical states, 

consumed a large part of the income. The second system, on a lesser scale, was confined to the 

merchants and bankers of the cities; among them the ethic of redistribution was such that substantial 

sums were retained as capital for further investment.13 They were doubtless irritated by the prestige 

economy of the state. That the second system could function in the cities points to their more diffused 



political authority; this is also suggested by the absence of citadels in these cities. To some extent money 

liberated the financier from overarching political  control. 

 

Caste structure at this time grew out of a variety of interrelationships between groups. The purity-

pollution dichotomy, which above all demarcated the brahman from the untouchable and which was 

absent in the earlier period, is by now well established. The arya-dasa dichotomy deriving from ethnic, 

linguistic, and cultural differences in the Rg Vedic texts was now replaced by the arya-sudra dichotomy, 

where the ethnic differences are minimal and the main criteria are the use of Sanskrit and the 

observance of the varna rules. Non-aryas are mleccha ('the barbarians' or 'the impure') and are 

generally ranked as sudras except in later centuries, when foreign conquerors such as the Indo-Greeks 

had to be given the dubious status of 'degenerate ksatriyas’ The formation of new castes, theoretically 

resulting from the intermixing of the original four, was probably a more open system than has hitherto 

been recognised. The evidence from subsequent centuries suggests that new jatis arose as a result of 

incorporating tribes and guilds and, still later, religious sects into caste society. 

 

The complexity of the new society is clearly reflected in the need for codifying the laws of the various 

social groups, which is what is aimed at in the brahmanical  dharmasutras. The purpose 
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of the laws is to differentiate between the various social groups generally identified as those of jana ,jati 

and varna. These, however, are made part of a cohesive view of society. There is an implicit belief that 

the demarcation of differences would lead to a resolution of tensions, an attitude that could only have 

been feasible in the absence of a situation of conflict. Also implicit in the dharmasutras is the brahmans 

claim to being the arbiters of the law. There was no overt challenge to this claim since the codification 

did not aim at a uniformity of laws, but, on the contrary, to the recognition of their diversity. The 

Buddhist social code, on the other hand, stressed broad ethical principles of general application to a 

variety of social groups into the new patterns. The integration was easier at the theoretical level. At the 

practical level there was a tendency to separate ritual status (varna) from actual status (jati). Social roles 

were not entirely dependent on the one or the other. The older traditions and norms were thus 

placated, and the new entrants into the social hierarchy were not entirely disappointed. However, the 

demarcation was in fact by no means facile or simplistic. Many of the later subtleties and intricacies of 

caste relationships emanate from this early attempt at demarcation. 

 



It was apparent that a condition of permanence was neither feasible nor possible in the world of reality 

where all was flux. Even the above brief survey of the historical scene shows that the condition of 

constant change could not be ignored.14 It affected the assumptions of the philosophers of the time 

and is still reflected in the prevailing intellectual systems. The consciousness of change is perhaps seen 

most clearly in the fundamental problem of human salvation or liberation in which three interrelated 

aspects were emphasized--the ethic of the individual in terms of his own moral consciousness and his 

search for release from the bonds of human existence, the verification of ultimate knowledge so 

essential to the working out of a means to salvation, and finally the discovery of a path to salvation. The 

prime motivation was to find an answer that would subsume changing material conditions and yet 

remain viable. The Buddhist attempt to analyse these problems makes a point of contrasting the 

attempts of other groups of thinkers similarly involved. 

 

That these concerns were widespread is apparent from the rise of a variety of 'heterodox sects,' among 

which Buddhism was 

  

  

44 

  

included. These sects were not merely a reaction to Vedic religion, as is often suggested, because within 

the Vedic-brahman framework there had also been a diversification of views as evidenced by the texts 

of the Upanisads and the Aranyakas. These were the discourses of the renouncers who had isolated 

themselves from society and lived in forest retreats. They stood apart, disenchanted with the world, 

seeking ultimate truths. Their discourses show a liberation of the speculative consciousness from the 

burdens of magical sacrifice and ritual. However, the universalistic basis of their thinking had some 

limitations. They recognised the need for individual salvation. In isolation and through samnyasa 

('asceticism'), the individual could find his moksa ('salvation') which would release his atma (individual 

'soul') and enable it to unite with the brahma ('all-soul'). Asceticism was motivated both by a desire to 

escape from the insecurity of a changing society and by the conviction that meditation was an effective 

means of acquiring the knowledge that furthers self-realization as well as the power (tapas) to become 

superior even to the gods. Gradually asceticism came to be regarded as a more powerful force than 

sacrifice, thus admitting the ineffectiveness of a community attempt to reach moments of magic and 

power. Perhaps more important, asceticism resulted in total freedom, a break with family ties and social 

regulations, provided sexual needs could be sublimated. Hence the correlation between asceticism and 

asexuality. This freedom insured the renouncer a moral status far higher than that of even a sacrificing 

brahman. 

 



Some sects, such as the Ajivikas, based their thought on determinism and saw renunciation as the only 

and ultimate path to moksa. The Buddhists and the Jainas had both philosophical and social concerns. 

Access to knowledge did not lie through the authoritative voice of the Vedas, for what is not personally 

verifiable is unacceptable. Nor is skepticism a path to knowledge; the skeptics for the Buddhists were 

'eel-wrigglers'. Even asceticism was not possible as a path to salvation for everyone. Both the Buddha 

and Mahavira, though seeking enlightenment through isolated meditation, nevertheless returned to the 

world of the cities and villages to preach the path of salvation to the householder who could not 

become a monk owing to his social obligations. In the case of the Buddha, the emphasis on 'the middle 

way', the path devoid of excesses, emphasizing moderation and a moral life, was indicative of his 
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concern that the path suggested by him be compatible with the real problems of social existence. Not 

surprisingly, the early supporters of Buddhism were not only the ascetics but also, and in larger 

numbers, the setthis and members of the ksatriya clans. At the other extreme were a number of 

lokayata sects, particularly the Carvakas, who were based primarily in the towns and who taught a 

thorough going materialism, such as the teachings of Ajita Kesakambalin, the result of which was seen 

by others as an idealization of hedonism. 

 

The thread of social protest winding through these heterodox teachings was indicative of a perception 

of change: of existing change, the recognition that further changes were imminent, and toward change 

itself. For the Buddhists, change was symbolized in two strands, which occasionally intertwined, the 

cosmic and the historical. The universe is transient and in a state of continuous flux. Buddhist cosmic 

time was cyclical, starting with a pristine Utopian society, which had gradually decayed and was slowly 

reaching its nadir of sorrow and suffering, the direction in which contemporary society was moving. 

Eventually it would rise upwards again and begin a Utopian phase. Brahmanical sources, also positing 

cyclical time, attempted a mathematical measurement of it, albeit of an infinite magnitude, as did the 

Buddhists, who indicated infinite eons by spatial descriptions.15 Time was seen as an unending 

continuity of which historical time was but a fraction. Within this continuity the individual consciousness 

also moved unceasingly from one lifetime to the next birth until liberated from the chain of rebirth. It is 

compared to the flame of a lamp used to light another lamp and so on, ad infinitum. In each case the 

flame of the lamp is both the old and the new flame, and so it is with the perception of change in the 

continuity of time. 

 



Change, therefore, cannot be seen as a sudden break. But within historical time there is a far sharper 

awareness of the past and the future. Other 'enlightened ones' have trod the same path in the past as 

the Buddha, Was this allegorical, or was it a reference to earlier teachers with a similar doctrine? There 

is also the reference to the Buddha Maitreya, who will reawaken the world to the Dharma ('the law’) 

many centuries after the present Buddha.16 This was to develop in the first centuries after Christ into an 

almost messianic movement within Buddhism, no doubt further stimulated by contact with the 

messianic message of Christianity   and  Manichaeanism. 
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The decline from Utopian beginnings is not accidental. There is a concern with moral decay, which, 

although partially inherent (the very state of nature having evolved from luminosity to dross), is 

nevertheless caused by changes in the material content of life. It can be circumvented to some extent by 

the individual's choice in the manner of adapting to changing social situations. 

 

Central to the awareness of change is the law of causality, and it is around this that much of Buddhist 

doctrine revolves, claiming to derive from rational arguments and examples. At the individual level, the 

interconnection between desire, suffering, and rebirth is explained by causality. The elimination of 

dukkha ('suffering') lies in the elimination of tanha ('desire'), and this can be achieved by observing the 

precepts of the Dhamma/Dharma ('the Law as taught by the Buddha') and the eight-fold path. Social 

change is also explained by causality and becomes a part of the underpinning, as it were, of the 

universal applicability of the Dharma, for, once the causal connection is known, change comes under 

human control. 

 

This led to a new perspective on the significance of the individual. The heterodox teaching, and 

Buddhism in particular, turned the earlier perspective inside out, and the focus shifted to the individual 

rather than the social group to which he belonged. Up to a point this encouraged a nihilistic trend, as in 

the case of the Ajivikas. But nihilism was not characteristic of all sects. On this question the central core 

of the Buddhist Dharma is very clear. Where renunciation or opting out is not feasible, the individual, 

whatever his social status, had the choice of becoming a lay disciple and observing the rules of 'the 

middle way'. Furthermore, the moral responsibility of the individual was seen in the choice of action 

made by him through his chain of rebirth. The Brhadaranyaka Upanisad described rebirth as consisting 

of samsara, the transmigration of souls, to which was added the notion of karma ('action'), the outcome 



of the activities of one life affecting the next. The Buddhists modified the notion of samsara to exclude 

the soul and to refer to consciousness as the element that continues, and they appropriated the 

doctrine of karma in its entirety. Thus not only was the individual responsible for the nature and 

condition of his present and future lives, but the doctrine of karma also became a useful means of 

explaining the origin of social inequality and the creation of caste society.17 Not only was a man's social 

condition a reference point 
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in social justice, but disease, physical pain, and even death were seen as aspects of social justice, 

although the moral responsibility for this condition rested with the individual. Thus the sting of social 

protest was numbed by insisting that there was no tangible agency responsible for social injustice, or 

even an abstract deity against whom man could complain, but that responsibility belonged with man 

himself. This in turn tended to curb non-conformity in behaviour for fear of the consequences in the 

next life. 

 

It is not altogether fortuitous that Buddhism was popular among the entrepreneurs and the life-

affirming groups in Indian society--the merchants and the artisans. Nor should it be forgotten that at the 

political level Buddhism registered its initial success in the period of the first empire, that of the 

Mauryas. The life-asserting aspect of karma is that, if the rules are observed, the next birth can at least 

bring a better and more prosperous life, if not freedom from the chain of rebirth. There can be, 

therefore, considerable motivation for observing the rules. That the onus was on the individual is further 

emphasized by the necessity of being born a man, rather than any other creature, before salvation can 

be attained. Moral responsibility was not developed into a philosophy of radical change, which would 

have meant challenging the existing system. The Buddha made a distinction between caste as the frame 

of the socio-economic structure, which he accepted, and the notion of the relative purity inherent in the 

upper castes, which he rejected.18 The emphasis was on an individual's choice of an ethic, but the end 

result of this had its social implications. 

 

Fundamental to Buddhist teaching was the notion of the interplay of acts of merit (punya) and demerit 

(papa, literally 'evil, wickedness'), and punya becomes central to ethical thought from this time onwards. 

The constituents of merit for the layman are activities motivated by the need to further social good, 

such as harmonious social relationships and charity, but, above all, sexual control and nonviolence. 

Harmony in social relationships referred not only to those between parents and children, but also 

between master and slave, and employer and employee in general. This had a clear correlation with the 



large estates of the khattiyas and the new urban culture. Although the Buddha associates the growth of 

evil in the world with (among other factors) the institutions of the family and private Property,  both  of 

which,  he  argues,   encouraged  sentiments  of 

  

  

48 

  

possessiveness and consequently aggression, he nevertheless projects an undisturbed continuity for 

both institutions. In spite of its evils, the family did weaken the sense of alienation, and hence there is a 

stress on respecting kinship ties. Charity was seen not only as a means of alleviating the suffering of the 

materially poor, but also as the giving of gifts (dana) especially to the sangha (the order of monks). This 

had the additional advantage of strengthening the monastic organization and its relations with the lay 

community. 

 

Both sexual puritanism and non-violence became controversial issues in the debate among the various 

sects. The Buddha was not loathe to accept the devotion of the more renowned and accomplished 

courtesans of the towns, such as Ambapalli, but it took considerable persuasion for him to agree to 

admit women into the sangha. Family ties were a major obstacle to renunciation, and women were 

symbolic of these ties. Yet during this time it was only in the Jaina and Buddhist orders that nuns were 

permitted, and the women were drawn largely from urban society and the royal households. 

Non-violence (ahimsa), the central focus of Buddhist and Jaina ethics, was less important in other 

religious sects. Veiled, ambiguous references can be culled from the Upanisads, but the exposition of the 

idea as an ethical value was that of Mahavira and the Buddha. The Jaina understanding of ahimsa 

appears to be an extreme  position involving all created beings and the attempt to preserve them from 

destruction, whether deliberate or accidental.19 The Buddhists tend to stress the ethical question of 

man's actions in furthering or preventing violence. 

 

Ahimsa can be viewed in association with many facets of contemporary life. It has been seen as an 

objection to the sacrifice of animals during the yajna, the sacrificial ceremony essential to the Vedic 

brahmanical religion. There is repeated mention of the futility of killing animals as a religious ritual.20 

Possibly this coincided with the rapid transformation of pastoral groups into agriculturalists, which 

resulted in a depletion of animal wealth.21 The debate on the inviolability of the cow is referred to en 

passant in the Satapatha  Brahmana, but it is again largely due to Buddhist and Jaina disputation that the 

prohibition is extended from cattle to violence per se.22 Ahimsa can also be explained as a reaction 

among the new urban groups to the prestige economy of non-urban societies, who were 
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 destroying wealth to no purpose. Sacrifice, it was argued, is essentially an offering; consequently it lies 

not in the destruction of life but in the embodiment of moral values that become the foundation for 

ethical behaviour--in honouring parents, in honouring all the members of the household from the 

highest to the lowest, in having patience, meekness, and self-control. The values listed are both 

conservative and conciliatory. Yet the element of radicalism in this view is the inclusion of slaves and 

workmen as deserving of honour. At another level ahimsa would have suited those who were 

discouraging inter-tribal warfare and encouraging the expansion of settled agriculture and trade--

activities from which both the khattiyas and setthis stood to gain. 

 

Ahimsa also included a discouragement of the use of coercion and violence to justify political 

authoritarianism--very pertinent to the transformation of the janapadas into kingdoms laying political 

claim to large territories. The suspicion of political authoritarianism may have to do with the fact that 

the heterodox sects often had their genesis in the relatively more egalitarian tradition of the oligarchies 

and republics, such as that of the Sakyas and Vrjjis. Those most directly affected by war would be the 

cultivators, whose fields were the prey of marauding armies, and the traders, who would be unable to 

transport their goods, or, even worse, whose centres of production would be destroyed in the 

devastation of a town--so often the symbolic final act of a successful campaign' Possibly ahimsa could 

also undermine the ritualized wars--the campaigns that were fought subsequent to the asvamedha 

sacrifice, when a king claiming sovereignty over a region would release a sacrificial horse and would 

then be duty bound to conquer all the lands over which the horse wandered. Implicit in ahimsa at the 

political level is an objection to even the legitimate use of coercion (danda) by the political authority of 

the state. The king in his role as protector should avoid coercion, modelling himself after the ideal 

universal monarch, the cakravartin, who is adanda 'not having to resort to coercion.'23 

 

Ahimsa might have had an ameliorative influence in situations of tension, which were by no means rare. 

Ultimately there was also the ethical and philosophical level. Conscious non-violence (not to be 

confused with cowardice) was expressive of the highest ethical stand. The credibility of non-violence can 

only stem   from 
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a belief in man's innate virtue. It has been argued that the Buddha's ahimsa represents the negative 

philosophy of pacifism. To the extent that the Buddha was not preaching rebellion, but rather a 

conciliatory ethic, as a solution to social ills, the negative aspect of pacifism can be justified. But if 

ahimsa arose from an awareness of varying levels of comprehension and reaction, then pacifism alone 

cannot be the complete explanation. As a method of social protest, the objection even to ritual sacrifice 

involving the destruction of life takes on an active and affirmative role, as is evident from the continuing 

debate on this subject up to recent times. It is perhaps also worth remembering that the brahmanical 

insistence on vegetarianism dates to the post-Buddhist period. 

 

The significance of renunciation has its own role in the Buddhist moral position and relates to the moral 

and political authority of the renouncer. There has been a tendency to see renunciation as a purely life-

denying process. This it may be if the renouncer moves away from society and lives in isolation, though, 

even here, the negative aspect to the isolation is rarely foremost. But if the renouncer, after a period of 

isolation, resumes a function in society, in spite of his having renounced his ties, his influence can 

become both powerful and positive. Moral and political authority  are separated and the former 

becomes the censor of the latter. This separation can be crucial to the establishing of an independent 

intellectual tradition, as was the case in the lifetime of the Buddha, provided that the independent 

relationship between the two is not eroded by the requirements of patronage. If the renouncer is also in 

sympathy with the aspirations of a community and if he comes from a social background not generally 

associated with life-denial and renunciation, but rather with political authority and social status (such as 

the khattiyas of the time), his moral authority is almost unlimited. In such situations the renouncer 

forsakes one life-style to take on another. 

 

Recruitment to the heterodox sects was not limited to any particular group. Those who had an 

organized body of adherents, enlisted monks, and. built monasteries, encouraged people of all castes to 

join the organization and, in theory at least, did not bar any caste. In the Buddhist sangha the adoption 

of a new name by the monk was symbolic not merely of a new birth in the sangha but also of a removal 

from his caste and status.24 The proximity of all 
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castes within the monasteries ran counter to the brahmanical ideal of the segregation of castes in daily 

living. Commensality among such monks from the lay community broke the food taboos so essential to 

the varna system. Outside the monastery and among lay followers the problem of integrating social 

groups remained. 

 

Each jati had its own religious observances. Religious differentiations were preserved through the 

mechanism of caste, as were the observance of rituals pertaining to local cults, some of which were 

assimilated into Buddhist practice.25 The Buddhist shift of emphasis from deities to the more abstract 

notion of Dharma ('the law') was an attempt in part to undermine these religious differentiations. It may 

be argued that the absence of a deity in Buddhism inherent in the doctrine strengthened the idea of a 

universal religion. In some ways, however, Dharma almost took on the characteristics of an omniscient 

presence symbolized in the turning of the wheel of the law. Dharma was the eternal Law--ultimate, 

timeless, temporal, transcendent, immanent. In spite of changing human society the Law remained 

changeless. It integrated within itself the ethic of the individual, the verification of ultimate knowledge 

and the path to salvation. Change was perceived, recognized, and understood. But it was not the 

changed situation that was to be subjected to radical social alteration as much as the law that was to be 

applicable in all situations. The law was above the particular and was universally viable. Enlightenment 

lay in the discovery of this law and identification with it. But the law was not to be kept to oneself in 

isolation. The enlightened ones must return to the cities and the villages and preach the law. There is 

the repeated parable of the raft, where he who has discovered the law (the raft) must leave the raft for 

others to cross the waters on it.26 

 

The arbiters of the Dharma were the Elders of the monastery. The Buddhist monastery was both a 

retreat for meditation and an institution for action. The early monasteries had to be located close to 

large concentrations of population, because of the requirement that the monks feed off alms, since they 

were forbidden to do any manual labour including cultivating their own food. Begging for alms and 

preaching the doctrine brought them into contact with the lay community. The sangha was thus a 

collection of renouncers but not of ascetics. The monks took on a new way of life based on  communal 

sharing and dedication  to poverty, 
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 evidenced by the- prohibition against personal possessions and by  the name they adopted, bhiksu 

(mendicant). Central to the organization  of the sangha was the emphasis on the equal status of every 

monk, influenced perhaps by the more egalitarian political organization of the oligarchic janapadas, 

familiar to the Buddha. But this insistence on equality did not apply to the world outside. It was almost 

as if the creation of a radical, egalitarian society within the monastery exhausted the drive toward such 

a society in the world outside, or at least weakened the urgency of radical changes--assuming, however, 

that this had been intended. Celibacy and the discouraging of manual labour for the monks point up the 

bi-polarity between the monk and the householder where the latter qualifies himself in part by his ties 

to family and property.27 The monk and the householder lived in worlds apart. 

 

The sangha gradually acquired a strong sense of mission. This is evident from the frequency of the 

councils determining the true doctrine and the splintering off of sects within the sangha after the death 

of the Buddha, each claiming to represent the true doctrine. Even more significant was the system of 

maintaining records and  historical accounts not only of the major events in the history  of Buddhism, 

but also of the more important sects within the  sangha that encouraged the polemics of Buddhist 

sectarian thought.  The community of renouncers was not altogether unaware either  of its political role 

or of its role in the new ethic that they were  promulgating. 

 

 The sense of mission was encouraged by the literate monks. The monasteries developed into centres of 

learning. This was again a point of opposition to the Vedic brahmanical approach for which literacy was 

the preserve of the socially-determined few and which in any case laid greater stress on the oral 

tradition. As a part of the appeal to the wider audience, the Buddha preached not in Sanskrit but in 

ardha-magadhi--a prakrt of the middle Ganges plain. At the same time as brahmanical culture was 

seeking an arya identity and exclusivity, the Buddha was breaking away from it. 

 

The extension of literacy was symbolic of much that the new ideologies stood for, the insufficiency of 

faith and ritual and the incorporation of reason and moral action in a manner that would have wide 

applicability to large numbers of people of diverse social origins. The new teachers arose as individuals 

and not through 
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an institutional base. But the continuance of the new ideologies required the building of their own 

institutional base. The perception of change and the need to come to terms with it were not seen as 

synonymous with a radical ideology in favour of a total change. The Buddhists, for example, were more 

analytical than earlier thinkers in their views on man and society, but they did-not feel it necessary to 

suggest a complete reorganization of the social structure. T^ that degree, Buddhism in its historical role 

touched the chords of social protest but went no further. This was perhaps because the groups for 

which it was projecting a new ideology ceased to be the protesters at a certain historical point and 

became the heirs. The element of social protest in Buddhism was therefore limited to providing the 

intellectual encouragement and justification for the formation of a new elite. It can be argued that in the 

historical context of those times even this was a radical position and it was not necessary to extend 

causation to its logical limits. The lokayatas who insisted on natural causation and opposed the doctrine 

of karma were either subsumed into the new system or were left on the fringes as anarchists. 

 

The historical mission of Buddhism took it far afield. The monasteries, irrespective of sectarian 

differences, acted as networks of acculturation and contact within the Indian subcontinent reaching out 

into the remotest corners, monks travelling either in isolation or accompanying the traders. In the first 

millennium A.D. the significance of the mission of Buddhism was that it acted as a catalyst in many parts 

of Asia. Its major orientation was in Central Asia, China, Japan and Southeast Asia. The period when 

Buddhism took root and prospered in these new areas coincided with its fading in the country of its 

origin. Can this be regarded as a historical demonstration of the Buddhist notion of change and 

continuity--the analogy with the flame of one lamp lighting the flame of another before being 

extinguished? 
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Renunciation: The Making of a Counter-culture? 

 

 

One of the paradoxes of the Indian tradition is that the renouncer is a symbol of authority within 

society. An explanation of this paradox may emerge from an analysis of the social role of the renouncer- 

Not many decades ago renunciation was described as a life-negating principle; the fact that it involved 

an opting out of society led to its characterization as a denial of the need to come to terms with society. 

But in recent years it has been argued that, far from being life-negating, the techniques adopted by 

ascetics and renouncers and popularized because of them, have, as axiomatic, the belief that life can be 

the means of discovering immortality and freedom.1 An attempt will be made in this paper to argue that 

the organized groups of renouncers of the post-Vedic period were neither negating the society to which 

they belonged nor trying to radically alter it: but rather that they were seeking to establish a parallel 

society. Inherent in this attempt was the notion of dissent; but its articulation was often ambiguous. To 

the extent that the two societies were kept distinct, there was a tacit recognition of the futility of 



changing the larger society; that the renouncers had links with this society, however, also indicates that 

there was an equally tacit recognition of osmosis as a process of social change.  

 

Renouncers in any society play a social role. In early India this role is enmeshed with the complexities of 

caste and with the nature of dissent. The power of the ascetic rubs off onto the renouncer to a far 

greater degree than, for example, in Christian Europe, and the renouncer becomes a continuing source 

of both authority and dissent. In the process of osmosis there is also, unlike as in Europe, provision for 

temporary periods of renunciation 

 

From N   Jagadesan and J. Jeyapragassam (eds.). Homage to a Historian (Dr   N-Subramanian  

Festschrift), Section II   pp   1-50. 
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(as among Buddhist Orders) which underlines the central role of the renouncer in society, namely, the 

relationship between the ascetic, the renouncer and the householder. 

 

The term ascetic refers to a person who has opted out of society, renounced social mores and cast 

himself away. Ostensibly he has also taken upon himself the goal of discovering the ecstasy (ananda) in 

the comprehension of the ultimate reality and of characterizing this search by resorting to austerity 

(tapas) and meditation (dhyana) with the final aim of union with the ultimate reality (yoga). A further 

distinction is however required for the purposes of this paper. A differentiation must be made between 

the individual renouncer who isolates himself totally and is thus lost to his kin and his society and to 

other ascetic colleagues--in short, the ideal ascetic, and the one who opts out of society but joins a 

group of renouncers. The distinction can perhaps be maintained by referring to the former as ascetics 

and the latter as renouncers. The term renouncer approximates more closely to the meaning of 

samnyasin. The first category has always been something of a rarity, more frequently described  in  

literature than encountered  in  reality. 

 

The renouncer is identified not necessarily with a religious sect but with an order constituting an 

alternative lifestyle, in many ways contradictory to that of his original social group. Thus he cannot 

observe caste rules, he must be celibate, he cannot own property, he mast carry the distinctive outward 



symbols of his order and he may be required to break various food tabus. The ascetic on the other hand 

lived in isolation, observed the food tabus by subsisting on what was naturally available in the forest, 

stressed the fact of his brahmanhood (where he was, as was often the case, a brahman) by the 

austerities which he undertook. A further and fundamental distinction between the two was that 

whereas the ascetics were figures of loneliness working out their salvation each one for himself, the 

renouncer was concerned about other people and this concern was expressed in his desire to lead 

others along the path which he had found. This paper is concerned with the renouncers, who left the 

society into which they were born and took on the alternative life-style of the sect/order which they 

joined. At one level the reason for this was that 'the search' required a guide and groups of disciples 

tended to congregate around individual teachers, At another level there was a conscious 
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attempt to live in a way which would be different from established society. 

 

The focus here is on the social manifestations of these groups and their role in historical change rather 

than the ideational level and the philosophies which this may have generated. At the ideational level the 

debate centred on the nature of authority, where the dissenting groups denied the Vedas as the source 

of all knowledge and preferred knowledge acquired through perception and experience.2 Further, 

transmigration and notions of salvation were largely acceptable to both the orthodox and the heterodox 

but the comprehension of these varied. Other matters of controversy related to the nature of the 

ultimate reality and the juxtaposition of the individual with the universal. The main concern was with 

the desire for knowledge which in early society was seen as magical power. Initially asceticism arose 

from groups which questioned the ritual of sacrifice as the means of acquiring magical power. 

Proponents of asceticism believed that tapas and dhyana were more effective. Gradually the idea was 

extended to more than magical power--to absolute freedom. Primarily this was seen as the freedom of 

the soul or consciousness to achieve a state of ecstasy. Logically, it also implied freedom from 

recognizable worldly bonds, of the human body, the mind and of society. By and large there were 

certain themes which were common to all these groups and which were preconditions to further 

knowledge; there was a need to comprehend and control the physical body as also the mind, to 

differentiate between matter and spirit and to derive knowledge from experience and meditation rather 

than from the claim to revelation. 

 



The initial part of this paper discusses briefly the major groups of renouncers which gained recognition 

in the early period in the, context of the historical background and the social changes which may have 

encouraged the rise of these groups. The second part is concerned with the bi-polarity of the renouncer 

and the householder as well as the symbols of difference between the two and among the sects. The 

last section deals with the element of social protest and concern among these renouncers, and attempts 

to understand the paradox of their social role. 

 

It has been argued that the term 'sect' is a misnomer for Hindu religious groups since the essential 

element of a sect--the heretical opposition to orthodox doctrine--is absent among Hindu sects.3 
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The argument is based on the use of the term sampradaya as the nomenclature for sect, but this refers 

to the transmission of a tradition which can hardly be called a heretical process. However, sampradaya 

is generally used by the established religious groups with reference to their own sects, i.e. of the 

'received doctrine'. The more frequently used terms for other sects are sakha, mata, samaya, suggesting 

a branching off or a schismatic group (which implies heresy) or a coming together of those with a 

common perspective. The selection of sects discussed in this paper is governed by an inclusion of those 

which identify themselves with reference to a specific doctrine, specific symbols and rituals and the 

acceptance of a relationship between the lay followers and the sacerdotal hierarchy: all of which would 

justify the group being called a sect in the wider sense of the word. The case of Buddhist and Jaina sects 

is unambiguous since the basis is heresy and false doctrine is manifestly clear from the history of the 

splitting off of the sangha into sects. In the Greek translation of one of the edicts of Asoka, the original 

word pasanda is translated as DIATRIBE.4 Pasanda was used both of heretics and imposters and the 

Puranas describe the Buddhists and the Jainas as such, whilst the latter used the same term to refer to 

schismatic groups in their own sanghas. It has been further suggested that the ambiguity in the case of 

the Hindu sects is due to the absence of a centralized institution to control orthodoxy and although 

caste sanctions often performed this role it was nevertheless not clearly defined. The flexible nature of 

the Hindu canon also allowed constant and major interpolations which accommodated heresies as well. 

The assimilative character of Hinduism weakened the idea of false doctrine. Yet the notion of false 

doctrine was not absent and is apparent for instance in the dissensions of some of the schools of 

philosophy. In the post-Sankara period it occurs more frequently in the literature. The heresy was often 

more apparent on the social plane, hence this attempt to view the question from a social perspective. 



 

Asceticism has a historical continuity from the earliest times, although inevitably the role and nature of 

the ascetic groups has changed over the centuries. It is believed that the earliest representation of an 

ascetic practice comes from the supposed Pasupati seal of the Harappa Culture.5 A known incipient 

practice is perhaps that of temporary withdrawals from society during periods demanding 
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a condition of ritual purity. Thus the yajamana of the Vedic sacrifice opts out for the period of the 

sacrifice. This notion may be extended to a life-time in which ritual purity may result in generating 

extraordinary powers. Ascetic groups are referred to in Vedic literature and some texts such as the 

Upanisads and the Aranyakas are largely concerned with asceticism. However, a distinction should be 

drawn between the characteristics emphasised in the Rg Veda and other Vedic texts. The terms used 

most frequently in the former are yati, muni and psi.6 The etymology of these words indicates magic, 

mystical rites, meditation and the ecstasy which comes with vision and inspiration. In short, the kind of 

activity which is more often associated with shamanism. The long-haired muni, the kesin, flying through 

the air7-suggests a shamanising technique as also does the reference to- magical heat (tapas).8 The 

shamans would have to be distinguished from the sorcerers and the sorceresses (yatu-mati) said to  

inhabit the ruins of old cities.9 

 

Shamanism is often associated with tribal societies surviving on subsistence economies. The attraction 

of shamanistic practices however continues even when the structure of tribal life undergoes substantial 

change. In the Aitereya  Brahmana Indra is hostile to the yatis and on one occasion feeds them to the 

hyaenas, which possibly led to his being deprived of soma.10 It has been plausibly argued that soma was 

a hallucinogen11 and this would support the presence of shamanistic activities, incurring the wrath of 

the tribal deity. Although the shaman was never a renouncer, characteristics of shamanism can 

nevertheless be seen in the practices of many of the later groups of renouncers. The shaman stood 

somewhat apart from his tribe, yet was primarily concerned with the well-being (both physical and 

spiritual) of his tribe. The shaman's norms were a law unto himself, yet at the same time the shaman 

was dependent on the tribe. His distinctiveness was apparent both from outward symbols of dress and 

accessories as also by his behaviour. He derived his legitimacy from his claim to superior knowledge 

acquired through considerable effort involving the claim to magic, meditation and the inducement of 

visions with the aid of hallucinogens. 



 

In the Later Vedic literature terms such as tapasvin, sramana, samnyasin, parivrajaka, yogi, occur more 

commonly. They are suggestive of renunciation, or casting aside one's social obligations, of the taking on 

of a life of austerity, of controlling the functions 
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of the body (particularly breathing) and above all of wandering from place to place. The parivrajaka is 

sometimes described as a young man who, having finished his education, takes to a life of wandering for 

a brief period prior to becoming a householder.12 But more often the parivrajaka was a permanent 

condition. Was this a nostalgia for the nomadic state13 or was it a flouting of growing authoritarianism 

which disapproved of wanderers in a society increasingly given to stable agricultural settlements? The 

mystery surrounding the pre-eminent of wanderers, the vratyas, remains largely unsolved. They appear 

to have been a group of shamans moving towards ascetic or yogic practices.14 The Samnyasa and Yoga 

Upanisads of a later period speak of yogic practices not merely in terms of magical powers (siddhis) but 

also the cultivation of meditation (dhyana) and the control over breathing (pranayama), the ultimate 

aim of which was in part tied up with the search for immortality--a quest which was to take various 

forms in later centuries and which ran like a thread through the entire texture of ascetic practices. From 

visionaries and seers, the ascetic perspective moved to peripatetic teaching and the investigating of man 

and the universe through a variety of intensive techniques of mental concentration  and control over the 

body. 

 

The mid-first millennium B.C sees a proliferation of sects in the Ganges valley.15 Many of these were 

parivrajakas wandering in groups under the direction of a teacher or others loosely affiliated to sects, 

but preferring to wander by themselves, alone.16 Their main function, apart from acquiring knowledge, 

was to participate in discussion and debate. They were such an established institution that some of the 

towns and larger villages provided them with kutuhala-salds, literally places for exciting curiosity or 

interest, i.e., halls for discussion. Many such wanderers lived on the edges of towns and only those of a 

markedly ascetic disposition retired to places more isolated.17 Some brahman ascetics were sedentary, 

often living in hermitages, sometimes with their families,18 although claiming to conform to celibacy all 

the same. These came to be called the Vaikhanasa and later texts mention names such as Saubhari who 

lived with his fifty wives in a hermitage.19 Brahman orthodoxy was averse to city-dwellers and 

restrictions were placed on snatakas visiting cities.20 The wanderers were often the dissidents. The 

Questioning of the orthodox tradition had started prior to this period, 
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 but what was new was the emergence of various sects such as the Nirgranthas, the Ajivikas and later 

the Buddhists, not to mention various Carvaka sects as well. The dissidence of these groups was 

however qualitatively different since they were not individual dissenters but had organized their dissent 

into sects whose identity was based on an opposition to the orthodox doctrines as expressed in the 

notion of the sanctity of the Vedas, the authority of the brahmans, varnasramadharma and the worship 

of the gods.21 They were seen as a counter-influence on Aryan polytheism, particularly in their 

recognition of the rule of natural law in the universe. The theory of transmigration, which was the 

starting point for a number of these sects, may have been developed from older animist theories. 

 

The proliferation of sects has been explained as due to the break-up of tribal society and its 

consequences.22 The cushioning effect of kinship ties was declining with the impersonal relations of 

post-tribal society coming to the fore. The increasingly hierarchical ordering of society would in any case 

have been hostile to the wanderers. This was further reiterated by the growth of towns and cities during 

this period with the anonymity and alienation encouraged by urban institutions. Inevitably there was a 

search for methods of adjustment. It should also be remembered that the introduction of iron 

technology coupled with urbanization was more traumatic in terms of social change than any 

experienced earlier. The age of transcendence was not accidental.23 At the same time it was precisely 

the economic margin of prosperity made possible by the new situation which allowed for the 

maintenance of such large groups of renouncers. Supportive evidence for this comes from the literature 

itself. The new sects of renouncers lived at the edges of towns, drew their recruits mainly from the 

towns and were dependent for alms on the householders. The Buddha for example spent more years at 

Rajagriha and Sravasti than anywhere else and the early and important monasteries were located at 

both these towns and at KauSambi.24 The earlier Jaina tirthahkara  Parsvanatha is also associated with 

towns.25 It was the towns which provided the renouncers with an audience and later with patronage. 

 

Important towns were capitals of the janapadas and were thus either centres of royal patronage or of 

oligarchic support, depending on whether the state had a monarchical or a gana form of government. 
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The support took the tangible form of offerings and of donations of land for monasteries. Patronage at 

these social levels was equally effective even when indirect. Thus when Khema, a Madra princess and 

the queen of Bimbisara, accepted Buddhism, the fame of the Buddha spread to the distant land of the 

Madras,26 When the Mallas were ordered by their assembly, the santhagara, to support the Buddha 

this greatly enhanced the cause of Buddhism in that janapada.27 Both the Buddhists and the Jainas 

claim the patronage of the kings of Magadha. Apart from royal patronage there were ministers, bankers 

and merchants, the setthis and the rich gahapatis, who provided viharas for the Buddhist monks.28 The 

wealthy mahasala brahmans who had received land grants from the king, such as Lohicca and 

Pokkharasati, were influential persons.29 In the early years of the Buddhist sangha the conversions 

which are singled out for mention were those of the richer setthis and the brahmans. The main body of 

monks was however drawn from the lower social orders such as artisans, fishermen, hunters, basket-

weavers.30 Similarly, the Mathura inscriptions of the pre-Gupta period indicate support for the Jainas 

from trading groups, artisans and castes low on the social scale.31 

 

The Buddha had greater success among the cities of the monarchical kingdoms. The ksatriya oligarchies 

were not so forthcoming in their support and some were more partial to the Nirgranthas. The general 

approval of the Buddhists and Jainas by urban groups was also linked with the ethical views of these 

sects. Rigorous and extreme ascetic practices although indulged in by some monks were on the whole 

discouraged. Nor were the earlier shamanistic elements regarded as fundamental. Resorting to the 

demonstration of siddhis was not unknown but in both cases it was permitted only on certain occasions 

and when persuasive means of conversion through logical argument failed.32 Some of the symbols of 

earlier practices such as the sacred tree and the stupa and caitya were appropriated into the religious 

cults. But the emphasis was on knowledge and meditation and the, observance of the middle-path 

{majjhima patipada), eminently suitable for urban householders. Furthermore, both the Buddhists and 

the Jainas had a distinct role for the lay community vis-a-vis the monks, and in the case of the former 

the interaction between the upasaka and the bhikkhu was an important aspect of monastic functioning. 

This was partly 
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a reflection of the doctrine of salvation common to a number of heterodox sects where the concern for 

the lay community is summed up best in the attitude of the Buddha when he uses the parable of the 

raft, that those who have discovered enlightenment should not keep it to themselves but should leave 

the raft for the use of others.33 The social involvement of groups such as the Ajivikas, Jainas and 

Buddhists contributed to the manner in which the sangha developed in each case. Whatever may have 

been the primary function of the sangha as a gathering of persons seeking salvation and which 

continued to dominate the more sectarian angularities within the institution, it very soon also became 

the main channel through which the sect communicated with the rest of society. 

 

The history of these sects of renouncers moving into new areas follows a similar pattern. It begins with a 

handful of monks living singly or in small groups in relative isolation in cave sanctuaries (lenas), as for 

example the hermitages in the vicinity of Rajagriha 

or the habitations dotted in the hills of the Tamil country. The isolation was not total since the caves 

tended to be on major trade routes or in the vicinity of towns. In more arduous terrain these proto-

monasteries often provided welcome staging points as 

did the later monasteries. This is particularly true of hilly country and mountains such as the routes from 

the plateau to the coast through the Western Ghats or those across Ladakh and Nepal into Tibet. 

Monastic establishments thrived near urban centres and in 

rich agricultural regions where there was a surplus to support the monks. It is not altogether accidental 

that the initial penetration of the heterodox sects into south India coincides with the Roman trade and 

the trade with south-east Asia. The expansion of the 

Mahasanghika sect going from Vaisali and Pataliputra south to Andhra carefully avoided the tribal belt 

south of Magadha. Similarly the Sarvastivada spread from Mathura northwards to the Punjab and 

Kashmir but not into the adjoining areas of Rajasthan where there were well-established tribal areas. 

Apart from the need for a surplus to support the monks, the ethical teaching of these sects was 

doubtless more appropriate to richer agriculturalists and urbanites rather than to pastoral and hunting 

tribal people. The worship of tribal deities and the tribal ethic would hardly be conducive to the 

acceptance of Buddhism.  
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Gradually commercial patronage and royal support led to the establishment of a full-fledged sangha 

with all its physical edifices and accessories. For the mercantile community the Buddhist and Jaina 

teaching provided the required ethic.34 Inscriptional evidence witnesses endowments to the sanghas in 

every region in the first millennium A.D. The endownments included land, revenue from villages, shops 

and residences for the monks.35 There was a noticeable increase in the number of monks and 

monasteries. So rich and important were some of these centres that the sects came to be named after 

the place-names of their residence, thus, the Sandeva gaccha, and the Kanci gaccha of the Jainas. Royal 

patrons were well-disposed to the sangha since they acted as an instrument of acculturation in the new 

areas, both introducing the Great Tradition as well as assimilating and focusing on the local culture. But 

royal patronage was also at the root of the destruction of the social involvement of the sangha as 

originally perceived. Lavish endowments of land to the monasteries resulted in a greater secularisation 

of the sangha. There was a consequent decline in its concern with providing salvation for the lay 

community and an increase in its concern for acquiring and maintaining authority. 

 

Individual renouncers and those who joined the 'heretical sects' were in the early stages the chief 

dissenters. Megasthenes' description of the Brachmanes and the Sarmanes living in the forest across the 

Taprobane is indicative of this.36 Through a process of historical change many of these dissenting 

groups in time took on the role of the establishment. The brahmanical theory of the four asramas, first 

propounded in full in the late Jabala Upanisad, brought asceticism into conventional custom by making 

it the last stage of a man's curriculum and accessible to the upper castes. By implication however the 

grhastha-asrama was a necessary prior requirement. Thus only those who moved directly from 

brahmacary to samnyasa could be called dissenters. An aging grhastha taking to samnyasa was merely 

conforming to the ideal vita. The heretical sanghas also took on shades of conformism through the 

acquisition of wealth and power and by association with the ruling elite. At this stage it was necessary 

for the orthodoxy to consolidate its views on the renouncers and for new groups of renouncers to 

emerge as the carriers of heresy.  

 

The new groups were to some extent dissidents from among 
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the renouncers. Both the Buddhist and Jaina sects came under the influence of and incorporated Tantric 

ideas and practices. Vajrayana Buddhism with an early nucleus at the Vikramasila monastery in Bihar 



was a reflection of this. It also represented the minor but consistent trend among some Buddhist monks 

of dabbling in magic and necromancy.37 The still later Sahajiya cult among the Buddhists was a protest 

against the formalities of the life and religion of earlier Buddhism. It questioned the earlier theories of 

knowledge and emphasized the practice of yoga. It was opposed not only to scholarship but also to 

monasticism,38 thereby underlining what it regarded as the social irrelevance of monasticism. Up to a 

point, the Sahajiya cult can be seen as a return to the twilight area of the shaman. 

 

After the mid-first millennium A.D. when the sects associated with the heterodox religions were on the 

wane in northern India, there appears to have occurred the spectacular rise of Saiva monasticism 

especially in the peninsula. Considering that Siva is projected as the great ascetic, this is not surprising. 

Hsuan Tsang refers to various groups associated with 'daiva temples' in the vicinity of towns.39 These 

sects and particularly the Kapalikas and Pasupatas are referred to in earlier literature but are more 

commonly mentioned in sources from about the seventh century onwards.40 Clearly there was a 

gestation period for these monastic orders. From the Pasupata Sutras, the existence of the Pasupatas 

has been dated to at least the second century A.D.41 The Puranas  regard such groups with contempt.42 

They are mentioned in the inscriptions of the Jainas of the Karnataka with whom there was a sustained 

relationship of rivalry.43 The Digambara Jainas were by now concentrated in the Karnataka, well-

ensconced in the patronage of traders, merchants and officers of the state.44 The Kapnalikas had their 

own patrons who endowed them with land and villages. The sect had a strong likeness to many of the 

activities and practices of the Tantrics and as such came in for scathing attacks from some of the 

established social groups. Among the more fierce of its opponents was Sankaracarya who accused the 

Kapalikas of sexual licence and alcoholism. Another influential Saiva group in the peninsula was that of 

the Kalamukhas, sometimes included in the wider category of Pasupatas. This sect was more 

sympathetically treated by the orthodox brahmans since it did not question their superiority and, if 

anything, on occasion 
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subscribed to it. Hsuan Tsang does not refer to distinctively separate monastic organizations associated 

with these sects although the inscriptions of the subsequent period emphasize this. Possibly this aspect 

developed after the seventh century A.D. when the survival and effectiveness of dissenting groups once 

again required the organization of monastic centres, particularly in relation to the competition for 

patronage and support where some sects with monastic organization were seen to be successful. 

 



By about the ninth century A.D. there had emerged a distinctive group of Saiva renouncers, the 

Dasanami Samnyasis. The sect modelled itself on earlier monastic orders with approximately the same 

broad rules of discipline--permanent residence in monasteries, austerity, celibacy, subsistence on alms 

and the study and teaching of prescribed texts. The monasteries {mathas) were attached to temples and 

these and other properties endowed to the order were administered by the chief of the matha, the 

mahant.45 Sankaracarya further organised the Dasanami Samnyasis into categories and hierarchies thus 

simulating the monastic form of earlier sects.46 The Saiva mathas seem to have played the same role as 

Buddhist and Jaina monasteries, as instruments of acculturation in new areas, since their early 

distribution was substantially in the peninsula and on the fringes of the heartland in northern India (e.g. 

Kashmir, Nepal). Sankaracarya's imprint is apparent in as much as the sect took upon itself the defence 

of the orthodoxy, suggesting perhaps that the earlier heterodoxy had become too influential. The Saivite 

tradition appears to have been the indigenous tradition in these areas and Saiva monasticism grew 

rapidly. The Dasanami sect was organized for deliberate proselytizing, its main competitors being the 

Buddhists and the Jainas with whom the rivalry was to become acrimonious, and at times violent.47 

Apart from the ideological motives, ambition for power and economic control played its part. It has 

been plausibly suggested that these monasteries in some ways approximated to feudal authority.48 

 

Vaisnavism at this stage did not encourage monasticism. It has been argued that Vaisnavism subsumed 

yoga into the bhakti tradition when the Gita speaks of yoga as the highest way and the true yogi as 

being one who does not detach himself from society but takes on the suffering of others.49 Since it is in 

a sense a salvation religion it did not require the agency of renouncers. The process 
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of bhakti in itself .offers an alternative to both ritual and asceticism.50 It may also be suggested that 

proselytization through monastic groups was not required of Vaisnavism since the theory of avataras 

acts as an agency of incorporation. Nevertheless, by about the eleventh and twelfth centuries, the 

Vairagin or, as it was popularly called, the Bairagi movement, initiated Vaisnava monastic orders. From 

the thirteenth century onwards there were violent conflicts between the Samnyasis and the Bairagis in 

the competition for status and power.51 

 

It was also at about this time that groups of renouncers calling themselves Yogis and propagating the 

teaching of Gorakhanatha and the Nathapanthis spread across northern India. The Yogis reflected the 



growing influence of Tantricism and in their view it was a combination of Hathayoga and .Tantric 

practices which were likely to lead to knowledge and fulfilment. The association of Tantricism with Yoga 

was probably an undercurrent of one strand in the ethos of renouncers since earliest times. Tantricism 

has to be viewed not as yet another sectarian movement but as a major religious re-orientation, since 

the fundamentals of Tantricism pervaded the dominant religious forms at many levels. Not only were 

there Kapalikas among Saivas and the Radha-Krsna cult among Vaisnavas, but even the originally more 

puritanical religious groups, the Buddhists and Jainas, underwent a Tantric phase. Vajrayana Buddhism 

acted almost as the harbinger of the arrival of Tantric cults and ideas into the ranks of both established 

society and the heterodoxy.52 The Tantric-Yogic combination was predominant in the relatively less 

Hinduized border regions--the northwest of the subcontinent and Assam, and this may explain it as 

being a channel by which foreign elements were assimilated into Hinduism coming into importance as it 

did in the period of such incursions.53 It may also be said to reflect the rise of the substratum culture 

coinciding with the social elevation of relatively obscure families and castes in the new areas brought 

into the political and economic vortex of the Great Tradition via the system of land grants.54 The 

siddhaearyas of this cult are more frequently of low caste.55 The substratum culture was opposed to 

the orthodox tradition, an opposition which came to be symbolically expressed in Tantric ritual, much of 

which is a reversal of brahman values.56 

 

This all too brief survey indicates that the appearance of renouncers 
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as an organized section of society occurs historically at periods of change when there emerge within 

society not only religious but socio-economic sanctions to maintain such groups, as for example the 

growth of urban centres and the expansion of the agrarian economy. The religious impetus may come 

from the need to institutionalize a way of life that is new (the. Ajivika, Jaina and Buddhist sanghas) or as 

a strategy for proselytizing (the Dasanami Samnyasis and the Bairagis) or as a means of crystallizing a 

popular religious ethos and providing it with status (the Tantric sects and the Yogis). Not all such sects 

were opposed to orthodoxy, but the technique of using social heresy was employed to organize a 

religious identity, and the sects therefore registered various degrees and stages of non-conformity. The 

Buddhist, Jaina and Ajivika monks were opposed to brahmanical orthodoxy but the expression of their 

dissidence took on a puritanical form, in which certain social mores were ultimately strengthened but 

the manifestations of brahmanical religion were discarded. The groups influenced by Tantricism 

accepted some of the religious symbols but discarded many of the social mores. The Dasanami 



Samnyasis supported brahmanical orthodoxy but did not conform to the brahmanical view of samnyasa  

in the setting up  of monastic centres. 

 

The historical pattern therefore carries within it a range of divergencies. The ideals of brahmanical 

samnyasa are opposed by the renouncers of various persuasions, such as the Ajivikas, Jainas and 

Buddhists, who organize themselves into monastic units and who are characterized by an ethic of 

moderation in action. The notion of monastic organization is then taken up by other groups when it 

becomes socially necessary for purposes of recognition and support. Some such as the Dasanami orders 

are created to counteract the growth of other religious sects and to propagate orthodoxy. Others such 

as the Pasupata and Kapalika sects retain an extreme stance abhorent to orthodoxy. It has been 

suggested that the Pasupatas were shamans manques with their vows of beast-imitation and sexual 

practices,57 a suggestion which has interesting possibilities vis-a-vis the tradition of later Tantric cults as 

well. The Vaisnava monastic orders eventually take on the role of competing with the Dasanamis. The 

influence of Tantric beliefs and practices extends to all the religious groups and initially it acts as a 

dissenting line of thought and action. Eventually, groups such as the Sahajiyas 
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produce their own opposition to the Tantrics. 

 

Cutting across the chronological scheme is the lineal descent of certain trends. The brahman samnydsin 

remains largely unchanged, playing a role of social conformism but with a potential of protest should he 

have wished to use it. The renouncer, associated with an ethic of moderation remains primarily within 

the order of the Buddhists and the Jainas, which however develop their own orthodoxy and become 

increasingly less linked with dissent. The more shamanistic groups tend to be those opposed to all forms 

of orthodoxy and consequently carry an immediate potential of protest. Furthermore, the institution of 

the monastery acts as a curtailment on dissent. There seem to be two phases in the evolution of such 

groups: the pre-monastic, where the element of protest is stronger, and the monastic, when 

concessions have been made to conformity. 

 



To the extent that historical change led to the emergence of these  sects,  the sect itself underwent 

transformation reflecting historical change. The holding of Councils, characteristic of Buddhism and 

Jainism, indicates new regional and social demands and schismatic tendencies pointing to a groping 

towards adjustment in an effort  to stabilize. Most of the issues under debate at these councils  related 

to the rules of behaviour and the organization of the monastery--food and the acceptance of money 

offerings for example. Where the nuances of interpreting the doctrine were at issue the problem could 

often be traced back to a social   cause. The rules of almost every sect underwent change with the 

gradual accretion of rituals, the introduction of new forms of worship, the deification of the founders 

and, above all, the encroachment of the lay and monastic communities on each other. It is these 'inner 

contradictions,'  as it were, of orthodoxy and heresy and schism which develop within each sect and 

which preclude the historian from describing  them as either orthodox or heretical in every situation and 

for  all time. 

 

For our purposes, the most important aspect of the social role of the renouncer is the .relationship 

between the renouncer and j the lay community. The initial relationship is perhaps best seen in the bi-

polarity between the brahman and the samnyasin.58 Hinduism,  it has been said, is a dialogue between 

these two, where the brahman represents the religion of the group, assimilative and well-established, 

whereas the samnyasin represents the salvation of the individual,  
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Exclusive and separated from society. This bi-polartiy is apparent in much of symbolism which 

distinguishes the renouncer from conventional society. The brahmanical ideal of the ascetic was based 

on a denial of any from of reciprocity between the samnydsin and society, thus negating a major focus in 

Hindu social action, namely reciprocity.59 But the ideal was rarely observed and more often than not 

the relationship between the samnydsin and grhastha came to the fore. This was certainly historically 

the richer and more complex relationship where the bi-polarity of the two takes on a dialectical 

interconnection. The outward symbols by which the renouncer was recognized were often anathema to 

brahmanical orthodoxy, but the root of the contradiction of samnyasa as a social phenomenon lay in the 

negation of the social function of grhastha by the samnydsin. The two are polar opposites and yet 

dependent on each other. The lay community provides material support for the renouncer through dana 

(gifts and offerings) and alms, and in turn the merit, punya, accumulated by the renouncer is in part 

transferred to the lay community. In each case the relationship is initially sharply differentiated and the 



difference is expressed in the adoption of totally opposite symbols. Gradually the differentiation 

becomes blurred and, although the symbols may continue, the relationship begins to overlap. 

 

The bi-polarity is made very evident by the totally contradictory rules of discipline as applied to the 

householder and the renouncer. There is first of all an initiation ceremony at the time of entering 

samnyasa60 which indicates the renouncing of one's social obligations and ties and opting out of the 

society into which one was born. Where the entry is according to the ultimate asrama, the samskara 

becomes a life-cycle rite. The concession to samnydsa as the ultimate asrama was perhaps to prevent 

renunciation among young men. To that degree it would also have acted as a check on active dissenters. 

That samnyasa in one's old age, when one's obligations to society had been fulfilled, was gaining the 

best of both worlds, is reflected in some texts in the debate on the legitimacy of such samnydsa, since in 

old age celibacy and the giving up of property is not too difficult. The true samnydsin should avoid the 

state of grhastha. The ceremony of. the Hindu samnydsin, at whatever age he entered samnyasa, 

symbolized his death to society and the acceptance of a life ultimately attached to loneliness and 

complete 
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self-reliance. He was required therefore to quench the sacrificial fires and perform his own sraddha 

ceremony. For the samnydsin entering an order this was ameliorated as it was in the case of a bhikkhu 

where one life-style, that of the householder, was substituted by that of the community of monks, 

where the refuge of society was replaced by the refuge of the order and the monastery. The trauma of 

the change softened by the creation of a new tie, that between the novice and the acarya or guru, since 

in all cases the renouncer had to begin his renunciation under the tutelage of a teacher. The Buddha 

emphasized that this relationship should be as one between a father and son. 

 

The grhastha enters his asrama with the reverse values, where he is being introduced to his social 

obligations and attachment to a family. The procreation of his own family becomes essential to this 

condition, whereas the renouncer has to remain celibate. Celibacy was a necessary condition to all sects 

of renouncers although in some of the more extreme Tantric acts ritualized sex was required.61 The 

householder concerns himself with the acquisition of material possessions and property for the welfare 

of the family whereas the renouncer forswears any claims to property or possessions other than a few 

symbols of his new status.62 The insistence on the renouncer being a wanderer (a rule which was 



observed until the sect became prosperous and powerful) was mainly to prevent the development of 

any attachment, either with the lay community or with fellow monks and samnydsis.63 It also 

encouraged the notion of individual salvation. The concept of ahimsa in daily routine was easier in the 

observance for the renouncer,64 a case in point being the precautions taken by Jaina monks to clear the 

ground from living beings before stepping on it and wearing cloth masks to prevent the breathing in of 

insects. The renouncer was forbidden any kind of profession or occupation and, more particularly, 

manual labour. This again sharpened the difference between him and the householder. The former was 

expected to spend his time in study, meditation and the purification of the mind and the body by the 

practice of pranayama and yoga,65 all of which were, from the material point of view, counter-

productive. 

 

Further distinctions were made in the breaking of food tabus. The monks and the samnyasins were 

forbidden from doing their own cooking and could receive only cooked food as alms.66 This 
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was a contradiction of the brahman otherwise being permitted to accept only uncooked food from non-

brahmans and cooked food only from those of the appropriate caste. The brahman samnyasin, in one 

text, is told to avoid food from sudra houses67 but there was no prohibition on this. Some brahman 

ascetic groups however did observe the normal restrictions by living in isolation in forests and surviving 

on fruit and roots, thus eschewing altogether the acceptance of alms. But this was possible only to those 

who lived alone or in small groups, such as the ascetics mentioned by Megasthenes.68 It is interesting 

that historical references to such groups become more limited in later periods when monastic orders 

develop. The Jainas had elaborate rules regarding the acceptability of food even within the limitations of 

living off alms.69 Further, the fact that food was eaten together in an assembly (irrespective of whether 

it was collected through alms or cooked for the monastery as in later times), also undermined the rules 

of caste commensality. Dietary rules differed among the sects. Generally, animal food and alcohol were 

forbidden. Some groups deliberately contravened this and the Kanphata Jogis ate meat, drank alcohol 

and indulged in narcotics. The Aghoris made a fetish of this principle by feeding on human corpses. The 

eating of meat and fish and the drinking of alcohol were ritualistically prescribed in some of the Tantric 

sects. 

 



Visual appearance underlined the separation between the householder and the renouncer and was 

symbolic of the new life-style of the latter. The renouncer was either naked or else wore clothing of a 

distinctive colour--red, ochre or white--or of a distinctive kind, as for example, unstitched robes. The 

head was either tonsured or else the hair was unkempt (jata). The latter signified a condition of power 

through danger in as much as hair signified virility and aggression.70 The Buddhists and the Jainas on 

the other hand made a ritual out of depilation, perhaps initially to demarcate themselves from brahman 

jatila samnydsins. Most samnydsins carried an alms-bowl and a staff and some identified their sect with 

a tilak. The danda or staff was so characteristic that the early ascetics were called maskarin i.e. those of 

the bamboo staff, maskara. The later word danda might also have been associated with the secular 

extension of the meaning of danda, authority. Living in a monastery again demarcated the habitational 

area of the renouncer 
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from that of the lay community. The final and most symbolic of the oppositions was that the ascetic 

among Hindu sects was to be buried in a sitting posture and his samadhi came to be regarded as a 

sacred enclosure, an object of veneration. The householder was cremated in a common cremation 

ground which has always been a place of great impurity, fit only for the candalas. In some cases, the 

adoption of certain symbols was not merely the breaking of social tabus but also the deliberate 

cultivation of the horrendous--association with dirt, excreta and corpses--in order to highlight the 

disassociation with 'normal' society. The courting of dishonour was on occasion deliberately designed to 

shock the public and attract attention. In the case of the Pasupatas the justification for this has its own 

interest.71 By simulating an anti-social action the Pasupata was believed to acquire the merit of the 

observer who unnecessarily reviles him and the bad karma of the Pasupata  is transferred to the 

observer. 

 

The adoption of outward symbols has its own contrapuntal pattern. The brahman ascetics who kept 

matted locks, ate uncooked food such as fruit and roots in the forest or accepted alms and ate in the 

evening, lived beneath trees and emaciated their bodies were directly contradicting the mores of the 

Buddhist and Jaina bhikkhus who demanded depilation, ate only cooked food in the forenoon, and lived 

in viharas, many among them keeping away from extreme physical austerities. It is only in the 

acceptance of religious suicide as the ideal manner of dying, and which was abhorrent to the orthodox, 

that there was agreement, although the particular form in which the suicide was to be achieved 

differed. 



 

Inherent in the need for this differentiation is not merely the opting out of the existing life-style and 

substituting it with a distinctively different one but also that the characteristics of the new life-style be 

seen as a protest against the existing one. To this extent such movements may be regarded as 

movements of dissent.72 But the element of protest was muted by the wish, not to change society 

radically, but to stand aside and create an alternative system. Ideally, salvation lay in joining a sect of 

renouncers. Some sects such as the Ajivikas made this conditional to salvation. Others conceded that 

this was not open to everyone and a via media was suggested, as for example the upasaka or periodic 

renunciation as among the Buddhists. Ultimately, when the renouncers were 
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themselves viewed as having fallen short of the ideal, they were denounced. This could result in the 

emergence of schismatic groups. Initially, it was dissent which led to a splitting off from society or an 

established sect and the renouncers formed elements of a counter-culture. Eventually, many became 

dependent on society. The splitting off was often led by those who, disgruntled with the order/sect, 

took a lone path in their search for salvation. Nevertheless the sects of renouncers did create a climate 

of opinion in which the legitimacy of dissidence was conceded. It is a moot point as to whether such 

sects can be called protest movements per se or whether they are manifestations of a sustained 

counterculture which, from time to time, reacts to social pressures and throws up movements which 

carry, among other things, traces of social protest. The ultimate in dissidence was still the parivrajaka 

who did not join any order and wandered alone, or for that matter even the isolated samnydsin. 

 

One aspect of the dissidence was that, in theory at least, most sects of renouncers disregarded caste 

observances. There was a debate on whether the two symbols of brahmanhood, the top-knot (sikha) 

and the sacred thread (yajnopavita), should be retained by brahman samnyasins;73 as also the 

controversy on whether sudras should be recruited as a separate sect, as in some of the later samnydsin 

akhards.74 In the main, the Dharmasutras, the Epics and the Puranas are averse to the idea of sudra 

ascetics75 indicating that renunciation was open only to brahmans. Among the Ajivikas, Buddhists and 

Jainas, the sect was open to any caste. The physical proximity of all castes in a congregation was also a 

contradiction of certain caste restrictions. Among some Tantric sects there were no caste identities since 

all males were considered as forming one caste and all females another.76 The Sahajiya cult was 

unambiguous in its attack on the status of the brahman and caste society in general.77 Nor was it only a 

protest against caste. The preaching of universal values with universal application and the notion of 



transcendence in the theories of knowledge of such sects was itself a denial of the dominant social 

values and was implicitly a questioning of the religious beliefs and groups whose identity focused on 

caste affiliations. 

 

However, religious universalism was also sometimes used for what appears to be a form of social 

manipulation. The Kalamukha 
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Samnyasins, for example, claimed brahman status and took the name ending of pandita-deva, and were 

often the defenders of varndsramadharma.78 One may wonder whether the sect was not used by some 

non-brahmans to acquire individual brahman status, since one of the signs of brahmanhood--Vedic and 

Sanskrit learning--was available to and encouraged among the members of the sect. In this connection it 

is interesting that the priests of the Yogi caste in Bengal associated with the Natha cult have been 

referred to as rudraja brahmans, deriving their origin from Rudra and eventually .claiming to belong to a 

'Siva' gotra.79 This would be a case of using the alternative system to acquire status. 

 

The break with society and the anonymity of the new entrant were sought to be established by the 

taking of a new name. The latter indicated the new identity in terms of the monastery (thus Mahanama 

points to a connection with the Mahavihara), or the sect (Digvijayanatha indicates a Nathapanthi), or the 

desire for the attainment of moksa (as in the use of ananda as part of the name) or to the degree of 

attainment (as reflected in the titles such as avadhuta or paramahansa). Each of the mathas established 

by Sankaracarya was said to have been associated with a gotra80 (as for example, the kasyapagotra with 

the Govardhana matha at Puri) and the members of the matha would take on its gotra, thus subscribing 

to a form of Sanskritisation. 

 

The negation of the family as a basic unit of society is evident from the opposition to the grhastha status 

and especially the insistence on celibacy. This can also be seen as perhaps an avoidance rather than an 

infringement of the fundamental rule of caste organization, namely, the prohibition on inter-caste 

marriage. Women, whether as nuns in the Buddhist and Jaina orders or as parivrajakas, were on the 

whole grudgingly accepted. Nuns were always under the jurisdiction of the monks and in both orders 



were regarded as an inferior category.81 This was in spite of the fact that occasionally women of the 

royal families became nuns, although the majority were from  less exalted social groups. 

 

The effectiveness of an alternative life-style could not remain an arbitrary process beyond a certain 

historical point. The parivrajakas and sramanas of the Upanisads had, for a variety of reasons, to identify 

themselves as groups rather than move about as individual 
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wanderers. The authoritarian trends in the states emerging in the mid-first millennium B.C. were not 

always sympathetic to wanderers.82 They were often seen as people escaping social responsibility or 

socio-political demands. Their survival as free thinkers was dependent on their being able to assert the 

right to an alternative life from a position of institutional security. Only then could they obtain the 

political rights of passage so essential to their existence. Furthermore, their continuity in an egalitarian 

parallel system could only be safeguarded if their leaders could confront political authority as powerful 

heads of sects. The social ineffectiveness of the actions of individuals was demonstrated by the 

effectiveness of the group. Among the early efforts at assembling groups around specific doctrines were, 

as we have seen, the sects of the Carvakas and Ajivikas.83 But in order to be effective a name was not 

enough, a physical habitation was also necessary. This contributed to the evolution of the monastery. 

 

The monastic institution grew out of a need for a permanent residence during the rainy season when 

mendicancy was difficult. Such seasonal residences (avara) gradually acquired a longer duration in the 

drama, often a park endowed by an individual to the sangha, such as the Ambavana of Jivaka at 

Rajagriha. Ultimately, the settlement of monks expanded into a vihara, a regular monastic complex. In 

the organization of such a monastery the features of the parallel society are apparent. There is an 

attempt at imitating the structure of the tribal and oligarchic systems. The hierarchy of units in the Jaina 

sangha uses a terminology which is reminiscent of the lineage structure of the earlier tribes--gana, kula, 

sakha, anvaya and gaccha. In the Buddhist sangha, the general assembly of monks was the sovereign 

authority and even the sanghathera had to abide by its decision.84 The emphasis on frequent 

assemblies and unanimous decisions is stressed in the early literature. Every ordained monk was a 

member of the sangha and all monks living within the jurisdiction of a particular monastery had to be 



present at the uposatha assembly. Ownership of property vested with the sangha and never with the 

individual monk. (In later centuries, however, the shares of the monks in the monastic property led to 

some of them acquiring a substantial personal wealth.)85 Grievances against individual monks were 

discussed at the assembly as also any breach of monastic regulations or the rules of the sect.86 The 

  

  

78 

  

 

ritual of initiation into the sangha was similar to that of adoption into the tribe, adoption being the only 

means of entry into both.87 Underlying the structure of the monastery was the emphasis on conjoint 

action and discipline and the strict enforcement of monastic regulations. The monastery was not the 

place for those seeking absolute freedom, for whom asceticism in isolation was preferable. The 

monastery provided an alternative only to those who opted out of social obligations. 

 

The functioning of the sangha has been described as an attempt to retrieve the fast vanishing past.88 It 

may be argued that the form adopted was also in deliberate opposition to the monarchical system and 

its centralized power, which system is otherwise seen as ideal for society and to which the lay 

community is required to give its loyalty.89 This again serves to underline the distinction between the 

lay community and the monastic group, where the latter takes on the nuances of a primitive commune, 

perhaps echoing the Utopian egalitarianism of pristine society.90 Or did the sanghas in newly 

monarchical societies act as 'safety valves' for the containment of political dissidence, taking on the role 

of egalitarian sanctuaries? 

 

The relative absence of hierarchy in the monastic structure was however not a permanent feature. The 

goods and services of monastic living required that some monks be designated the distributors of food 

(bhatuddesaka), accommodation and furniture (senasanagahapaka), robes (civarapatiggahaka)91 etc.; 

with donations and endowments, administrative infrastructures became necessary. The revenue from 

endowed lands had to be collected, the interest from donations to be recorded.92 Annual dues had to 

be shared out among the monks who were resident in wealthy monasteries and the profits from 

endowed lands distributed after meeting the annual expenses. Repairs to old buildings and the 

construction of new buildings had to be supervised by those monks appointed as aramapesakas.93 

Administrative responsibilities not only cut into the normal functions of a monk but also required an 

administrative hierarchy within the monastery. This increased its participation in the local economic life. 

The monastic calendar increasingly coincided with the agricultural calendar.94 Ultimately, the 



monastery was legitimized as a socio-economic institution through the myths explaining its origin, 

through the establishment of the Vinaya Laws which became the legal code of monastic groups and 

through the 
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acquiring of an historical identity.95 

 

The establishment of the Saiva monasteries was not a dissimilar process. Sankaracarya is said to have 

organized samnyasi groups on a functional basis by the arrangement of ten orders among the 

samnyasins96 and by setting up four major monastic nucleii, the four mathas at Dvarka, Badri, Puri and 

Srngeri, with clearly demarcated territorial jurisdiction. Distinctions of sectarian loyalty within the 

Dasanami Samnyasis were evident from the accessories which they carried such as the design of the 

staff, the type of rudraksa-mala and the tilak. Contact within the monastic network throughout the 

country was maintained by samnyasins of the same sect going on regular pilgrimages and visiting other 

mathas in different parts of the country. The regular assemblies of Saiva ascetics at the time of festivals 

in the major pilgrim centres was another means of inter-monastic communication and administration. 

The proliferation of land grants in the early medieval period accelerated the prosperity of many mathas 

as did the donations to the temples attached to these mathas, converting them into semi-administrative 

units with a tangible economic viability in agriculture and trade. This prosperity was enhanced by the 

fact that samnyasins and their institutions were free from any taxes,97 which was a boon in the period 

after the eighth century A.D., when taxes tended to multiply. 

 

Even more far removed from the ascetic ideal was the organization of the akharas, or military wings of 

the mathas. The earliest of these, believed to go back to the ninth or tenth century A.D., were of the 

Dasanami Nagas. They were maintained by wealthy mathas almost as a regiment of mercenary soldiers. 

Some sources maintain that the akharas were manned by sudra recruits.98 The emphasis was on 

physical prowess and skilful weaponry, which were used to full effect in later periods in the battles with 

the Bairagis.99 The para-military basis of the akharas is clear from the fact that they were arranged in a 

hierarchy of importance, the protocol of which was strictly observed at festivals and melds when they 

assembled. Each akhara had its own banner and insignia of identification. The financial maintenance of 

the akhara came from the lands and buildings owned by the matha, the offerings and donations Made 



at the temple, a variety of religious levies and participation by the matha in local banking and 

commercial activities. 
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In the eyes of the lay community, the acquisition of an historical identity was crucial to the 

transformation of the sect and the monastery into a social institution and to the bestowal of a 

legitimacy reaching into the past. The historical tradition was put together in various ways. A list of 

succession of the Elders of the monastery was preserved where each dissident monastic sect would 

mark its break by maintaining a variant list. Thus the Theravada and Sarvastivada lists vary as can be 

seen in their respective literatures.100 Similarly there is mention of the succession in the Kalamukha 

matha attached to the Kedaresvara temple at Belegave.101 The lists of succession of the nine Nathas 

vary from region to region.102 Founders of sects and important personalities associated with their 

growth became the subjects of sections of the Acarangasutra and Kalpasutra on Mahavira, or of 

Anandagiri's Sankaravijaya. Sometimes the history of an event was sought to be established by 

associating a known personality, preferably a king, with the event: thus Ajatasatru features in Buddhist 

and Jaina literature and Asoka in Buddhist literature.103 Even more effective was the attempt to 

compile the history of a particular monastery and relate it to the state, such as the Mahavihara 

monastery in the Mahavamsa. The history of the sect itself could result in a substantial inclusion of the 

history of the region such as the Dipavamsa in Sri Lanka Taranatha's History of Buddhism in India. At a 

more local level, the histories of regions or areas, such as the Srimala Mahatmya of the Jainas, were 

collections of information, factual and fanciful, on places of sectarian importance, associating the place 

with the sect. Such records claiming to be historically valid were also necessary to prove the legitimacy 

of the institution in disputes over property and juridical rights. With the development of missionary 

activities, these historical antecedents could be used in the balance of power with secular institutions. 

 

The evolution of the monastic institution (irrespective of the religious sect to which it belonged) into a 

form where it participated to a substantial degree in secular life was in a sense self-annihilating. This 

participation, especially in economic life, tended to erode the notion of a counter-culture and 

strengthen that of a parallel society. In the early stages, the reach of the vihara or the matha into secular 

economic life was limited and was related at a simple level to redistribution and reciprocity. 

Redistribution was enforced by the lay community having to maintain the renouncer on alms 
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and by the making of donations and endowments. For the ordinary householder, the feeding of monks 

was sufficient. For the rich householder, there was the providing of oil and clothing, the repairing and 

building of monasteries and, for even wealthier patrons, the endowment of land. Reciprocation lay in 

the tying of dana to punya, where, in exchange for alms and donations, the householder acquired merit. 

But when the dana was of a nature that enabled the monastery to lead its own independent existence, 

the distance from the lay community increased, the reciprocation of punya became reduced and the 

character and the role of the monastery underwent a change. This in turn undermined notions of social 

protest.104 This was further intensified in situations where the monastery played a major role in the 

urban or rural economy.105 

 

The reciprocal relationship between the lay community and the sangha/matha was pivotal to the 

making of a parallel society and can be seen at various levels. Royal patronage was the source of 

reciprocity at the political level. Patronage was of two varieties: there was the direct endowment of 

caves, monasteries, residences, the revenue from villages and lands to the sects;106 and there was the 

indirect support derived from royal investment in commerce and manufacturing guilds, the interest 

from which was donated to monastic needs.107 Thus the nexus of royal patronage and the sect was 

woven into the rural and urban economy. The monasteries in such situations provided a variety of 

services. Each sectarian group maintained a network of links and control over a large geographical area 

and thereby helped to build a political base as well. If the sect was politically loyal to the king the 

monasteries which they controlled would act as focal points in the diffusion of this loyalty, thus 

providing a further support for the administration. The interplay between the sect and political authority 

is reflected in those situations where rules of discipline relating to the former may be modified to 

placate the latter. This it would seem was the main reason for the Buddha prohibiting the recruitment to 

the monastery of officers in royal service (rajabhatas), slaves and offenders against the law.108 The 

monasteries had access to a large local base in the lay community and could be mobilised to provide a 

focus for public opinion and possibly even provide political legitimacy to the king. One of the channels 

for exercising public opinion was through the educational function performed by the 
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sangha and the matha. The orientation of the religious institution would inevitably become at least a 

part of the subconscious of the lay community. This was further strengthened with the emergence of 

these institutions as the centres of artistic and intellectual life in the community. 

 

For the more powerful richly endowed monasteries, a political role became a necessity.109 The relative 

independence of the monastic institution was a threat to political authority. At the individual level, 

monks and gurus were influential and many functioned as advisers through the office of the rajagurus to 

kings and administrators.110 Not all the incumbents of this office were brahmans. Some of the 

Kalamukha monks were preceptors to kings. Theoretically, Jaina monks were supposed to preserve 

political neutrality by refraining from friendship with kings, royal officers and administrators.111 

However, in the Ganga and Hoysala kingdoms they were active participants in political policies and king-

making, and in Rajasthan and Gujarat were closely associated with royalty. They had the advantages 

both of a high degree of literacy and of close links with the banking and financial groups, both of which 

the royal family could not ignore. With the patronage of royalty and wealthy citizens providing such an 

expansive area of social intrusion, it is not surprising that the competition for this patronage among the 

sects sometimes took a violent turn. 

 

A less quantifiable reciprocity between the monasteries and the lay community related to the former 

providing an ethic and discipline for the latter. This emerged from and complemented the activities of a 

particular social group which supported the sect. The Buddhist attitude to the laity illustrates the point 

most clearly. A distinction was made between the general run of lay followers and those who were 

especially devoted to and closely associated with the sangha, namely the upasakas. This rippling out of 

the degrees of support strengthened the position of the sangha, vis-a-vis the lay community. The 

majority of the upasakas were gahapatis and in the gahapativagga sections of some of the Nikayas, their 

problems in accepting the teaching and discipline of the sangha are discussed. Central to these was the 

inability of the gahapati to detach himself from worldly possessions particularly the accumulation of 

gold, property, servants, etc.112 The category of upasaka seems to have been created to circumvent 

this problem so that the gahapati could 
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 be associated with the sangha as more than just a lay follower without renouncing his attachment to all 

possessions. Thus the duties of the upasakas were not only to maintain the sangha but also to look after 

the welfare of their own families. The moral precepts required of the upasaka focused on the puritan 

ethic of austerity, saving and investment, as much as on being generous in making donations to the 

sangha113 --the two not being entirely unrelated. Some of the abstinences prescribed for uposatha days 

were required of the upasaka but none of these were especially arduous and the promise of wealth and 

prosperity (among other things such as attaining heaven) was the reward. The directions given to 

women lay followers in particular, underline the requirements of a well-to-do housewife attending to 

the well-being of her husband and his material  comfort.114 

 

Overt concern with the lay community is not so clearly ascertainable from the literature and practices of 

sects other than the Buddhists and the Jainas. But, by and large, the providing of an ethic remains an 

essential part of the relationship. The Dasanami sects provide a base for Hindu orthodoxy to the same 

extent as the Tantric sects reversed the ideals of this orthodoxy. The social groups from which they 

sought their support were of course not the same and, up to a point, the sects were embodying the 

ethical systems which these social groups found most conducive. The advantage to the lay community, 

quite apart from the acquisition of merit and other non-material rewards, was that their ethical systems 

were validated and imbued with moral authority when they were seen to emanate from a body of 

renouncers. 

 

The moral authority of the renouncers was derived from two sources. One was the non-tangible 

psychological relationship with the lay community based on the charisma of the renounces The other lay 

in the apparent contradiction of a social nexus based on the repudiation of society which we have been 

attempting to discuss in this paper. 

The charisma of the renouncer has been a continuing feature of Indian society. The great men of the 

tradition include those who are seen as successful ascetics. There is no limit to their power for even the 

gods fear them.115 The authority of the ascetic is. not only of parallel stature but often exceeds that of 

kings, for the ascetic is associated with powers beyond the ordinary, 
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symbolised as magical powers. It is this which attracts the respect and awe of the lay community. Here 

the achievements of the individual isolated ascetic imbued with mystical powers rub off onto the 

renouncer in the monastery and add to the prestige of the latter. The charisma is seen at the simplest 

level in the fact that the renouncer is able to detach himself from material possessions. Furthermore, he 

is celibate and yet, at the same time, the most virile of men.116 The ascetic's demonstration of sexual 

prowess is not a contradiction .in terms: it is in fact a demonstration of his complete control over body 

functions, since ideally the emission of semen is prohibited to him.117 Sexual practices were associated 

with this and with magic and both of these became a prerequisite for claims to mystical powers. They 

were insisted upon even in the ritualized sexual practices of Tantric sects, which practices were essential 

to detachment from the normal rules of morality.118 The mystical element was enhanced by the 

association of fecundity and sanctity with sexual union performed on ritual occasions. This had 

antecedents in the asvamedha and mahavrata ceremonies.119 

 

Celibacy or, alternatively, ritualised sexual practices were not however the main component of the 

charisma. It lay as much in the magical powers derived from the comprehension of bodily functions and 

from knowledge ensuing out of prolonged meditation. The search for knowledge often led to non-

conformist directions. This involved experimenting with the human body at a physical level, either by 

using external aids such as hallucinogens or by manipulating the functions of the organs of the body 

such as breathing, pulse- and heart-beat and either extending or atrophying the muscles. Experimenting 

with states of mind took the form of exercises in meditation. Some of these practices went back to the 

shamanistic practices of at least the Vedic period if not earlier. Others evolved with the coming of new 

knowledge, both genuine and spurious, which tended to gravitate in non-conformist circles. 

 

Theories of  knowledge was yet another area in which the renouncers sometimes functioned as 

dissenters. These ranged from the development of logic and analytical concepts to secret cults 

antagonistic to orthodoxy. The early groups, as we have seen, objected to Vedic orthodoxy and the 

tradition of received knowledge. They sought experiential knowledge or tried to understand it as 

  

  

85 

 

a function of the intellect. Yogic powers achieved through tapas were seen as a manifestation of control 

over the human body extending into the mind. Levitation, flight and invisibility were possible through 

yogic power.120 The generally non-conformist trend among such sects was in part a search for a non-

orthodox comprehension of knowledge and in part a means of asserting power through claiming to 

know the incomprehensible. Emanating from this was, on the one hand, the development of 



philosophical schools and, on the other, the exercise of what was generally regarded as non-conformist 

knowledge. Among the latter, medicine attracted attention as also did alchemy (dhatuvidya, 

rasayanavidya). In neither case was the knowledge tabu in orthodox circles but the investigation was 

hedged round with social restrictions. The ascetic tradition emphasized experimentation and 

demonstration which was antithetical to the scholastic tradition. 

 

The interest in medicine can be related to yogic exercises where the aim is to control breathing 

(pranayama), to understand the structure and inter-connection of various parts of the body, to prolong 

life by these processes and by the use of certain vegetable and mineral matter, and, in the 

understanding of the mind, the use of hypnosis, hallucination and meditation. Nagarjuna in a sense 

sums it up when he refers to the transformation of prakrti (substance) by the use of osadhi and 

samadhi.121 Patanjali in the Kaivalyapada of the Yogasutra states that siddhi can be attained by the 

application of a herb, and the commentators explain this as a reference to rasdyana.122 It is not 

surprising that the earliest of the major compendia on medicine, that of Susruta is associated with 

Nagarjuna.123 Nor is it strange that Taxila, apart from being a culturally cosmopolitan town with 

important Buddhist monasteries, was equally renowned as a centre of medical knowledge. That some 

form of approximate medicine was practised by ascetic sects is mentioned specifically by Megasthenes 

in his description of the sarmanes.124 In the Buddhist and Jaina tradition, attending to the medical well-

being of the lay community is incumbent upon the monk.125 

 

The interest in alchemy developed in the early centuries A.D., presumably when both mercury and 

sulphur were available and their properties familiar.126 Nagarjuna, the Buddhist philosopher, is 

described as being conversant with alchemy.127 A Chinese source 
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refers to an Indian taken to China by Wan Hsuan Tse in the seventh century A.D. who claimed that he 

knew the substance for prolonging life.128 The early medieval period saw a considerable interest in 

alchemy among certain Jaina groups and later among Yogi sects associated with Tantricism.129 The 

fascination lay in two processes fundamental to alchemy--sublimation and transmutation. l30 Through 

sublimation the structure of the metal was decoded and could be changed. Transmutation was the 

actual changing of one metal into another, the most common attempt being to change bronze or copper 

into gold. Both these processes had an analogy with yoga--the changing of bodily structures to enable 



the body to be transmuted into one capable of performing feats beyond the normal and gaining new 

perceptions. The connection with Tantric practice can be subtle but apparent, as for example in the 

statement that Hara and Gauri (mercury and mica) must combine in order to produce a new 

substance131--a clearly sexual symbolism for the transformation of substances. The close connection of 

alchemy with medical knowledge was through the use of various metals in medication. 

 

Much of this knowledge remained secret, passed on orally from the guru to the novice. Eventually the 

secrecy became a cult and developed its own language, as for example the sandha-bhasa,132 which 

helped not only to perpetuate the cult and permit free communication among its practitioners, but also 

protected the yogi from the non-initiate and separated him from the profane universe.133 Some Tantric 

sects do generally stand out as being different and it has been plausibly argued that their materialism 

contributed to concepts of the physical sciences. The dehavada tradition led to their taking an interest in 

human anatomy and these sects argued that the brain was the seat of consciousness and not the 

heart.l34 In their alchemical ideas, emphasis was placed on experiment and observation, as is evident 

from the eighth century text, the Rasaratnakara. (Whether the enhanced interest in the conversion of 

base metal into gold. was motivated entirely by the wish to control the magical alchemical process or 

whether it was due to a shortfall in the availability of gold still requires to be investigated. The interest 

seems to coincide with the decline of supplies of gold from Central Asia and the hoarding of golden 

objects in temples. However, other sources of supply such as west Asia were also becoming 
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available.) 

 

Experimentation in the use of hallucinogens was primarily to achieve heightened perception and these 

are described in detail in the Yogasutra, the Abhidharmakosa and certain Buddhist texts. This was also 

part of the tradition of non-conformist knowledge since hallucinogens change perception even if they do 

not transmute bodily substances. That these experiments were only for the initiates was clearly stated. 

The ritual of the use of hallucinogens had moved from the soma rites of the Vedic sacrifices, where it 

was part of the mainstream of orthodox ritual, to the twilight areas of secret, heretical practices, 

indicating thereby the change which the orthodoxy itself had undergone, particularly in its attitude 

towards experimentation and perception. 



 

The charisma of the renouncer therefore derived from the practice and pursuit of non-orthodox 

knowledge, which provided one aspect of the ultimate moral authority of the renouncer. Equally 

important was the fact of their creating an alternate or parallel society. The renouncers demonstrated 

their power by maintaining a recognized style of life without resort to any profession. The prohibition on 

manual labour highlighted their ability to live off society: yet they were not of society. The renouncers 

were above and beyond the conventional laws, for they conformed to their own laws and these were 

often in contradiction to the accepted social laws. This gave them added prestige as it also gave them 

the freedom to protest against the laws of normal society. The form which their protest took was the 

flouting of social convention. The accommodation of this protest, and the investing of it with charisma 

and moral authority, has been in a sense characteristic of Indian society. But it has also been subject to 

the fact that, ultimately, the society of the renouncers had to be supported by the lay community. The 

opposition inherent in the status of grhastha and samnyasa  remains, but the relationship is essentially 

dialectical, for the one cannot exist without the other. Changes within the lay community Greeted the 

community of renouncers and the lay community was, in turn, influenced by them. The acceptance of 

the renouncer as P necessary counter-weight to conventional society may account Or the continuing  

authority of the renouncer. 
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Dana and Daksina as forms of Exchange 

 

 In the study of the society and economy of ancient India information has often to be ferreted out from 

seemingly unlikely sources. What is often associated with apparently non-economic activity such as 

religious rituals, can sometimes provide insights into social and economic concerns. It is intended in this 

paper to examine the custom of dana, the act of giving, in its major forms, from this point of view. The 

earliest literary sources refer to the giving of dana, daksina, etc. to priests and brahmans. The occasions 

for making these gifts are mentioned and there is generally an itemization of the objects considered 

appropriate for each occasion. Gradually gift-giving, ceased to be something arbitrary and became 

systemised. This is evident from the discussion in some of the smrti literature on the elements and 



aspects involved in the concept of dana. Reference is made to six distinct elements and these include 

the data (donor), the pratigrahita (recipient), sraddha, the appropriateness of the gift, and the place and 

the time, for making the gift.1 Gift-giving gradually evolved its own rules and requirements and can 

therefore be examined as an important aspect of the social and economic life of the early period. 

 

Gift-giving has been seen largely in the context of its association with religious ritual and symbolism. 

There are however at least two other aspects which will be explored in this paper. Firstly, there is the 

obvious one of the changing items included in the listing of dana and the correlation of these items with 

economic change. Secondly, the degree to which the nature of gift-giving reflects the socio-economic 

structure of the society: this hinges on the question of whether dana and daksina can be regarded as 

forms of gift-exchange and, if so, at what point do they cease to perform this function. Needless to say, 

gift-giving in this connection refers to major gifts given on particular and special occasions and not to the 

daily or routine ritual of small-scale dana. 

 

From Indica, vol.   13 (1976), nos.  1  and 2, pp. 37-48. 

  

  

 95 

 

 

In the Vedic texts the two more commonly used words for gift-giving are dana and daksina. The two 

words are by no means synonymous. The first is the generic word for gift with its etymological root in 

da, to give. Dana therefore refers to the act of giving, bestowing, granting, yielding and prestation, 

irrespective of what is being given and when. Daksina has a more specific connotation although its 

meaning remains a little ambiguous. It is a gift by extension of its meaning. The etymon refers to the 

right side, the side of purity and of respect. It also carries the meaning of invigorating or strengthening 

the sacrifice for which purpose the gift is made to the performer of the sacrifice.2 By extension 

therefore it came to mean either a gift or a donation made to a priest or a sacrificial fee.3 The daksina to 

the gods can be symbolic but that to the priests must consist of actual objects. It has been agrued that 

the daksina was never a salary or a sacrificial fee, but has to be seen as part of the economic system of 

Vedic times, that of gift-exchange.4 It is possible to argue that it was not a sacrificial fee to begin with 

but came to be regarded as such by the time of the Manu Dharmasastra when gift-exchange was no 

longer an important aspect of the economic  system.5 

 



The concept of gift-exchange (particularly with reference to early Indian texts) was first formulated at 

length by Marcel Mauss in his now well-known work, The Gift. Mauss argued that the earliest forms of 

exchange were those of total prestation between clan and clan and family and family. Subsequent to 

this stage comes that of gift-exchange in which certain categories of people are involved in almost 

ritualised exchanges which are embedded in the larger continuum of social and economic relations.6 

This stage precedes the change to individual contract and the money-market With fixed price and 

weighed and coined money. Gift-exchange would therefore tend to become less embedded in those 

primarily agricultural societies which experienced the gradual impinging of changing attitudes to land 

and the ownership of land and where and slowly emerges as the major economic unit. Literary sources 

which relate both to tribal societies with a base in primitive agriculture to societies with more complex 

social stratification based on 

advanced plough agriculture would reflect this change.  

 

Mauss maintains that gift-exchange is not arbitrary but is based on the notion of value. What is 

exchanged is a token of   wealth 
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and this is different from money as it is imbued with a magical power. It is not an impersonal gift as it is 

linked to an individual or a particular group. Thus utility alone is not the motivating force in this 

exchange. The accepted token of wealth is significant since wealth is a demonstration of status; it is a 

means of controlling others by winning followers and by placing those who accept the gift under 

obligation. The exchange is essentially of consumable items and luxuries--food and clothing for example. 

The gift is not one-sided and implies a return gift, although the return of the actual gift presented was 

forbidden. The symbolic motivation in making the gift was the belief that it is reproductive and that the 

donor would receive the same in larger quantity. More recent studies of the system of gift-exchange in 

tribal societies have pointed to the functional aspect as well. The system of gift-exchange kept goods 

and people in circulation in a particular pattern and also acted as a means of maintaining political 

relationships and ranking.7  

 

The earliest references to dana as a distinct function in society come from the dana-stuti hymns of the 

Rg Veda, hymns in praise of those who make generous and handsome gifts.8 The subject of these 



particular hymns is either the donor or the event which occasioned the gift. Thus in one of the hymns 

Kasu, the Cedi king is honoured and in another the victory at HariyUpiya.9 The data (donor) can be a 

deity--primarily Indra and occasionally Soma, with Asvins, Visvadevas and Sarasvati also included--but is 

frequently a king/tribal chief or hero. The pratigrahitd (recipients) are the hymnodists, the priests or the 

bards who have composed the verses in praise of the person or the event. The gift comes from human 

hands but sometimes via the mediation of a god.10 Thus the god is requested for favours and if these 

are granted then the kings bestow gifts on the priests who immortalize them in verse.11 The event is 

generally a successful battle or cattle raid or victory over the enemy or the destruction of the enemy. In 

these the role of Indra is pre-eminent: he destroys the forts of the enemy, he attacks the Dasas jointly 

and individually.12 The gift is made therefore not so much in the spirit of charity but as symbolic of 

success and as an investment towards further success on future occasions. The appropriateness of the 

gift is exalted but the time and place are rarely mentioned. The association with Soma may imply that it 

was made on the occasion of the soma-pressing ceremony. Evidently 
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me purpose of dana in the Rgvedic age was different from what it was to become in later times. 

 

The dana-stutis have a fairly uniform format. The composer's gotra is usually mentioned early on so that 

his social bona fides are established arid this also provides the evidence for the hymns being priestly 

compositions. The deity is invoked, the exploits of the deity are lauded and an appeal is made to the 

deity for aid. Frequently, parallel situations are described which in the past had a successful outcome 

and were followed by generous gift-giving. Reference is made to the giving of gifts by human heroes. 

The gifts are unambiguously objects of wealth and arc recorded in what can only be, on many occasions, 

exaggerated figures. The most prized gift and object of wealth is cattle with figures ranging from a 

hundred cows to sixty thousand head of cattle.13 Horses come next in priority and although smaller 

numbers are listed they are often described in greater detail than the cows. Ten horses is a common 

figure although thousands of steed are also mentioned and, in one case, sixty thousand.14 There is a 

preference for stallions over mares, whereas in bovine wealth the preference is for cows. Other gifts 

include wagons, chariots, slave-girls/maidens, camels, treasure-chests, garments and robes, measures of 

gold and, infrequently, cauldrons of metal.15  Perhaps the epitome of the dana-stutis is the paean to 

daksina itself where the liberal bestowers of daksina, the yajamanas are described as immortals 



inhabiting the highest heaven, secure from harm, victorious in battle and living with their brides in 

eternal bliss--the vision of a hero's paradise.16 

 

The dana-stuti hymns are expressions of heroic poetry. The givers of dana are the heroes of the tribe, 

sometimes equated with the tribe, often carrying the tribal name in place of the individual name. The 

listing of the wealth was an indication of status, for those who gave large gifts such as Kasu and Cedi 

king, Divodasa, Prthusravas or the Yadavas were acknowledged as being more Powerful and wealthy 

than those who made lesser gifts such as Asanga or Sanda. The gifts were functional items of wealth and 

lot tokens of wealth. In this case, what was probably the implicit token was not the actual item but the 

exaggerated quantities in some of the figures. 

 

Among the gifts there is a noticeable absence of the mention land and, quite evidently, as has been 

pointed out, it was cattle 
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that was synonymous with wealth.17 This is also evident from the frequency of words and phrases 

incorporating cattle as synonyms for other aspects of material life, as for example in the extended 

meaning of words such as gavisti, gopati or gomat. Even grain is rarely listed as an item of dana. This is 

indicative of the relative unimportance of land as an economic unit. 

 

It has been argued that the Rgvedic evidence suggests that the king was essentially a protector of cattle 

and not of land; consequently it is cattle which is a source of inter-tribal conflict and not land.18 This 

may well indicate that land was owned jointly by the clan and, furthermore, despite the references to 

agricultural activities scattered throughout the Rg Veda, land was still seen in essence as territory 

encompassing both fields and grazing ground. The lifting of cattle was a more serious economic problem 

than trespassing into fields. The Panis are feared for they are both rich in cattle as well as being stealers 

of cattle. Wealth (rayi) was computed primarily in cattle.19 It is also of some interest that male slaves 

are rarely mentioned as constituting dana, whereas female slaves were a recognized item of dana. This 

would suggest that perhaps domestic slavery as a source of luxury among the wealthy was evident but 

the use of slavery in economic production was not the prevalent system.20 That the possible clan 

ownership of land continued awhile is reflected in the story of the king Visvakarman Bhauvana who is 



rebuked by the earth when he tries to gift the earth he has conquered through his asvamedha to 

Kasyapa.21 But this is almost anachronistic since other sections of the same Later Vedic literature 

include land as part of the recognised dana. 

 

The purpose of extensive gift-making in early societies is threefold. Ostensibly it serves a magico-

religious function where the gift is symbolic of communion with the supernatural. In effect it also has 

two other Jess evident functions: one is that the donor and the recipient confer status on each other, 

although the source of the respective status may be different in each case, and secondly, gift-giving acts 

as a means of exchanging and redistributing economic wealth. 

 

In the dana-stutis of the Rg Veda the two groups involved in conferring status on each other are the 

brahmans and rajanyas/ ksatriyas. The former mediate with the gods on behalf of the latter and ensure 

success in battle and cattle-raids, which success 
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invests the latter with power and political status. The latter bestow wealth on the priests, thus providing 

them with their major source of income as well as conceding to them charismatic powers inherent in the 

process of ensuring success. By the time of the composition of these hymns a limited social group was 

involved in the exchange, However, the existence of a more extensive exchange can be postulated for 

an earlier phase.22 A successful battle or cattle-raid resulted in an enforced acquisition of wealth on the 

part of the victorious tribe. 

 

The process of gift-exchange was however more equitable if it occurred through the performance of the 

yajna, which in turn may be seen as a variant on the potlatch. As far as the redistribution of wealth was 

concerned, even at the yajna it seems by now to have been limited to the same two social groups, the 

ksatriya and the brahman. Thus, tribal wealth acquired through the labour of the vis, whether in war or 

in peace, was channelled via the king to the priests either through dana or through the daksina at the 

yajna. In earlier periods, when it is presumed that the tribe participated in the yajna, some of the wealth 

may have been redistributed among a wider group. But, by the time of the composition of the Rg Veda, 

both the redistribution as well as the participation of the tribe in the yajna was more limited. 



 

In such a situation there must have been a distinction between those who were the possessors of 

wealth and the rest of the tribe. Was this distinction expressed in the term arya which Bailey has 

analyzed in considerable detail and which analysis leads him to state that arya referred to the owner or 

possessor of wealth?23 This is also suggested in the Nighantu which equates arya with isvara 

(owner/master) and in Panini, who explains it by the phrase aryah-svami-vaisyayoh.24A The aryas as 

possessors of wealth were distinguished from the vis, the rest of the tribe, who by now were not longer 

equal partners in tribal wealth. As Bailey states, the association of wealth and ownership suggests 

nobility of class and not an ethnic group. The significance of birth into the arya-varna relates an arya to 

social status and wealth and not to race. 

 

The literature of the Later Vedic period gradually introduces a change in the concept of dana. It is no 

longer the arbitrary liberality of a generous patron celebrating his success. It is now less a channel of 

redistribution of wealth and much more pointedly 
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a channel of deliberate exchange. The changing concept is expressed in the more frequent use of the 

word daksina. The strengthening of the notion of exchange is perhaps best summed up in the statement 

dehi me dadami te ni me dehi ni te dadhe.25 The donor and the recipient remain the same. The 

appropriateness of the gift and the faith with which it is given are emphasized and the place and time 

are made much more precise. This is done by a closer linking of gift-giving with the sacrificial ritual via 

the daksina The justification for dana is also spelled out. We are told that there are two kinds of devas, 

the gods and the brahmans learned in the Vedas: both have to be propitiated, the former through 

yajnas and the latter through dana.26 It is also at this point that there is mention of fields and villages as 

appropriate items of dana, although these references are as yet infrequent.27 Although pasu or animal 

wealth is still very significant there are some texts which disapprove of the acceptance of animals as 

dana and presumably preferred gold and land.28 This is not surprising since by the mid-first millennium 

B,C. animal wealth as an economic asset was gradually giving way to land. An interesting indication of 

the shift in the items gifted is evident from the study of the Rajasuya sacrifice. The concept of istipurta 

becomes more central to the procedure with a distinction being made not only between isti and purta 

but between isti and daksina. This is a ritual distinction but not altogether unrelated to the relative 

decline of livestock breeding and increase of agriculture. The isti which   is the offering made to the gods 

during the performance of the sacrifice is almost invariably a mixture or a cake of some form of cereal, 

the most frequently used cereals being varieties of rice. The daksina on the other hand is in most cases 



an ox, cow or bull, generally a single animal with specified markings, or else a unit of gold.29 The 

number of animals is considerably less than the numbers listed in the Rgvedic dana-stutis. Sometimes 

for the seasonal sacrifices the daksina may include a chariot and mares or stallions.30 The more 

spectacular daksina, which, for instance, is given during the soma rituals the Rajasuya, continues 

however to be in the form of livestock The list ranges from one thousand to four thousand cows adding  

up to a total of ten thousand in some texts--a reasonable figure for a wealthy king, to five thousand to 

thirty thousand cows a total of a hundred thousand in other texts--an evidently exaggerated 
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figure.31 Nevertheless the number of cows listed continues to be less than the figures given in the Rg 

Veda. Since many of the higher figures in both the earlier and later texts were in any case exaggerated, 

their significance symbolizes the use of animals rather than the actual numbers involved. 

 

Daksinas associated with particular royal rituals as part of the major sacrifices often consisted of gifting 

to the priest the most valuable objects used in the ritual. Thus in one text we are told that the adhvaryu 

receives the chariot of the yajamana and the golden dice used in the symbolic game. The carts are 

distributed among other priests as are also the one thousand cows used in the mock cattle-raid.32 The 

adhvaryu and the hotr who recite the legend of Sunah-sepa at the Rajasuya are given the golden seats 

on which they sit for the recitation in addition to a certain number of cows.33 It is also in connection 

with this sacrifice that one of the forms of daksina listed is that of catuspat ksetra (field with four parts) 

which is given to a priest.34 It has been suggested that this was the land used in a royal ploughing rite as 

part of the Rajasuya, being the survival of a rudimentary agrarian fertility rite. 

 

In all these cases the daksina is specifically linked to a particular ritual or a ceremony. Heesterman has 

argued at length that the daksina is not a sacrificial fee or salary; it forms a part of the bigger sphere of 

gift-exchange.35 His main point is that the daksina is given to both the rtvij or officiating priests and to 

others such as the brahmans of the prasarpaka category whose role is essentially that of observers 

sitting in the sadas. In one of the texts it is specificially stated that the daksina to the sadasyas is to buy 

them off from drinking of soma.36 Another text maintains that the yajamana by giving daksina buys 

himself loose from obligations to the priest.37 The ritual link is broken or is at least replaced by a status 

link. Not all texts however accept that the link is broken. The daksina is seen as a bond between donor 



and the recipient, if not as an act by which the recipient, if not as an act by which the recipient is placed 

under an obligation to the donor. This implies a danger 

and the danger can only be averted by careful consideration of the gift, the place and the time.38 It is a 

moot question as to whether the notion of the implicit danger arose from the ritual Connection or 

whether it was a means of diverting attention from regarding the daksina as a 'fee'. 
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Heesterman suggests that the daksina may reflect an earlier stage when the entire clan took part in the 

ritual and the wealth was shared. This would be more characteristic of the potlatch. In course of time 

the ritual may have moved into the hands of the sacrificial priests and the others may have become 

observers. The symbolic nature of the daksina is evident from the continued gifting of cattle in a society 

where land was becoming increasingly more lucrative. Clearly, golden seats and golden dice would have 

to be converted into more mundane objects for the priests to derive a livelihood from these gifts. The 

question is whether the daksina was over and above the normal livelihood of the priest or was it his 

main source of income. Given the nature of later Vedic society where there are not too many references 

to brahmans owning land or large herds of cattle it is likely that the daksina from the king would often 

be the basic source of livelihood for those performing the rituals 

 

The collection of daksina was not restricted to the large-scale yajnas, for the life of the arya was now 

beset by samskaras--the rituals of the individual biography, the prescription and practice of which 

ensured well-being. The definition of donor gradually began to include more than just the king or the 

tribal chief, for others were also required to perform samskaras. This widening definition of the donor in 

terms of social categories reaches a qualitative change in Manu, where logic takes it to the point of 

stating that it is the duty of the grhastha (the householder) to be concerned with dana.39 The relevance 

of gift-exchange in a tribal context of potlatch activities seemed to be receding. 

 

Marcel Mauss in his discussion of gift-exchange maintains that the Mahabharata is the story of a 

tremendous potlatch.40 He has particularly pointed to the Anusasana-parvan as the section par 

excellence devoted to gift-giving. Here we find a further elaboration of the categories of dana. The 

distinction for example between ista and purta is emphasized. The ista is that which is offered into the 

grhya and srauta ritual fires. Purta is a larger enterprise and consists of the donation of wells, tanks, 



temples, gardens an lands.41 The donation of immovable property as a special category is a relatively 

new concept. Hitherto donations were of animals, gold, slaves, food, clothing, chariots and so on. The 

listing what is included in purta has its own significance since it points 
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clearly to the establishment of an agricultural economy where wells, tanks, gardens and land have a 

utility which they would not have had in a pre-eminently pastoral economy. Another interesting aspect 

to this distinction which develops in the legal literature is that the ista can only be handled by the 

ritually pure but the purta-dana, which in economic terms was the more effective, can also be made by 

sudras.42 

 

Not only in the items listed but in spirit too the notion of dana had by now undergone further changes. 

It was no longer given merely in celebration of an event or a heroic personality or in connection with a 

ceremony. It was now associated with a new idea which in part derived from the concept of daksina, 

namely, the ethical aspect of performing an action such as giving a gift. The notion of exchange remains 

central, but in return for tangible wealth the donor acquires merit. Not that all exchange discussed in 

the Anusasana-parvan is motivated by the acquisition of merit. We are told that dana increases one's 

material wealth; nevertheless, in every act of giving, whether it be the pancadaksina service of host to 

guest or offerings at a ritual, there is merit to be acquired as the ultimate aim.43 Gift-giving almost 

develops its own ritual in which the six-fold definition of dana as stated in smrti literature is given due 

emphasis. The definition of the 

pratigrahitd is further refined and it is stated that the recipient must be deserving of the dana.44 This 

has relevance not only to the fact that the acquisition of merit can only accrue if the dana is given to a 

deserving person but also carries a hint of competition 

among potential recipients for the acquisition of economic status in a system where, perhaps, more 

attention was being paid to economic status than in earlier times. Dana, therefore, is not to be given to 

those brahmans who are physicians, image-worshippers, 

dancers, musicians; who perform ceremonies for the sudras and who practise usury. The deserving 

brahmans are those who perform the required ceremonies as indicated in the text who are of noble 

birth and who live off alms. Even if any among this category have 



had to take to Professions such as agriculture and soldiery, they still qualify for dana. The emphasis on 

the time and place for gift-giving is accompanied by threats that untimely gifts are appropriated by the 

raksasas. The emphasis on the recipient being a deserving person may also be a reflection of 

competition for 
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dana-bestowing patrons, a competition extending not only to brahmanical sects but including Buddhist, 

Jaina and other heterodox sects as well, many of the latter claiming to have wealthy patrons. 

 

The exchange of dana for merit echoes the Buddhist notion of charity or dana. The idea may therefore 

have come from Buddhist sources or may have grown independently as a result of changing social 

forms. For Buddhism the stress on dana was essential; for even at the mundane level, the Buddhist 

religious order--the sangha--was required to subsist on the alms and the charity of the lay followers. All 

that the bhiksu or the sangha could provide to the donor in exchange for dana was punya or merit, since 

exchange was between economically unequal sections of society. In the early stages, when Buddhism 

was not a powerful religious movement, it could neither provide social status to its lay supporters nor 

did its doctrinal teaching promise immortality or heavenly abodes. At most it could maintain that a 

material gift would be reciprocated with preaching the Buddhist ethic which in turn might provide the 

gift of vision or enlightenment to the donors. Puranic texts are unequivocal in making promises: thus we 

are told that the acquisition of merit through dana can release one from the chain of rebirth.45 

 

The reciprocity of dana with punya may also have been conditioned by the fact that in the larger towns, 

where there was a Buddhist following, the gift-exchange economy was on the decline and was being 

gradually replaced by an approximation to the impersonal market economy of commerce, where the 

unit of money was the currency of exchange. In such an ethos gift-exchange made little sense and the 

dana-punya reciprocity held out some compensation for the donor. It is significant that among the non-

deserving brahmans listed in the Anusasana-parvan are those who practise usury and those whose 

occupation is trade, both activities closely related to a market system. In contrast to the market system, 

dana  not an impersonal exchange. It involves two parties in a clearly defined relationship, which 

relationship is affected by the giving of dana. It is also accompanied by an elaborate etiquette, more 

elaborate than the frank appeal for dana in the Rg Veda or the partially disguised daksina of the yajnas 



and the samskaras.46 It would almost appear that by insisting on the institution of and the ensuing 

nexus there was an attempt to invert the values 
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of the market system and to reincarnate those of the gift-exchange. 

 

It is also at this time that attention is given to the acceptance of food as dana. Manu lists the categories 

of food, chiefly uncooked, which are regarded as legitimate dana for the brahman.47 If a brahman 

unwittingly accepts forbidden food he has to fast for three days as expiation. Among the types of 

uncooked food, it is the produce of agriculture, grain, which is the most acceptable. Manu repeats the 

dictum that the giver will be rewarded many-fold but also adds that he who gives and he who receives, 

both, go to heaven. The eulogizing of the dana of food, especially to brahmans, continues in the later 

literature of the Puranas where annadana is sometimes referred to as the highest form of dana.48 The 

relative purity of uncooked food is in contrast to the practice of sects of Buddhists and Jainas among 

whom cooked food is regarded as the most acceptable.49 In terms of conferring status via exchange, 

the dana of food has a direct relation to caste status, where the acceptability of particular types of food 

is dependent on social ranking. The discussion therefore of food as dana is also an indication of the 

extension of caste society. 

 

The gifting of land and the precedence which this began to take over other items reflects the increased 

interest in agriculture and the fact that land was more lucrative than heads of cattle. This would 

certainly conform to the known extension of the agrarian 

economy during the Mauryan and the post-Mauryan period. The general decline of pastoralism is 

evident from the fact that cows were still gifted but not as major items of dana. Their gifting was to 

become almost a symbolic gesture of the process of making 

a gift. The gifting of land brought its own problems since land was both immovable and indestructible. It 

could not be transported as could a herd of cattle or other objects, nor did it get consumed or die during 

the lifetime of the recipient. Land was inheritable 

alienable and this brought it under the purview of the legal system relating to the inheritance and the 

sale of land. A land-gift had therefore to be recorded so that it would remain with the recipient or his 

family even if he changed his domicile or after his death.     A gift  of land was even further removed 



from gift-exchange Since it could help establish the family of the recipient for generations and, to that 

extent, it was not a momentary  hut an investment for the future. 
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A discussion on the necessity to record a gift of land suggests that the record should act as the legal 

claim of the grantee and his family before future kings.50 Hence the record should be a permanent, 

signed, sealed edict referring to the lineage of the king, the identity of the recipient, the extent and 

characteristics of the land gifted, the nature of the gift, the seals of the officials concerned with the 

grant and, according to some texts, a declaration to the effect that it was not to be resumed at a later 

date. That these instructions were meticulously observed is evident from the copper-plate and other 

charters recording such gifts of land from the Gupta period onwards.51 The granting of land and villages 

to brahmans became so institutionalized that it was referred to by the special term of agrahara and later 

an officer was appointed to look after grants,  the agraharika. 

 

With the granting of land other gifts assumed lesser importance with the exception, of course, of gold 

which retained its economic value. A special category of gifts was evolved based on gold and referred to 

as the mahadanas.52 These were made on very special occasions such as can hardly be listed in the 

normal course of gift-giving. Among the more commonly referred to mahadanas were the Tulapurusa 

(weighing a man against gold) and the Hiranyagarbha (the symbolic rebirth through a golden womb 

often performed during coronations). It is significant that this latter ceremony is particularly associated 

with those who were claiming ksatriya status. Usually sixteen objects are listed among the mahadanas 

including trees, cows, horses, chariots, vessels, all made of gold, and such objects were gifted to the 

priests on the conclusion of the ceremony. A golden cow studded with precious stones was a long way 

away from the ten thousand head of cattle which the Rgvedic priests acclaimed as a gift. The mahadanas 

are clearly of another category and another time. 

 

Land grants constituted the germ of what was later to develop into a new agrarian structure with its 

own implications for social and economic formations.53 For our purposes, suffice it. to w that the 

extensive granting of land as dana changed the comprehension of dana as part of gift-exchange. A new 

institutionalizing of dana took place, reflecting both a departure from the earlier socio-economic system 

as well as the evolving of a changed metaphor for both the donor and the recipient. 
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Social Mobility in Ancient India with Special Reference to Elite Groups 

 



 

D.D. Kosambi made a major contribution to our understanding f the ancient Indian social structure.1 Its 

study involves an examination of at least two major aspects of a society--the functioning of its social 

groups and their mobility inasmuch as it can be measured. In the case of ancient India the problem is 

clouded by the lack of precise evidence which can be used to formulate exact and verifiable hypotheses. 

It is partly for ibis reason that this article is confined to elite groups. Much of our ancient source material 

refers comparatively more fully lo the upper sections of society; the study of the lower sections has to 

be far more deductive. Nevertheless an intensive study of the social structure of ancient India is an 

urgent necessity because only on its basis can meaningful generalizations be made about the nature of 

Indian society and consequently of the pattern of Indian history. My intention here is to draw attention 

to some of the more relevant aspects of a study of elites in early India. I have tried to draw on non-

Dharmasastra sources as often as possible, largely because in the historical context such sources point 

to some interesting deviations from I norm as obtained from the Dharmasastras. The study generally 

relates to northern India, since it is impossible to generalize the entire sub-continent as a single unit in 

any period, 

 

The attempt to discuss social mobility for a period for which there is little or no demographic evidence 

and for which the Precise nature of economic institutions is not definitely known is perhaps merely an 

exercise in a series of hypotheses. An important element in the study of elite groups is their size 

From R.S. Sharma (ed), Indian Society; Historical Probings (New Delhi,  1974), pp.95-123 
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in relation to the society to which they belong. This be properly calculated for early India since no 

statistics are available. At best, inferences can be drawn from the sources A detailed study of 

technology, particularly agricultural, would be useful. Here archaeological evidence may provide some 

clues Technology as the basis of the economy could suggest approximate sizes for human habitations. A 

detailed study of urban sites excavated to date, may also suggest population sizes in various forms and 

changes in population sizes through the centuries Associated with the study of agricultural technology 

would be the question of the availability of waste land. References to uncultivated areas may be 

collected and comparative charts made of the encroachment into waste lands because of population 

pressure.2 As long as waste land was available for settlement, one avenue of social  mobility would be 

available. Literary references to population figures cannot be totally ignored. The Skanda Purana, for 



example, gives us the figure of 96 crores of gramas  in the whole of Bharatavarsa.3 Even if we take the 

gramas to mean inhabitants rather than a regular village, the figure is clearly exaggerated. What is 

interesting however is the distribution of population in various parts of Bharatavarsa, A study of the 

figures suggests areas of heavier population such as Kanyakubja and Gauda (36 lakhs and 18 lakhs} and 

areas of sparse population such as Saurastra (55,000). Allowing for ecological factors creating such 

discrepancies, it would all the same be worthwhile to inquire whether there is evidence of greater 

mobility in the more sparsely populated areas. Similarly epigraphic evidence relating to land grants also 

occasional) mentions figures of gramas.4 Figures from these sources c also be collected and compared 

with those from literary sources  

 

Certain broad phases of economic change in northern India during the period from 1000 B.C. to A.D. 

1000 can be recognized The  earliest Vedic  literature   comes  from   a background of pastoralism giving 

way gradually to agricultural settlements Early Buddhist literature suggests a more settled agrarian eco 

and  an emergent commercial-urban  economy.  The Ma period (fourth and third centuries B.C.) saw the 

development of an  imperial  system based on an agrarian economy. subsequent five centuries saw a 

series of small kingdom ruling 
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various parts of the sub-continent and at the same time tremendous expansion in both internal and 

foreign trade. The Gupta period (fourth and fifth centuries A.D.) marked the beginning of a major 

change in the agrarian system with the assignment of land grants and revenue grants to both religious 

and secular assignees resulting in a new politico-economic structure in many carts of the sub-

continent.5 The changing character of economic relationships inhibits any attempt at uniform 

generalizations 

about society for the entire period of early India.  

 

Changes at the level of elite groups were most obviously brought about by foreign invasions and 

migrations. The migration of the Aryan-speaking peoples starting in c. 1500 B.C. brought in the new 

Aryan elite. The campaign of Alexander may have 

been too brief to seriously disturb  the centres of power in the Punjab and Sind. But the invasions of the 

Indo-Greeks, Sakas and Kusanas in the first century B.C. and the first century A.D. clearly did affect 

Indian society in the northern and western parts of the sub-continent. The impact of the Huna invasions 



in the fifth century A.D. was felt as far as the heart-land of the Ganga. The migrations of peoples  from 

Central Asia to 

northern and western India in the post-Gupta period produced even greater impact. The gradual 

penetration of the Aryan culture south of the Vindhyas created its problems for the local elite. The 

migrations affected status relationships inasmuch as the rules of endogamy had to be adjusted to allow 

for hypergamy. 

 

The causes which arise  from within a  society and which provide a more meaningful picture of social 

change are less obvious. Analytical studies of society in early India have in e past been hampered by two 

assumptions which were accepted unquestioningly by most historians. First of all, it was assumed that 

society in early India remained in a more or less frozen condition throughout the period under 

consideration, registering only a marginal social change. Secondly, this argument sought support from  

the varna concept which was believed to be an as one description of the social functioning and which 

had 

as one of its essentials a rigidly structured society based on a hierarchy of status. Both these 

assumptions have now been questioned. A re-examination of the evidence suggests periods of change 

which influenced social institutions as well as other 
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aspects of life. The varna concept, it has been suggested may always have been largely a theoretical 

model and never an actual description of society. Our information on the Varna concept comes largely 

from the Dharmasastras, and the description of it in these sources is not always corroborated and 

occasionally even contradicted by other sources. For our purposes however it may be worthwhile to use 

the varna model as the starting, point and see how the evidence conforms to it or contradicts it.  

 

The concept of varna was closely tied up with the concept of dharma in the sense of a universal law. 

Thus the varnadharma was the attempt to establish a social law or a systematic functioning of society 

which would ensure its well-being. It was stated that society was made up of four orders, and later a 

fifth order was added. The first four were the brahman, ksatriya, vaisya and sudra, of which the first 

three were regarded as dvija or twice-born. The fifth order was later identified with the untouchables. 

According to the purusasukta the four groups were divinely created and arose out of the great god 



Prajapati.6 This imbued the scheme with sanctity. The concept of varna assumes the following 

characteristics: status by birth, a hierarchical ordering of social units and rules of endogamy and ritual 

purity. Clearly it depicts a rigid social system. Theoretically there were only two obvious means of 

improving status. One was by opting out of society and becoming an ascetic. The other was by ensuring 

rebirth in a higher social status in one's next life, and here the social implications of the idea of karma 

are significant. However, mobility was not totally excluded from this scheme. Downward mobility was 

easy enough. Upward mobility was far more difficult and not open to the individual. It could be 

rendered possible nevertheless via the group, through a period of time (over several generations), and 

was further facilitated by a change in habitation or geographic location. The concept of varna was based 

on a variety of factors, such as, the idea of pollution extending to social hierarchies, clearly defined and 

recognized specialization of labour an differentiation between occupations, and the maintaining of 

distinctions between ethnic and regional populations. So nine for the varna model. Here the elite would 

be a closed group with perhaps a limited horizontal mobility but no upward mobility 
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Recruitment to each group would be strictly through birth.  

 

The definition of elite as functional groups with high status raises a problem in the early Indian context 

since status has be evaluated from two points of view--ritual status and actual status in terms of 

economic and political power. These two levels of status frequently confuse the picture of social 

stratification as the separation between the two is not always clearly maintained. Brahmanical literature 

is more concerned with the order of ritual status and this is what it describes. It is not concerned with 

how a group arrived at a particular status. We are concerned here not with ritual status alone but also 

with actual status and its relationship with ritual status. Ideas of ritual status owe their origin to 

concepts of pollution which may have been current in the pre-Aryan period. Pollution was controlled 

through the functioning of two taboos--the taboo regarding kinship in the context of marriage and the 

concern for eating with or taking food from only those ritually permitted. The taboo on not touching the 

ritually impure gained in importance gradually. As long as endogamous and exogamous rules of 

marriage and rules of commensality were observed and maintained, the social identity of these groups 

in a caste structure would continue, and the acquiring of ritual status be necessary. It was the concern 

with ritual status which led to the theory of mixed castes--varna--samkara--which castes are looked 

down upon as ritually impure. In a standard Dharmasastra such as that of Manu the mixed castes were 

occasionally occupational groups but generally those tribes which obviously were not easily assimilated 

into Aryan society.7 What is interesting is that these tribal names continue to occur with separate 

identities right up to the medieval period.8 Thus we are told that a brahman marrying a vaisya woman 



produces children who are categorized as the Ambastha; the later Puranas refer to the Ambastha tribe s 

deriving its origin from the Anava ksatriyas and the tribal .indentity remains.9 A brahman marrying a 

sudra woman resulted a Nisada.10 This appears to have been an aboriginal tribe. It is curious that the 

Nisada and Sudra tribes are described as neighbours, which would perhaps explain why it was necessary 

for a sudra to be one of the parents. Clearly the tribes which were not assimilated had to be given a 

ritual status in the 
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system and thus the theory of mixed castes was worked out.  

 

On the basis of varna the elite would be a closed group with little or no upward mobility. Recruitment to 

each group would be strictly through birth. The elite would be drawn from the first three orders-

brahman, ksatriya and vaisya--the orders which constituted the dvija or twice-born castes. But since the 

varna stratification cuts across economic lines, a further selection may be necessary. Members of the 

brahman group because of their ritual status would automatically be a part of the elite irrespective of 

their economic status. This would apply to some extent to the ksatriyas as well. But the case of the 

vaisyas would be more complex since this category could well include members of a low economic 

group, who, although included in the elite by virtue of being vaisyas, would nevertheless not actually be 

a part of the elite. Non-brahmanical literature does however refer to impoverished brahmans in the 

early part of our period. It would seem therefore that ritual status was not sufficient for membership of 

the  elite. 

 

 The theoretical origin of the varna system is usually traced to the purusasukta. Yet it seems very 

obvious that this was a later addition to the Rg Veda. Not only is the tenth mandate believed to be a late 

addition, but the evidence of the hymn itself suggests that it is an interpolation. Of the four varnas 

mentioned, only the brahmans are referred to in other parts of the Rg Veda. The other three, listed as 

rajanya, vaisya and sudra, are mentioned for the one and only time in the Rg Veda in this hymn. Even 

the term brahman, although it referred to a priest, did not necessarily mean one who guides the 

sacrifice.11 A ksatriya was permitted to officiate at his own sacrifice. Evidently, even if a proto-caste 

society existed during the Rgvedic period, the theoretical model had not been fully formed as yet. A 

pristine stage of casteless society is projected in the tradition of the krta age, the first of the four 

yugas.12  The terminology used for the castes has its own interest The terms brahman and vaisya are 



used more in the sense of people with particular vocations-the special priesthood in the one case, the 

commoners of the tribe given to agriculture and trade in the other. But the terms rajanya (and later 

ksatriya ) and sudra are either tribal names or words qualifying a category 
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of tribes. The existence of the Rajanya tribe is attested by both literary and numismatic sources well into 

the historical period.13 perhaps the occupational term rajanya, meaning a member of the royal family 

or a noble, may be an extended meaning of the original term derived from the tribe with an oligarchic 

system. The identification of the sudras with a tribe far more conclusively stated in a variety of literary 

sources.14 The varna category may have originated from the low status of this tribe vis-a-vis Aryan 

society. The fact that the status of the sudras was low is clearly indicated by their association with the 

Nisada, the Abhira and the Malla, the first two being regarded as mixed castes and the third as vratya. 

The vratyas remain something of a puzzle.15 But whether Aryan or non-Aryan, they were looked down 

upon and held as inferior. The indication that the vratyastoma is at first an initiation ritual and finally 

takes on the form of an expiation ritual would support the  fact of a  less  exalted position of the  vratya. 

 

It may therefore be suggested that the key to the understanding of the varna system lies in not seeing it 

as a framework of hierarchical layers of social orders each fitting neatly below the other. It may be more 

meaningful to see it as a series of vertical parallels, each varna (pure or mixed) as an independent entity 

with its own hierarchy based either on a tribal identity or an occupational identity. Furthermore, the jati 

identity would be subsumed within this hierarchy. When the concept of the social structure was first 

formulated as a theory it may have been felt that the four categories were adequate. Gradually, when 

they were seen to be inadequate, the idea of varnasamkara Was added and  enlarged  upon.  Thus the 

original references to the rajanyas and the ksatriyas may not have been to such groups within each 

tribe,  but to an .entire tribe which was referred 

to by either of these names. The names seem to have en applied to those tribes in particular which had 

a distinctly oligarchic, republican system, with a representative of each ., y Participating in the 

government.16The increasing familiarity with the Ksatriya tribes led to the adoption of the term Ksatriya 

in lieu of rajanya. Once the four-fold category had been accepted, there was no attempt to alter the 

basic structure, which had 

in any  case  been  given  divine  sanction by  the  later Vedic 
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period. New castes arising either out of tribal associations, such as the Gonds, or out of occupational 

associations, such as the kayasthas, were treated as mixed castes deriving their origin from a 

combination of partners from the original four. Insistence on ritual status was necessary because each 

new caste had to be fitted into the ritual hierarchy. Ritual status was firm and fixed, irrespective of what 

the actual status of a caste might be. Social mobility therefore in Indian society did not necessarily mean 

a change in the actual status of a caste, but perhaps more often the attempt to improve the ritual status 

or else to deny its importance. That the listing of varna-occupations in the Dharmasastra17 was largely 

theoretical (although in origin it appears to have been descriptive of actual functioning) is suggested by 

the large number of instances provided by non-Dharmasastra, sources of occupations directly conflicting 

with those legitimized by the varna theory. It is precisely this contradiction which enables one to suggest 

that in terms of actual status there was mobility. The survival of caste is partly because of the 

continuance of marriage and kinship rules and partly because the economic relationships are also an 

integral part of this structure. The opposition to caste therefore would be primarily aimed at the 

abolition of the ritual status aspect of its structure. 

 

Had the varna system functioned as a superimposed hierarchical layer of social groups, the distinctions 

between the four main groups and the other permutations and combinations would have remained very 

clear and distinct. What is curious however is that, while the identity of the brahman and the 

untouchable is generally clear, references to the intermediate groups often appear to be of a rather 

confused, if not contradictory kind. 

 

A clearer definition of these categories can perhaps be obtained from the Buddhist sources, particularly 

the texts in Pali. Here the four-fold division of brahmanna, khattiya, vessa and sudda is recognized in 

terms of social categories, but not always as actual social units. The first two groups can be identified 

with actual social units, but the second two are left vague. The references to varna in general are not 

always precise or necessarily identified with Indian society. We are told for example that  in the  region 

of Yona  and Kamboja  (north-west  India) 
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there are two varnas, the master and the slave and these are interchangeable.18 For purposes of actual 

social functioning kinship relationships appear to be more relevant. 

Judging from the Pali literature the two-fold division of society into upper and lower categories 

(ukkatthajati, hinajati) constituting the varna seems to have been more commonly in use. The upper 

category is frequently described as consisting of the brahmanna, khattiya and gahapati.19 The 

identification of the brahman is quite clear, the term khattiya (Sanskrit ksatriya) is generally used for the 

ruling families of the oligarchies or what a recent writer has called the extended kin-groups,20 such as 

those of the Sakyas, Mallas, Licchavis, etc., many of which constituted themselves into the oligarchies or 

republics of northern India in the sixth century B.C. Thus according to this literature, the use of the term 

ksatriya would be limited to those who traditionally held political power, particularly in a non-

monarchical system,  and who belonged to an extended kin-group. 

 

The term gahapati can also be identified in precise social terms as the affluent householder. The wealth 

of the gahapati derived either from his owning land or from his being a wealthy merchant, in which case 

he was called a setthi-gahapati. It is significant that although there is an occasional reference to the 

brahman gahapati as the brahman who had received a donation of land, there is never a reference to a 

khattiya gahapati. Possibly the political status of the khattiya subsumed extensive land ownership, and 

his inherent political status was superior to the wealth of the gahapati. Since this was a period when 

commercial activity was nascent, political status in itself had a value. There is rarely any marked tension 

between the khattiya and the gahapati, even though the more wealthy gahapatis being the chief donors 

are often the centres of attention. The tension is more frequent between the brahman and the khattiya. 

 

The same tension is reflected in some sections of Vedic literature, and it seems to have gradually 

increaseds in time. The Puranas, presumably harking back to an earlier period, Mention ksatriyas who 

carry out brahmanical functions. The tension revolved around the competition for ritual status and 'he 

distribution of spiritual and temporal power, and was easier to define  in  a  monarchical  system.   Not 

surprisingly   it  was 
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monarchical structure that a working arrangement was gradually fashioned. The ritual status of the 

brahman and the ksatriya was kept distinct. It was clear that aspiration to political power  could not be 

strictly limited to the ksatriya caste, and therefore a concession had to be made. The concession appears 

to have been that a king of non-ksatriya origin had to seek validation and be proclaimed of ksatriya 

origin and be given an appropriate genealogy. Thus although in theory kingship was the  prerogative of 

the ksatriyas alone, in fact the office  was frequently held by non-ksatriyas. By seeking validation the 

ritual status in the brahman-ksatriya relationship was preserved. It also illustrates more clearly the 

distinction between ritual status and actual status by the fact that a person of non-ksatriya origin could 

be given ksatriya status when he became a king. The superior ritual status of the brahman lay in the fact 

that he provided the validation. But this working arrangement took centuries to evolve and did not 

come into practice in any extensive way until  about the Gupta period.  

 

the ritual superiority of the brahman over the ksatriya: was  established in part by associating the king 

with the  Possible to trace the gradual evolution of the idea P from a secular function of leadership and 

protection  divinely appointed and  finally to being  constituted  elements.21 However, the idea of 

divinity was a limited one since the king was never a god-king or worshipped as a deity. The channels of 

divinity were the royal sacrifices--rajasuya, vayapeya, asvamedha, etc.-for the performance of which the 

presence of the priest was essential. The idea of divinity was never exploited to any significant degree by 

Indian rulers. The king did claim descent from the gods were the Kusanas who took the title of 

devaputra.22 It has been suggested that this was an imitation of the Chinese title Son-of-Heaven. In the 

post-Gupta period royal titles rarely refer to divine descent, and  even the Dharmasastra literature in 

effect pays little attention to the question of the king's direct relation with the gods. The idea of divinity 

seems to have been influential during the earlier phases of the establishment of monarchies and 

appears to have been more closely associated with the magical belife king as the insurance against evil. 

For the kingdom 
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of the post-Gupta period the validation of ksatriya status assumed greater importance. 

The validation of ksatriya status was essentially an attempt to prove status by birth and to acquire the 

appropriate and legitimate lineage. The first major example of validation occurs in the Purdnas. The 

Visnu Purdna, composed in the Gupta period, lists in its section on dynastic chronicles the various 



dynasties and kings who were believed to have ruled in northern India from a period of mythological 

beginning to the coming of the Hunas.23 The earlier dynasties are all neatly classified into two 

categories—the Suryavamsi (Sun-Family) and the Candravamsi (Moon-Family), both having as their 

common ancestor the hermaphrodite son of Manu, the primeval man. Apart from the symbolic 

significance of this myth, the system itself became the prototype of all rulers seeking ksatriya 

genealogies, since the Suryavamsa and the Candravamsa became the two major royal  traditions. 

 

It is clear from the Purdnas that in the earlier period not every dynasty had sought validation. Some 

were not only of non-ksatriya origin but also did not bother to acquire the right genealogies, and the 

period from about the fourth century B.C. to the fourth century A.D. saw considerable neglect in this 

matter. Thus the Purdnas refer to the Nandas who had a sudra association, to the Mauryas who were of 

low origin, to the Yavanas and the Sakas who were foreign and grudgingly conceded the status of 

degenerate ksatriyas or sudras, and worse still to the Hunas who had openly to be called mleccha (the 

impure).24 In the case of the Yavanas and the Sakas it was a question of reconciling political status with 

ritual status. Manu does not seem to be too clear as to exactly what status they were to be given. At 

one' point we are told that they are vrdtya-ksatriyas and are to be given the status of sudras, but in the 

very next verse we are told that all those whose origin is other than that described in the purusasukta 

are to be regarded as dasyus irrespective of whether they speak the language of the Aryans or that of 

the mleccha.25 Patanjali refers to a special category of sudras, the aniravasita, who, presumably 

because of their actual status, were regarded as clean and therefore not polluting.26 The contradictions 

seem to have been resolved by the Sakas 

  

120 

  

 

themselves, who in their inscriptions of the early centuries A.D. claim ksatriya status.27 It is perhaps 

ironical that precisely the kings who were given vratya-ksatriya and sudra status took exalted imperial 

titles such as Basileus Besileon and set the fashion for later-day Indian royal titles such as 

maharajadhiraja.  

 

In the post-Gupta period the position begins to change, and particularly after the eighth and ninth 

centuries A.D. there is a rush for fabrication of genealogies proving the Suryavamsi or Candravamsi 

origin of local dynasties. This is evident from the genealogies of the Rajput kings; even more interesting 

is the case of the Gonds of central India associated with the Candella kings who claimed  Candravamsi 

status.28 It would seem from this that the stabilization of the ritual status vis-a-vis the actual status with 

reference to brahmans and kings was achieved in the post-Gupta period. Some of the historical 



dynasties ruling in the earlier part of our period, as we have seen, ruled without acquiring ritual status. 

This may have been owing at least to two reasons: one, that the actual status of the brahmans was not 

as yet sufficiently powerful to demand the validation of dynasties; and two, that many of the north 

Indian dynasties were those of foreign conquerors (the Indo-Greeks, the Sakas, the Kusanas, etc. and 

would therefore not require validation. Possibly the rise to political power was faster in the post-Gupta 

period, and recent memories of low caste origins had to be more rapidly expunged. A further reason for 

giving the genealogy in the inscription was to prove that the grant was legally valid as well. Provision of 

genealogies was accompanied by an attempt to emulate the ksatriya kings of the past and appropriate 

the functions (at least in theory) of the ksatriya model as described in the Dharmasastra texts. The 

increasing importance of validation through genealogies was perhaps one of the reasons for the 

declining interest m association with divinity. Again, it was only the brahmans who could provide the 

genealogies of the new kings. The rise an multiplication of small, regional kingdoms during this period 

provided both work and status for the genealogists. The tradition 

castes of chroniclers and bards--the suta and magadha been reduced to a low position in the hierarchy 

of status,29 and royal genealogies were firmly in the hands of the brahmans. 
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Medhatithi, writing his commentary on Manu in the ninth century A.D., concedes that the office of 

kingship could be extended to anyone who had acquired a throne.30 Hsuan Tsang mentions kings of all 

the four castes who were ruling in various parts of India when he visited the  country.31 

 

Ritual status gave the brahmans a unique position. The insistence on recruitment by birth had to be 

more carefully observed owing to the ritual purity of their religious function. Instances of non-brahmans 

being recruited to the ranks of brahmans are mentioned, but these are rare and are always referred to 

as something distinctly unusual. Yet some form of recruitment must have existed to account for the 

growth of brahman numbers with the spread of 'Aryanization' in the sub-continent. This was 

presumably done either through hypergamy or through the recruitment of local cult priests, the latter 

process being the equivalent in social terms to the absorbing of the local cult into the 'Great Tradition' of 

Hinduism. But the process is nowhere clearly indicated, perhaps for obvious reasons. However, hints of 

status-gradation amongst the brahmans do occur. Thus we are told in Buddhist sources that the udicca 

brahmans from the Kuru-Pancala area looked down upon the satakalakkhana brahmans who were from 

further east, from Magadha.32 The latter are said to indulge in magical and other practices which were 

not approved of by the former. In the early part of our Period the brahmans of Magadha were looked 



down upon even in brahmanical sources, and are referred to as the 'so-called' brahmans. The phrase 

magadha-desiya brahmabandhu carries obvious contempt.33 This probably arose at a time when 

Magadha had not come within the direct orbit of Aryan brahmanism and its brahmans therefore 

continued various non-Aryan practices. he post-Gupta period the eastern brahmans became the more 

estalished group and began to migrate to the new kingdoms re they were very much in demand, as is 

evident from the frequent mention of Gauda brahmans and those of Mithila the in inscriptions. This was 

the period when western Indian brahmans, the Maga, the Bhojaka and the Sakadvipi, who had been 

regarded with some suspicion from the point of view of ritual status, ,were beginning to establish their 

bona fides.34 The process of dilation of the Maga  brahmans,  who practised cults 
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deeply influenced by sun-worship, is characteristic of the acquiring of brahman status by rather similar 

groups. So low was their position within the brahman hierarchy that the brahmans are contemptuously 

described as associated with the mlecchavamsa,35 although in the Bhavisya Purana they acquired 

respectability It could be argued that every tribe or occupational group has its own priests to minister to 

its religious needs, and as the tribe or the group moved up in the social scale and improved its ritual 

status, the priests likewise moved into and up in the brahman hierarchy. This could account for the 

curious phenomenon of the Abhira brahmans or the obvious implications of the myth concerning the 

origin of the Chitpavan brahmans in more recent times. This would also suggest fresh orientations to the 

history of religious movements, which would need to be studied to a far greater extent in the context of 

social orders. A religious movement could also become a mechanism for social mobility. 

 

Ritual status did not however prevent the brahmans from participating in other activities open to other 

members of the elite. Brahman dynasties did not have to seek validation. Thus the Sungas and the 

Kanvas and many other brahman families ruled in various parts of India. Even the more obviously 

ksatriya position of being a military commander was on occasion held by a Brahman.36 A close 

association with political power was maintained through the office of the purohita or the raja-guru. In 

the early texts the work of the purohita appears to have been largely of a religious if not of a magical 

nature.37 By the  medieval period the office of the purohita  is not only frequently hereditary but has 

also been politicalized.38 The gradual politicalization of the office of the purohita can also be seen in the 

purohita becoming a check on the monarch.39 The fact that the right to legitimate political opposition is 

also limited to the brahman is pertinent.40 In eleventh-century Kashmir we notice a conflict between 

the brahmans and the king in which the former resort to their legitimate right.41 Further association 



with political power and administration was through the channel of ministers to the king and the 

bureaucracy.42 The mantriparisad (ministerial  council)  and the amatyas  (ministers) may of have been  

brahmans or  members of the royal family. The 
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demanded of a minister, such as familiarity with  the Dharmasdstra and the Arthasastra works, would 

often have precluded all but the brahmans. The king and the brahmans Were theoretically the 

upholders of law-dharma in its various manifestations.43 The power relationship between the king and 

his ministers was essentially based on the personality of each, and therefore varied considerably. 

 

The caste composition of the bureaucracy is almost impossible to determine, since references are 

generally to the office and not to the name of the officer. Some inferences can be drawn from the 

descriptions of the functions of the officers. Viceroys and governors are often referred to as being either 

related to or associated with the royal family. If the royal family had been of low caste origin and had 

sought validation then presumably the validation would be extended to more than just the immediate 

members of the king's family. The more senior officials, such as the revenue collectors, the treasurers 

and those concerned with legal matters, might well have been of brahman origin as they would require 

a background of formal education. The same was probably true of the important but less exalted rank of 

scribes, recorders and accountants. This stratum of the administrative hierarchy was not however 

restricted to the brahmans alone. From the Gupta period onwards there is occasional mention of the 

kayasthas who served as scribes.44 They wrote documents,-maintained revenue records and assisted 

the judges. By the ninth century the kayasthas had evolved into a caste and were given a low ritual 

status, described as originating from the inter-mixing of brahman and sudra. By the eleventh century 

they were such a widespread caste that they had to take local descriptive names, such as the Gauda 

kayasthas from eastern India or the Valabhya kayastha-vamsa. Some rose to high office, received land 

grants, held feudatory status under the Gahadavalas, Candellas and others, and patronized religion. 

They were, scorned y the brahmans because of their low ritual status and yet e same time feared  since 

the kayasthas had  access to wealth and political power in some parts of the country by 

the elevents century.45 The rise of the kayasthas is a good example of the upward mobility of an 

occupational group, caused by the administrative and economic need for scribes and administrators, 

  



  

124 

 

 

which situation was fully exploited by the kayasthas to establish their actual status. At the lower levels 

of administration, it is likely that the officials were locally appointed and became hereditary, as in the 

medieval and later periods. At the village level, officers may not have been brought in from elsewhere 

The majority of the administrative functionaries would probably have been local non-brahmans since in 

this case the qualifications for holding office would not have required considerable formal education. 

 

There is little evidence to suggest an institutionalized means of recruitment to the bureaucracy. There 

was no examination system and no clearly formulated minimum qualifications. It would seem logical 

therefore to assume that, but for senior officials, appointments were made from amongst local persons. 

Such a system would not necessitate a complete change of officials at the local level each time there 

was a change of dynasty or an invasion. This would also partly account for the importance of the village 

councils, panca-kula, etc., particularly in the post-Gupta period. The recruitment of senior officials may 

have been carried out in a more organized fashion. Evidence from the Mauryan period clearly indicates 

that such officers were liable to be transferred from one area to another and were in any case expected 

to tour frequently their own areas of administration.46 The sheer physical necessity of transferring 

officers would have made it difficult to appoint local persons in their  local   capacity. 

 

In contrast to this, the evidence from the Gupta period suggests a different situation. The range of the 

bureaucracy in terms of functionaries appears to have increased. More important, there is a marked 

tendency towards senior positions becoming hereditary. This becomes a regular feature in inscriptions 

relating to such families from the ninth century onwards in some of the central Indian kingdoms. It is 

possible to trace the descent of the office of minister from father to son in the Candella kingdom and to 

relate each minister with the contemporary king. The tendency for administrative office to become 

hereditary was doubtless associated with the fact that many senior officers were paid by the grant of 

revenue from a particular area or a grant of land. Revenue rights soon came to be regarded as 
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land rights and in order to ensure continuity the office became hereditary. Brahman names are not 

infrequent in such grants. Thus brahman officials could become powerful through acquiring land rights. 

 

Brahman land holdings further increased during the Gupta and post-Gupta period through the 

institution of brahmadeya and agrahara grants-the granting, of tax-free land to a learned brahman in 

perpetuity as a recognition of his learning or religious achievement. The idea of making such grants as 

donations to the brahmans is an early feature.47 But charters referring to such grants do not occur in 

any significant number until about the fourth century A.D. In the Gupta period was created the office of 

the agraharika, who presumably kept a record of such grants.48 The post-Gupta period saw an increase 

in the number of inscriptions referring to agrahara and brahmadeya grants. The acquisition of tax-free 

land, whether as an agrahara or for services rendered to the king, brought with it the problems of 

properly and ownership, if not those resulting from a closer and more real access to political power and 

that too in a period of low political stability. It is hardly surprising that laws of inheritance and ownership 

became far more complex during this period. A comparison of the relevant chapters in the Manu Smrti 

with those of Katyayana or the Mitaksara and Dayabhaga systems provides abundant evidence of the 

complexities of changing concepts of property. It is likely that the increase in the number of brahman 

families which had to attend to matters relating to their own property and sources of revenue 

sometimes extending over considerable areas and including one or more villages, or of those which had 

to administer the property of richly endowed temples, created vacancies at certain fairly senior levels in 

the bureaucracy which were occupied by the enterprising kayasthas. The increase in the number of 

kingdoms, each requiring to be fully serviced with administrators in an age of conspicuous consumption 

and fierce competition, may also have led to the recruitment of the kayasthas. The latter may have 

begun as routine scribes, having picked up the bare essentials of a formal education and efficient 

administration, and entrenched themselves in the bureaucracy by working primarily in the sphere of 

revenue collection.    
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In determining the role of education as a means of social change a distinction must be made in the early 

period between oral education and formal education. In the early Vedic period before the use of a 

script, brahmanical education was an oral tradition. The contents of this tradition were religious or 

magical formulae and the rituals appropriate to various occasions. The memorizing of chronicles, 

dynastic histories or epic tales was the work of a different group of people, the sutas and magadhas 



Even after much of the brahmanical literature had been recorded in writing, the actual recitation of 

certain sacrosanct sections was kept secret and remained a part of oral learning. The element of magic 

was never totally eliminated from early religious literature; hence the injunction that a sudra who dares 

to listen to the recitation of the Vedas must be severely punished.49 The secret knowledge of the 

recitation of the Vedas gave magical powers to those brahmans who had acquired this knowledge, even 

in an area of literate civilization. 

 

Formal education was theoretically available to members of the dvija caste. For a brahman a knowledge 

of the Vedas was essential and this required many years of training and study. In addition, formal 

education would entail a familiarity with the sastric tradition which included a study of grammar, 

rhetoric poetry, logic, philosophy, astrology and the various sastras, particularly the Dharmasastra. Not 

every brahman however was conversant with the full range of these subjects. Some picked up a 

minimum knowledge of religious texts and rituals and earned their living as village priests. With the 

spread of Buddhism formal education was also imparted in Buddhist monasteries, but was often 

restricted to Buddhist monks. The brahmanical centres, though technically open to all dvija castes, 

appear to have attracted mainly brahman students. Those of ksatriya status being largely members of 

royal families often had their o preceptor at court who would be a learned brahman. It is hard to 

determine how many members of the vaisya caste would have been interested in formal education, 

since most profess people would acquire professional skills through apprenticeship or working in the 

guilds. Buddhist monasteries technically no caste restrictions. Members of the non-brahman castes who 

were lay Buddhists may have acquired at least the rudiments 
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of formal education in the monasteries which gradually became affluent from donations and 

endowments and could afford to maintain a large number of students. Hsuan Tsang's statement that the 

monastery at Nalanda fed and accommodated thousands of students may not be exaggerated in view of 

the lavish endowments made to the monastery.50 But the majority of these students were monks; 

therefore the educational feedback into society was limited. 

 

The brahmanical system of learning in the early period was not based on large institutions. More often 

than not students were attached to individual teachers, who, we are told, were supported by donations 

from the pupils. Although impoverished students were accepted and are referred to, it seems likely that 



well-to-do students would naturally have been preferred. This would coincide with the fact that only in 

sufficiently wealthy families would it be possible for the sons to have enough leisure to do justice to a 

brahmanical formal education. The very nature of this education was such as to provide qualifications 

for those intending to become priests, rulers, bureaucrats and men of letters. For those going into less 

exalted professions, such an education would have been largely a luxury. The post-Gupta period shows a 

change in the process of brahmanical education in that it is based on an institution and acquires a 

precise physical location--the temple and the agrahara. In the Gupta period temples began to be built 

and quite soon became the physical nuclei of brahmanical culture. The teaching of young pupils was 

frequently carried out in the temple precincts, 'he more richly endowed temples acquired centres of 

higher learning such as the ghatika. In the process of institutionalizing 

education, as it were, it is possible that formal education was extended to more than just the brahman 

pupils. This would have been more possible at the lower levels where affluent non-brahmans (provided 

they were not sudras or worse) were accommodated. In the centres of higher learning the students 

appear to have been  entirely  brahmans. 

 

The institutions of education served the needs of bureaucracy inasmuch as one can speak of 

bureaucracy as an organization  in itself. In early India the definition of bureaucracy was by was clear. Its 

social composition was varied, and it did 
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not share an identity of culture amongst its upper and lower ranks. The identity of culture was much 

more with the social origins of each individual functionary. Mobility within the ranks of bureaucratic 

office was related to mobility within the wider context of society itself. Bureaucratic status became a 

means of obtaining social status for the kin-group; therefore upward mobility even when possible was 

probably slow. Acceleration of this process would occur during periods of political crisis and instability. 

 

The organization of the army was of a similar order. Theoretically the high ranking officials should all 

have been of the ksatriya caste, but this was by no means uniform in practice. The political importance 

of the army varied from period to period. Medieval Kashmir provides an example of mercenary officers 

of the royal bodyguard-the Tantrins and the Ekangas-being the effective king-makers for a period of 



almost two hundred years.51 Such a situation is not described as being in any way strange or peculiar. It 

may therefore have been more common during this period. How the royal bodyguard acquired such 

power is not clearly indicated, although it is hinted that the bodyguard was symbolic of a bigger political 

faction based on the damaras or land-owners. The ritual status of the Tantrins and the Ekangas is not 

quite clear. They are not referred to as ksatriyas, as one  might  expect them  to be. 

 

It would seem evident from what has been said so far that, of the three dvija castes, the brahman is the 

most easily identifiable as a concrete social group. The ksatriyas as the khattiyas of Buddhist literature 

had a distinct identity at the time of the Buddha, but later their actual identity becomes vague. The 

same is true of the last of the dvija castes, the vaisyas. Although theoretically widely known, it is difficult 

to find groups which actually recognize themselves as vaisyas. Nevertheless, there is a large range of 

castes and occupations which could be included within the theoretical functions of the vaisya caste. 

According to the sastric sources, the vaisyas are those who tend cattle and cultivate land, are 

handicraftsmen, and also include merchants and traders.52 Presumably the reference to cultivation is to 

fairly wealthy cultivators, since the association of vaisyas with wealth is a consistent association.53 The 

vaisyas 
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are also described as being the group in society which provides the essential taxes.54 

 

In considering the vaisyas as part of the elite, the discussion will be confined to the more wealthy among 

the vaisyas. In Buddhist sources, the nearest identification of the affluent vaisya would be with the 

gahapati (grhapati) or the householder whose wealth was derived from land or trade, in which case he 

was referred to as the setthi-gahapati. The affluent vaisya group would also include the jyestha (head) of 

the sreni (guild). The latter category of the elite was essentially urban. Both their potential and actual 

power and status derived from the economy of the urban centres. With the growth and establishment 

of the towns, the gahapati also became the focus of urban life in the second half of the first millennium 

B.C. Both the Buddhists and the brahmans competed for the patronage of the gahapati. Buddhist 

literature implies that much of the early support for Buddhism came from the khattiyas  and the 

gahapatis. 

 



The urban elite, therefore, although technically it could include brahmas, was composed in the early 

period at least of a large number of non-brahmas. Its chief concern appears to have been an attempt to 

maintain its own identity, status and power. This was done largely through the organization of guilds, 

which were fundamental to the economic well-being of this group. Members of the guilds do not seem 

to have competed in any significant way for political power. Recruitment to the guild was through family 

association, and there appears to have been little or no cross-recruitment from the guilds to the higher 

ranks of the bureaucracy; this was so in spite of the fact that during the Gupta period senior members of 

guilds were frequently associated with urban administration, and it would seem that these town 

councils had considerable autonomy. The transformation of guilds into castes with  elaborate rules of 

endogamy must nave tightened the intra-guild identity. Members of royal families are known to have 

invested their money in guilds.55 Often the Merest on such investments was endowed to religious 

institutions. the Buddhist Sangha also invested money in guilds and on occasions acted as a bank. It is 

possible that in the early history . of certain guilds, such as those of western India, a sizeable investment 

came from royal sources, in which case the guild 
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would tend to remain subordinate to royal authority. Financiers would obviously benefit from royal 

backing. From the purely practical point of view, the risks involved in the transportation of goods even 

within the sub-continent were such that it lay in the interests of the guilds to remain on the right side of 

authority. In the latter half of our period it was gradually and implicitly recognized that access to political 

power had to be based on property in land and could not be achieved through commercial wealth alone; 

furthermore, that the amount of land necessary for the purpose could not be purchased. Grants of 

lands, as we have seen, were generally made to learned brahmans and able administrators; the category 

of the prosperous trader is rarely mentioned. It is hard to believe however that kings in times of 

economic pressure would not have willingly granted land to a wealthy financier in return for a large sum 

of ready money-unless of course the supply of available currency was inadequate to cover the cost of 

granting land, as may have been the case in the post-Gupta period when there appears to have been a 

decline  in the use of coins. 

 

In most periods of early India and in most areas a clear distinction was maintained between land and 

trade as sources of income, and land was regarded as superior. Revenue from land was invested in trade 

by the gahapatis, various royal families and the Buddhist sangha. The recipients of land grants in the 

later period tended to be more cautious. There was however a striking exception to this. During the Cola 

period the more wealthy brahmans, many of whom were the beneficiaries of substantial brahmadeya 

grants, began investing their own money in trade or else became partners in financial guilds. The 



identity of landed wealth with commerce must have considerably strengthened the position of the 

brahmans. Generally, investment in land as a source of capital on the part of affluent merchants was not 

unknown, although infrequent. However, those who bum their wealth through commerce rarely 

seemed to have acquired land in order to use it as a base for political power. Perhaps the socio-

economic organization of the commercial structure did not encourage this. 

  

The hierarchy and ranking of various social groups include within the wider bracket of vaisya appears to 

have been 
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fluid. One of the more important inscriptions of the Gupta period records the building of a Surya (Sun) 

temple the finances for which came from a guild of silk-weavers of western India.56 The inscription 

records that when the guild could no longer maintain itself through silk-weaving, its members moved to 

another part of western India and took up a variety of other professions and some became archers, 

soldiers, bards and scholars. This is a clear case of mobility occurring through change of habitation, 

geographical location and occupation of the entire group. What is puzzling however is: how did an 

erstwhile weaver-low in caste ranking--become a scholar? This can only be explained by suggesting that 

if the actual status was sufficiently high (and the silk-weavers in this case were obviously wealthy 

enough to build a temple to the Sun) then it could provide access to professions which theoretically 

were barred. Not surprisingly, when Alberuni refers to the varna theory of social structure in India, he 

says that he finds it very difficult to distinguish  in  fact between vaisyas, and sudras.57 

 

From the broad group of the vaisyas, some of the religious movements which had an element of social 

protest tended to draw their biggest support. The association of Buddhism with the gahapatis was not 

entirely accidental. The close association of Buddhism and Jainism with the period of an increase in 

population and trade has been commented upon,58 as indeed also the fact that the literature of these 

traditions has primarily an urban setting and emanates from the republican sources. An equally obvious 

case is that of certain sections of the bhakti teachers such as the Alvars and Nayanars of Tamil Nadu. 

They frequently belonged to urban and artisan groups who objected to both brahmanical rituals and the 

iniquities of caste ranking. The creation of new religious groups disowning identification with any caste 



or adherence to caste rules produced a temporary sense of mobility. Over a period of time, the new 

religious group either grew extensively in numbers, as was the case with the Buddhists, and had to 

accept the socio-economic functioning of the caste society; or else the subscribers to the new religious 

movement became a separate caste and had to be located in the order of ranking. During the latter 

process, by imitating  some  of the norms of the  higher castes,  these 

  

  

132 

 

could acquire a higher status than was their due on considerations of birth alone. The process of 

improving status by as it were 'jumping the line' and working through a non-caste religious movement 

appears to have been an avenue of mobility. Judging by their literature, those religious movements 

which had a stronger element of social awareness initially drew a larger support from urban areas. Thus 

the possibilities of mobility in the early phases of such movements would be largely among urban 

groups. If the new cult acquired the right kind of patronage as well, it was soon incorporated into .the 

'Great Tradition' of Hinduism, as happened with the Tamil devotional cult during the Pallava period and 

with certain aspects of the tantric cult. But the incorporation of a cult was not merely because of royal 

or influential patronage or the desire on the part of the brahmanical tradition to assimilate popular 

movements. Cults essentially associated with particular social groups would have to be incorporated 

into the 'Great Tradition' when those groups had moved into the higher ritual status categories of the 

varna system. The validation of ksatriya status in the post-Gupta period also meant the validation of a 

variety of religious cults. The cult of a particular deity could either be incorporated in toto or an attempt 

could be made to associate the cult deity with the existing range of the Sanskritic pantheon, which was 

also the  more  common method. 

 

Another crucial factor contributing to the continuance of the caste structure was the nature of the 

organization of economic activities, and the service relationships involved in these activities. 

Unfortunately, information on the working of these relationships at the village level is meagre. But what 

seems obvious from the references is that relations similar to that of jajmani were in vogue. Artisans in 

the village such as the potter, blacksmith, carpenter, barber and weaver59 were paid a share of the 

grain. This system is also suggested as payment for more formal service relationship.60 In the urban 

areas also, where monetary economy was the usual norm, the system of service relationships was quite 

extensive. A careful distinction is maintained in the Arthasastra between revenue from the rural areas 

and that from urban sources, and keeping a careful record of the latter in the form  of required services 

is suggested.61  As  regards the 
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relationship between artisans and the state, it is indicated that they were required to put in a specified 

amount of free labour even at a later period.62 This is corroborated by Megasthenes Artisans provided 

free services for a specified time, usually one day a month.63 Such a system would not only reduce 

mobility but also ensure the preservation of service relationships. That the sreni in the town tended to 

become a caste emerging out of a professional  group  is not surprising. 

 

The organization of -service relationships in the towns is fairly clear. The distribution of work was not 

only organized in terms of the professions living in the town but also in terms of the physical occupation 

by different professions of different parts of the town.64 Each sreni had1 its own professional code, 

working arrangements, duties and obligations and even religious observances.65 Matters relating to 

wider areas of dispute were sometimes settled by srenis among themselves.66 Social mobility among 

such groups, where an entire group would seek to change its ritual status on the basis of an 

improvement of actual status, would be more frequent, since the economic opportunities for improving 

actual status would be more easily available, particularly in periods of expanding trade. It is not 

coincidental that the greatest activity of heterodox sects and of religious movements associated with 

social protest was in periods of expanding trade. 

 

The study of the social structure in early India involves primarily a consideration of the factors which led 

to the evolution of a caste society--the idea of ritual pollution, the preservation of kinship systems 

involving rules of endogamy and exogamy, the conflict between tribal systems and village economies 

and the nature of service relationships. Ritual pollution expressed itself most readily in food tabus and 

the laws of commensality, and was extended to include the concept of physical contact. It was partly 

because of this that laws of endogamy and exogamy had to be strictly maintained in the unfolding of 

kinship relationships. The conflict between tribal systems and village economies is expressed not only in 

the concept of the varnas themselves, where some derive from tribal origins and some from 

professional groups, but also in the preservation of regional names and identities in various castes. The 

nature of service relationships was the socio-economic matrix which ensured the continuity 
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of the system. The triumph of the village economy over the tribal system ensured the success of the 

caste structure. The grant of land to the brahmans was not for the acquisition of religious merit alone, 

for the establishment of brahmanical nuclei, particularly in the new areas, meant the acculturation of 

such areas to the Sanskritic mould. The theoretical model of the varna system could not be rigidly 

enforced in practice since it would require a static society for proper functioning. The distinction 

between ritual status--the fixed status, and actual status--the mobile status, may have been the 

ingenious solution to an otherwise insurmountable problem. 
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The Image of the Barbarian in Early India 

 

 

The concept of the barbarian in early India arises out of the curious situation of the arrival of Indo-

Aryan-speaking nomadic pastoralists in northern India who came into contact with the indigenous 

population (possibly the remnants of the urban civilization of the Indus) and regarded them as 

barbarians. The earliest distinction made by the Aryan speakers was a linguistic distinction and, to a 

smaller extent, a physical distinction. The Indo-Aryan speakers spoke Sanskrit whereas the indigenous 

peoples probably spoke Dravidian and Munda. However, the distinction was not one of binary 

opposition--in fact it admitted to many nuances and degrees of variation, hence the complication of 

trying to trace the history of the concept. The distinction was rarely clearly manifest and based either on 

language, ethnic origins or culture. Political status, ritual status and economic power, all tended to blur 

the contours of the distinction. Added to this has been the confusion introduced by those who tend to 

identify language with race and who thereby see all speakers of Sanskrit as members of that nineteenth-

century myth, the Aryan race.1 

 

The Aryans,2 although unfamiliar with city civilization, did bring with them the central Asian horse and 

the light, spoke-wheeled chariot which gave them a military advantage over the local people still using 

ox-drawn carts. Furthermore it is also believed that the Aryans either brought with them, or else were 

instrumental in the dispersion of, iron technology, which again was superior to the existing copper 

technology. It is likely that the cities of the Harappa culture had already declined or at least were in the 

final stages of decline when the Aryans arrived. They were virtually faced therefore with a series of 

chalcolithic cultures extending 
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from the Indus valley to Rajasthan and across the Ganges valley. Their association with iron technology 

would probably explain why they were so successful in spreading the Indo-Aryan language system 



through a major part of northern India.3 The anomaly of a less civilized people referring to the inheritors 

of a higher civilization as barbarians can thus be explained. 

 

The word most frequently used in Sanskrit to describe the barbarian is mleccha. Attempts have been 

made to derive the etymology of the word from the root vac speech, hence one who is not familiar with 

the known speech or is of alien speech.4 This also provides a clue to the early distinction being based on 

speech which fact is stressed in late works as well.5 The etymology however is false as mleccha 

represents a cultural event rather than a linguistic fact. It has been suggested that mleccha may have 

been derived from Me-luh-ha, the Sumerian name for an eastern land with which the Sumerians had 

trading relations, possibly the people of the Indus civilization.6 The Pali word for mleccha is milakkha, 

which relates even more closely in phonetics to the Sumerian version.7 Buddhist sources explain 

milakkha as referring to the non-Aryan people, the Andhra, Tamil, etc.8 This is further substantiated by 

the Dharmasastra of Jaimini in which he mentions certain mleccha words which are Sanskritized 

versions of words occurring in the Dravidian languages. Thus the etymology of mleccha would relate it 

to the indigenous inhabitants of northern India at the time of the arrival of the Aryan-speaking peoples, 

a far more plausible derivation than the earlier one. Another attempt derives mleccha from the proto-

Tibetan *mltse meaning 'tongue' and the Kukish mlei. This would associate the early use of the word 

with the non-Aryan speaking peoples living close to the Tibeto-Burman area.9 

 

The verb mlech means 'to speak indistinctly'. It may have been an onomatopoeic sound imitating the 

harshness of an alien tongue. Retroflex consonants are believed to have been assimilated into Indo-

Aryan from Dravidian. The earliest of the better-known grammarians, Panini, gives a form of the word 

mlista as 'that which is spoken indistinctly or barbarously' and treats it in its noun form as indistinct 

speech or a foreign language.10 Used as a noun, the word also has the rather significant association with 

copper and copper-coloured. 
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This may have had some connection with the Aryan speakers introducing iron to Indian cultures 

erstwhile based on a copper technology.11 From the early centuries A.D. onwards the adjectival use of 

mleccha becomes quite frequent.12 



 

The gradual emphasis on speech differentiation is apparent in the use of another range of words for 

barbarians which are clearly onomatopoeic and indicate an incomprehension of the language 

concerned; words such as barbara, marmara and sarsara. The first may well be borrowed from the 

Greek barabaros, since it occurs in late works in Sanskrit and refers to people of the north who are said 

to be sinful, low and barbarous.13 The word also occurs in Pali as babbhara and means 'people of an 

unknown tongue.'14 Further variants in Sanskrit are bhara-bhara and balbalakaroti, 'to stammer or 

stutter'. Marmara and sarsara carry the same meaning and are intended to convey the sounds of a 

halting and alien speech. 

 

In the Rg Veda, the earliest of the Vedic texts, there is no mention of the mleccha as such but there are 

references to the Dasa or the Dasyu, the local tribes who were subordinated to the Aryan speakers and 

who were then regarded as alien and barbaric. They are compared with demons, being black-skinned 

(krsna-tvach) and snub-nosed, speaking a strange language (mrdra-vac); they practise black-magic and 

do not perform the required sacrifices; they are treacherous and they live in fortified habitations.15 The 

distinction of language and physical appearance is recorded. Society is divided into two main groups, the 

Arya-varna and the Dasa-varna16 suggesting a rather simple division into 'us' and 'them' where political 

success justifies the superiority of the former over the latter. 

 

That speech was the chief component in distinguishing the Aryan from the others is clearly indicated in a 

text from the later Vedic literature. An example of barbarian speech, that of the Asuras, is quoted in the 

Satapatha Brahmana17 and is later quoted and discussed by a grammarian of the fourth century B.C., 

Patanjali.18 It is evident from the example that the barbarian speech in this case was a Prakrit dialect of 

eastern India.19 This would also suggest 
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that when the Aryans settled in the middle Ganges velley the difference in speech was not only noticed 

but recorded and examined. The emphasis on language was important as the knowledge of correct 

Sanskrit was crucial to the notion of being an Aryan, and to the efficacy of the ritual hymns. 

 



Having established a distinction in language, a demarcation was also made with regard to territory. 

Those areas where a mleccha bhasa (language) was spoken came to be regarded as the mleccha-desa or 

country of the mleccha, and this in theory at any rate, was clearly cordoned off.20 The mleccha areas 

were impure lands not only because those who lived there spoke an alien language but-what was more 

important they did not perform the correct rituals. These were lands where the sraddha ceremony 

(offerings to ancestors on stipulated occasions) was not carried out, and where people did not observe 

the laws of the varna. The pure land was Aryavarta,21 traditionally the region inhabited by the Aryas, all 

else was mleccha-desa. Since the mleccha is ritually impure, Aryas visiting the lands of the mleccha must 

perform prayascitta or expiatory rites before they can be regarded as cleansed and fit for normal 

association again.22 The concept of ritual impurity relates to the functioning of caste and this particular 

aspect of the image of the barbarian appears to be unique to early Indian culture. It was this dichotomy 

of purity-impurity which gave added significance to the role and status of the ritually pure--the Arya and 

preeminent amongst the Aryas, the brahman. If mleccha epitomizes the barbarian, then Arya includes 

all that is noble and civilized. It is doubtful that the term arya was ever used in an ethnic sense. In 

Sanskrit and Pali literature it is used primarily as a descriptive term or an honorific referring to a 

respectable and honourable man.23 Ritual purity or the absence of it was used not to justify aggression 

against the barbarian, but to justify the laws of exclusion on the part of the arya. 

 

The perspective from the south was rather different. The barbarian was defined as one whose language 

was incomprehensible. The arya was more often merely the northerner and the word was sometimes 

used synonymously for Vadavar, also a person from 
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the north.24 Later arya was used in the sense of a noble, respected person. Curiously enough, one of the 

synonyms given for arya in certain Tamil lexicons is mleccha, and it is used for those who cannot speak 

Tamil, separating them from the northerners--tribes such as the Vadukar and the Malavar who live in 

the forests as hunters and who rob travellers and also steal cattle from the neighbouring settlements. 

Their language is alien and they use long and unlearned words. Beyond them lies Dandakaranya (in the 

north-eastern Deccan) which is part of arya-desa. This attitude compares favourably with modern tribes 

of the Chota Nagpur region who refer to the neighbouring aryanized Hindus (non-tribals) as diku, 

meaning foreigners, a word which was used to great effect in recent years in the building up of a tribal 

political movement, which sought to exclude the neighbours. 

 



The relationship between the mleccha and the arya was conditioned by all the different facets which 

went into the making of a caste society. There was, first, a network of exogamous and endogamous 

kinship relations (Jati); second, a hierarchical ordering of occupations and a division of labour which 

functioned on the basis of service relationships. The third essential was the notion that every social 

group has a ritual status determined by the degree to which its occupation is clean or polluting. The 

ritual status need not coincide with the actual socio-economic status. It can be maintained that ritual 

status is expressed in the notion of varna with its four categories of brahman (priest), ksatriya (warrior), 

vaisya (trader), and sudra (cultivator). But for the purposes of the actual functioning of society, jati 

(literally meaning 'birth') was the more significant unit. Fourth, each group was associated with a 

geographical location. The mleccha had to respond to each of these facets. Kinship relations were 

excluded and the mleccha therefore formed their own mleccha jatis. No self-respecting arya would 

marry into a mleccha family. Where the mlecchas in question were technologically inferior, their 

occupation was low and this affected their ritual status which was heavily weighted on the side of 

impurity and therefore low. Consistency with regard to geographical location is evident from the long 

periods of designating particular regions as mleccha-desa. 

 

Theoretically this seems to be a fairly clear situation. But in fact there were not only lapses from the 

theory but rarely did society function in strict accordance with these rules although the 
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facade of the rules was maintained. This has to be kept in mind when seeking information from the 

sources. Whereas the Dharmasastras, being legal treatises and social codes, maintain the theory and 

much of religious brahmanical literature tries to conform to the theory, the non-brahmanical literature, 

particularly secular literature, and epigraphic evidence provide pointers to the actual situation. 

 

By the latter half of the first millennium B.C. the picture had become far more complex. The 

amalgamation of existing local cultures, which was inevitable in the evolution of Aryan culture, created 

problems for the theorists of caste society. Not all social groups could be given a precise varna status. 

The process of anuloma (hypergamy) and pratiloma (where the mother is of a higher caste than the 

father) had to be conceded and a number of new and, inevitably, mixed castes (samkirna jati) were 

admitted to the theory of social order.25 They were given the rank of sudras. Of these many came to be 

described as mleccha such as the Ambastha, Ugra and Nisadha among the anuloma26 and the Suta, 

Magadha, Candala, Ayogava and Pulkasa among the pratiloma.27 Even within the samkirna jatis there is 

a hierarchy of ranking as recorded in the Dharmasastras.28 Professionally they followed occupations 



which were regarded by the theorists as activities associated with unclean tasks such as washermen, 

fishermen, potters, leather-workers, iron-smiths,  basket-makers,  hunters and scavengers. 

 

That the members of the samkirna jatis did not necessarily in fact have a low social status is indicated by 

the sources. The Aitareya Brahmana mentions an Ambastha king.29 The Taittiriya Brahmana refers to 

the material well-being of the Ugras, one of whom is mentioned as a king's officer.30 Similarly the Suta 

and the Magadha were traditionally the bards and the chroniclers, in fact the preservers of the early 

Indian historical tradition. They were close to the king not only because of their profession, but we are 

told that the presence of the Suta was essential to one of the rites in a royal sacrifice.31 In contrast the 

case of the Candalas is exceptional, the emphasis being on impurity and not on a difference in culture. 

They were regarded as so polluting that they had to live outside the village or town.32 

 

One of the most interesting and yet at the same time ambiguous cases of the classification of a people 

as near-mleccha is that of the vratyas. Vedic sources on the vratyas appear confused as 

  

  

143 

 

 

to their exact status.33 Later legal literature uses the word vratya in the sense of 'degenerate'.34 

According to Vedic literature the vratyas were not brahmanical in culture and had a different language; 

but they did speak the language of the initiated although with difficulty. Yet the vratyas were not 

dismissed as mleccha and considerable efforts were made to try to circumvent this problem, one of 

them being the famous ritual of the vratya-stoma, the rite by which the vratya was purified and 

accepted into Aryan society.35 Clearly the vratyas were a powerful group whose power seems to have 

emanated from a religious sanction and who were therefore treated with a barely disguised veneration 

by the authors of the Atharvaveda, but with some condescension by the authors of the Dharmasastras. 

 

The second half of the first millennium B.C. was also the period which saw the gradual but extensive 

urbanization of the Ganges valley. The river itself became the main channel of communication and trade 

with cities rising on its banks. The agrarian settlements had also tended to lie closer to the river. There 

were still large areas of uncleared forest, especially nearer the hills where the Aryan agrarian economy 

had not reached. It was now possible for the Aryan speakers to assume the role of the advanced urban 

civilization based on technological and economic sophistication. They could therefore regard with 



contempt the tribes living in the forests who had remained at the food-gathering and hunting stage. 

Such technologically inferior tribes as for example the Sabara, Pulinda, Mutiba and Kirata constituted yet 

another category which came to be included in the term mleccha.36 The distinction which is made in 

the epic Ramayana between the urban culture of the kingdom of Ayodhya based on a fairly extensive 

agricultural economy can be contrasted with the hunting and food-gathering culture of the enemies of 

Rama, the raksasa peoples.37 Very often these tribes inhabited the fringes of Aryan culture and had to 

move up into the hills with the gradual expansion of the agrarian economy. By extension therefore the 

tribes on the frontiers also came to be called mleccha, even in cases such as those of the Yavanas and 

the Kambojas who were as civilized as the Aryans.38 Thus the use of the word mleccha had now been 

extended to include speakers of an alien language, social groups ranked as mixed castes, technologically 

backward tribes and the peoples  along the frontiers. 
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The stabilizing of what were to be the Arya lands and the mleccha- lands took some time. In the Rg Veda 

the geographical focus was the sapta-sindhu (the Indus valley and the Punjab) with Sarasvati as the 

sacred river, but within a few centuries aryavarta is located in the Ganga-Yamuna Doab with the Ganges 

becoming the sacred river. Together with the shift eastwards of 'the pure land' the northern Punjab and 

the trans-Indus region came to be regarded as mleccha-desa. Later Vedic literature speaks of the 

western Anava tribes as mlecchas and occupying northern Punjab, Sind and eastern Rajasthan, as also 

the eastern Anava tribes occupying parts of Bihar, Bengal and Orissa.39 The tribes of the north were 

mleccha either because they were located on the frontier such as the Gandhara and Kamboja and 

therefore both their speech and culture had become contaminated and differed from that of aryavarta, 

or else, as in the case of the Madras, they were once aryas but having forsaken the rituals were 

relegated to mleccha status. The latter was obviously an attempt to explain the contradiction of the 

earlier texts mentioning the tribe as aryas and the later texts, written when the aryavarta had shifted 

eastwards, referring to them as mleccha. 

 



That the northern region was once the land of 'the pure speech' is stated with reference to the Udicya 

(northern region) where peoples such as the Uttarakurus and the Kuru-Pancalas are held up as the 

model in speech and it is recommended that brahmans be sent there to learn the language.40 Buddhist 

literature describes Uttarakuru as a mythical paradise, a land reminiscent of the Utopian past when 

there were no institutions such as private property and the family and when there was no need to work 

because food was available from the trees and all man's desires were satisfied.41 The later Puranic 

tradition echoes this description for we are told that the land is covered with milk trees which eliminate 

the need for cultivating food, that the women are beautiful like the apsaras (celestial nymphs) and that 

people are born as couples, presumably thereby intensifying sexual pleasure.42 Possibly the 

brahmanical conception of Uttarakuru as the land of the purest speech may have symbolized the 

brahmanical Utopia, a land of non-polluting peoples, observing all the required rituals and speaking the 

purest language. Not surprisingly, of the tribes of aryavarta by far the most significant are the Kuru-

Pancala.43 They emerge as a confederation 

  

 

  

  

  

145 

  

of a number of existing tribes earlier associated through war and matrimonial alliances. 

 

The Himalayan region was largely mleccha-desa since it was not only a border region but was mainly 

inhabited by Tibeto-Mongoloid people and the dissimilarity of language and culture would be indicative 

of difference. The other mountainous region, that of the Vindhyas and their extensions, is probably the 

most interesting from the point of view of geo-politics. The Aravalli hills formed the natural watershed 

between the Indus and Ganges valleys and this would be the natural frontier region between the two 

valleys. For a long period up to the early centuries A.D. it was occupied by non-Aryan tribal republics, 

which survived the general decline of republics in the valley areas, and which were consequently the 

frontier for the Ganges valley. The central Indian complex of the Vindhya and Satpura ranges with the 

rivers Narmada, Tapti and Wainganga cutting through them and the plateau areas of Chota Nagpur and 

Chhatisgarh to the east has formed throughout Indian history an ideal setting for the tribal peoples. It 

lent itself easily to a pastoral and food-gathering economy with the possibilities of agriculture in some 

parts of the river valley and the proximity of rich agricultural areas in the plains. With the expansion of 

Aryan culture and the clearing of the forest in the Ganges valley the existing population of the valley 



would have sought refuge in the central Indian highlands. Up to about the middle of the first millennium 

A.D. the Vindhyan tribes lived in comparative isolation totally unconcerned with the mleccha status 

conferred upon them by the Aryans. The Chambal and Narmada valleys being the main route from the 

urban centres of the Ganges valley to the western ports (e.g. Bhrighukaccha, modern Broach) and , the 

Deccan, the plundering of trading caravans and travellers may well have provided the tribes with extra 

comforts. Plundering was always a means of livelihood which they could resort to, especially during 

periods of political disturbance. It is not until the post A.D. 500 period that they begin to participate in 

the politics of both northern and southern India. 

 

The pre-Aryan settlement of eastern India is attested to by advanced Neolithic cultures and the 

Chalcolithic copper hoards in Bihar and Bengal.44 Literary evidence dating to about the middle of the 

first millennium B.C. indicates that the people of these areas spoke 
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a non-Aryan language. The boundary of Aryan control in the Ganges valley is perhaps referred to in a 

striking story related about king Videga Mathava, the king of the Videhas, who is said to have travelled 

with the god of fire, Agni, across the Ganges valley as far as river Sadanira. Here he paused as the land to 

the east of the river had not been sanctified by Agni. Once this was done the king established the Videha 

people on the other bank and the lands to the east of the Videhas were the mleccha-desa.45  

Yet it was the mleccha-desa close to Videha, Magadha, which was to play a leading role in Indian history 

during the subsequent millennium. Magadha is described as the accursed land with a people of mixed 

caste status. An expiatory rite is required from those who visit it and this injunction is continuously 

repeated in the Dharmasastras for many centuries, right through the period when the state of Magadha 

was the centre of empires and powerful kingdoms, viz., the Maurya and Gupta.46 The other eastern 

peoples, those of Anga, Vanga and Kalinga were even more polluting and required more elaborate 

expiatory rites.47 

 

This was not the attitude however among the Jainas and Buddhists since it was in these areas that the 

heterodox religions first gained ground, as for example, Anga, which was an early centre of Jainism. The 

Jaina texts clearly define the milakkhu as the Varvara, Sarvara, and Pulinda tribes and discourage monks 



and nuns from keeping their company.48 Buddhist sources make no distinction between arya lands and 

mleccha lands when describing the sixteen major states of northern India. Since the Buddha himself 

preached in Magadhan Prakrit he would hardly have accepted the term mleccha for the people of the 

region. A late Buddhist work mentions the Magadha bhasa as the speech of the Aryans indicating that 

Sanskrit did finally come to be accepted in Magadha.49 The word milakkha is used in Buddhist writing, 

and as we have seen, one very reliable definition of it reads Andha Damil, adi, 'Andhras, Tamils, etc;' i.e. 

the people of the peninsula.50 Milakkha is also used to describe those aryas who had lost their status 

and the Kamboja are quoted as an example;51 also, foreigners such as the Yavanas or Yonas whose 

status was high but who spoke an alien language,52 and finally the tribes of the jungle, such as the 

Pulinda and Kirata, where they are not only less civilized but again their language is incomprehensible.53 

It would seem from the Buddhist sources 
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that language was the most important criterion of differentiation. Ritual impurity was not a major item 

in Buddhist thought, thus discrimination was not as severe as in brahmanical writing.54 The Buddhists 

tended to underplay the mleccha consciousness probably because of the Buddhist association with the 

mleccha regions, these being the areas where it gained most ground. Nevertheless even powerful rulers 

motivated by the Buddhist ethic such as the Mauryan emperor Asoka (third century B.C.) could not 

disregard the differentiation. His list of the tribal peoples in his empire recorded in one of his 

inscriptions agrees closely with the lists of mleccha peoples mentioned in other sources, although he 

does not actually call them mleccha.55 

 

Asoka makes a distinction between the tribal peoples and the forest tribes, the latter having to be 

wooed by his officers in the context of a paternalistic policy where he regards himself in the image of 

the father and his subjects as his children. It would seem that the forest tribes did not easily reconcile 

themselves to law and order.56 The same problem is reflected in the Arthasastra, the treatise on 

political economy ascribed to Kautalya the minister of Asoka's grandfather (fourth century B.C.). 

Kautalya also distinguishes between the mleccha and the forest tribes (aranyacarah, atvikah). He 

recognizes the political advantages to be gained from keeping the forest tribes happy since they had 

their own strongholds and could be used effectively in campaigns. Furthermore it was necessary to pay 

them off from time to time to prevent their resorting to plundering and pillaging.57 Another source of 

the same period, the Indika of Megasthenes, the Seleucid ambassador to the Mauryan court, refers to 

the Indians as surrounded by barbarian tribes, possibly a reference to aryavarta surrounded by the 



mleccha-desa. Megasthenes adds that all these tribes were indigenous but that they differed in mind 

and disposition from the Indians.58 

 

Although Megasthenes does not describe the Indians as barbarians, the Indians undoubtedly regarded 

him as a mleccha. For the Indians, the Greeks on every count were mlecchas. They were referred to by 

the term Yavana, a back-formation from the Prakrit yona, which is said to derive from Ionia, suggesting 

that the Ionian Greeks were the earliest to have come into contact with India. Indian tradition however 

maintains that the Yavanas originated from Turvasu the son of Yayati, associated with one of the very 
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early and important tribes of northern India.59 But this may well be a late attempt to find the Greeks a 

respectable ancestry when their role in the history of northern India became more than marginal. For 

the Bactrian Greeks (or the Indo-Greeks as they are called in Indian history), the Sakas (Scythians) and 

Kusanas aggravated the problem of having to concede the existence of mleccha rulers. In spite of the 

dismal prophecies of the ancient seers that the Kaliyuga (the period under discussion) would initiate the 

rule of the low-caste, nevertheless the mleccha origin of these rulers had to be faced.60 The problem 

was further complicated by the fact that these rulers patronized and used Sanskrit as is evident from 

their inscriptions and coins and they inter-married into the local ruling families. The description of these 

areas as mleccha-desa was technically also problematical. The inscriptions of the Saka satraps (rulers 

and governors of western India from c. 100 B.C. to A.D. 300) are not only composed in good literary 

Sanskrit, but also assert with much vehemence that the kings are doing their utmost to prevent the 

mixing of the castes and are protecting the law of varna.61 Thus the two main criteria of barbarism 

could not theoretically be said to prevail. 

 

The mleccha both indigenous and foreign had acquired political power and a new concept was 

necessary. It was probably largely to circumvent this problem that the term vratyaksatriya ( degenerate 

ksatriya) became current in describing the origin and status of such peoples. It was maintained that in 

origin they were of the ksatriya varna and that their degeneration was due to the non-performance of 

sacred rites, or because of the wrath of the brahmans when they ceased to perform the sacred rites.62 

Among the foreign rulers included as vratya ksatriyas were the Yavanas and the Sakas (Scythians). 

 



The term Yavana was gradually extended to include not only the local Greeks but any group of people 

coming from west Asia or the eastern Mediterranean. Much the same was to happen to the term Saka 

with reference to central Asia, but Yavana remained the more commonly used one. Even in South India, 

traders from Rome and later the Arabs were called Yavanas. Early Tamil literature has descriptions of 

the Yavana settlements in the trading ports of the peninsula. The Yavanas here referred to were also 

described as mleccha, since they spoke an alien language which was so 
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incomprehensible that it sounded as if their tongues were cut off.63 Among the tribes of indigenous 

origin also referred to as vratya ksatriyas in some sources are listed the Dravida, Abhira, Sahara, Kirata, 

Malava, Sibi, Trigarta and Yaudheya. The majority of such tribes tended to be the inhabitants of the 

Himalayan and Vindhyan region, traditionally called the mleccha-desa. There is evidence from 

numismatic sources of the increasing political importance of some of these tribes which would explain 

their elevation to the status of vratya ksatriyas from being plain mlecchas. The period from the first 

century B.C. to about the fourth century A.D. saw the rise of a number of tribal republics in the Punjab 

and eastern Rajasthan, in fact in and around the watershed between the Indus and Ganges valleys. The 

Malava tribe, mentioned by the Greeks as the Malloi, established themselves in the Jaipur area having 

migrated from the Ravi.64 The Sibi the Siboi of the Greeks, migrated to north-eastern Rajasthan.65 The 

Trigarta referred to by Panini, were settled in the Ravi-Sutlej Doab. The Yaudheyas also referred 

to by Panini moved from Haryana    northwards.66 The fact that these tribes were politically powerful 

after they had settled in an area is clear from the use of the term janapada in the coin legends indicating 

their assertion over the territory on which they 

had settled. The Gupta conqueror Samudragupta, campaigning in the fourth century A.D., takes great 

pride in having destroyed the power of these tribal republics.67 The coin legends also clearly 

demonstrate that these tribal peoples were now using Sanskrit. 

 

In the middle of the first millennium A.D. when it was evident that mleccha dynasties were dominating 

politics, the Puranic tradition (as it was then recorded) had much to say on the problem of the 

mleccha.68 There is a general bewailing of the increase in mleccha influence which is associated with 

the prophecy that the kaliyuga will see mleccha dominance.69 This will result in the establishment of the 

mleccha dharma, a barbarous ordering of the universe when vice will be rampant, the authority of the 

sacred texts neglected, the sudras respected-in short, a complete reversal of the world order as seen by 



the dryas.70 Passages such as these seem to express the sentiments of a small group fighting to 

preserve itself and prevent the change which is engulfing its world and 

its very existence. Not surprisingly the idea of the Saviour Deity is introduced in some of the Puranas 

where it is stated that the   
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god Visnu in his tenth incarnation as Kalkin will ride through the world in an attempt to turn men back to 

the path of virtue. Some of the mleccha peoples such as the Dravida, Sabara and Vrsala will be 

destroyed by Kalkin.71 But this was a temporary measure as Puranic cosmology did not really envisage 

the coming of the millennium since ultimately the entire universe was to be destroyed at the finale of 

the kaliyuga. 

 

It is curious that in spite of considerably increased communication between the Ganges valley and the 

peninsula and the spread of Sanskrit and of Aryan culture to the south, there is a persistence in 

regarding the southern regions as mleccha-desa. The Andhras, for example, who had ruled the northern 

Deccan for four centuries, are described as mleccha kings and their lands unfit for the sraddha 

ceremony. At the same time the Andhra kings were claiming to be the protectors of the varna dharma, 

and the destroyers of the Sakas and Yavanas.72 That less concession was made to the southern kings as 

compared to the northern kings was partly due to distance and partly perhaps due to the belt of tribes 

inhabiting the Vindhyas who doubtless acted as a barrier. 

 

However, the attitude towards even these tribes was beginning to change and this is reflected partially 

in the genesis myths associated with their origin. The most frequently referred to are the Nisada. 

References to the four varnas in Vedic literature includes mention of the Nisada who appear to have 

been a non-Aryan tribe who succeeded in remaining outside Aryan control73 but had a low status in 

ritual ranking.74 They are generally located in the region of the Narmada river or among the Vindhya 

and Satpura mountains.75 They are described as being dark-skinned, flat-featured with blood-shot eyes 

and of short stature.76 A series of myths is related regarding their origin.77 The variations apart, the 

main narrative states that they were born from the thigh of king Vena. The king Vena was extremely 

wicked and flouted the sacred laws and the holy rites. The infuriated sages pierced him with the sharp 



ears of the kusa grass and, according to some versions, killed him. In order to avoid anarchy, since the 

land was now without a king, they churned his left thigh and from it came a dark, ugly, short man, the 

ancestor of the Nisada, and in some versions, the ancestor of the mleccha.78 Being unsatisfied with this 

result they then churned the right arm of Vena and from it emerged Prthu who was crowned king and 
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was so righteous that the earth was named after him, Prthivi. Whatever the deeper meaning of these 

myths may be, it seems obvious that the original Nisada and Prthu represent two factions which may 

have fought for power. There also seems to be an association of guilt with the killing of Vena and the 

manner of the birth of Nisada suggests that he may have been the rightful heir but was replaced by 

Prthu. The tribes with whom the Nisada are associated in these texts such as the Bhila, Kol, etc., are 

often the tribes connected with the rise of new dynasties in central India in the period after the eighth 

century A.D. 

 

The Vindhyan region was the locale for the three tribes which came to be mentioned almost as the 

synonyms for mleccha, the Kirata, Pulinda and Sahara.79 The Kirata are described as a non-Aryan tribe 

living in the hills and jungles of Magadha.80 The Mahabharata describes them as being dressed in skins, 

eating fruit and roots and inflicting cruel wounds with their weapons. Yet they were not as wild as the 

text would have us believe because they also brought as gifts to one of the heroes, sandalwood, aloes 

wood, expensive skins, gold, perfume, rare animals and birds and ten thousand serving girls. They 

arrived riding on elephants.81 If the gifts amounted to even a portion of what is described then the 

Kiratas cannot be said to have had a primitive economy. Early texts speak of them as living in the east 

but later texts give the Vindhyas as their place of residence.82 Their migration may have been due to 

the expansion of the agrarian settlements in the Ganges valley. The most interesting reference to them 

however is the famous literary work, the Kiratarjuniya where significantly the Kirata is identified with 

the god Siva and gives battle to Arjuna, one of the heroes of the Mahdbharata.,83 South Indian sources 

as late as the seventeenth century continue to refer to them as living in the Vindhyas in a semi-

barbarous condition.84 

 



The names Pulinda and Sahara in particular seem to have become generic for barbarian tribes.85 

Ptolemy uses the curious expression 'agriophagoi', the -eaters of wild things,86 in describing the 

Pulinda, and locates them to the east of Malava. The Pulinda may have migrated from the Mathura 

region to the Vindhyas for the same reasons as did the Kiratas.87 They too are described as being dwarf-

sized, black in complexion like burnt tree-trunks and living in forest caves.88 The Sabaras were also 

located in the Vindhyan 
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region.89 A ninth-century inscription mentions the mleccha along the Chambal river and a fifteenth-

century inscription refers to the quelling of a revolt by the Sabaras inhabiting the Chambal valley.90 

(This valley has remained throughout Indian history the main route from the Ganges valley to the north-

western Deccan and a major centre of dacoity to this day. Perhaps the plundering of caravans was too 

lucrative for the area to develop any other substantial economy.) An early medieval adaptation of the 

Ramayana from the south speaks of the Sabara chief as a powerful ruler of mleccha-desa.91 It is not 

clear whether this is poetic imagination or whether it reflects a real impression of the Sabaras as seen 

from a south Indian perspective. As late as the sixteenth century the king Krsna Deva Raya of 

Vijayanagara writes in his manual on government that the Vindhyan tribes must be brought round to 

accepting the administration by gaining their trust,92 a sentiment reminiscent of the emperor Asoka. A 

Sahara tribe exists to the present day in western Orissa. The Kol tribes preserve a traditional memory of 

the name Sabara and the Sabari  river in Chhatisgarh reflects an association with these tribes. 

 

The authors of the Dharmasastras continued to prescribe dire punishments for those who travelled in 

mleccha lands, yet this did not deter people. Needless to say Indian traders (brahmans included) did 

travel extensively and profitably in mleccha lands, the performance of the expiatory prayascitta on 

returning home providing a convenient solution to the problem.93 However, with the incursions of 

mleccha rulers into aryavarta itself, a new problem arose: the pure land was being turned into a mleccha 

land. This had happened in the case of the Yavanas who had come a fair way into the Ganga-Yamuna 

Doab. It was to happen again with the coming of the Central Asian Huns or Hunas as they were called in 

India. The solution to this problem in the words of the medieval commentator Medatithi was that if the 

varna laws were introduced into the region (or continued to be maintained) then it would be fit for the 

performance of sacrifices.94 



The coming of the Huns was not a traumatic event in the history of India. Its impact has perhaps 

exaggerated owing to its continual comparison with the arrival of the Huns in Europe. Even the parallel 

which is frequently drawn between the Huns dealing a death blow to the Roman empire and the Hunas 

doing the same to the Gupta 
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empire (fourth-fifth centuries A.D.) is not strictly comparable since the nature of the two empires was 

different as also the cause of their decline. Northern India was by now familiar with foreign invasions 

and government under mleccha dynasties. The Hunas were known to inhabit the northern regions and 

are sometimes mentioned together with the Cina (Chinese).95 The close of the fifth century A.D. saw 

the Huna invasions of India under their chief Toramana. The location of his inscription at Eran (Madhya 

Pradesh) and the discovery of his seals at Kausambi (Uttar Pradesh) point to his having controlled a 

substantial part of aryavarta.96 Hence the problem of living in a region overrun by the mleccha referred 

to earlier. Toramana's son Mihirakula lived up to the conventional image of the Hun. He is particularly 

remembered for his cruelty which has become a part of northern Indian folklore.97 His violence 

however was directed mainly against the Buddhists and the Jainas, whose literature is replete with 

complaints about him.98 He was however forced back from the Ganges valley and the Huna kingdom 

after him was reduced to a small area of northern India. The Huna invasion itself did not produce any 

major changes in the life of northern India, except at the topmost political level. Epigraphical evidence 

suggests that the feudatories of the Gupta kings continued as the local governors under Huna rule.99 

Hunas used Sanskrit as their official language and patronized Hindu cults and sects. 

 

The impact of the Huns was greater in other spheres. Hun activities in Central Asia affected north Indian 

trade which had close links with central Asia. Furthermore in the wake of the Huns came a number of 

other tribes and peoples from central Asia jostling for land and occupation in northern India. This led to 

a migration of peoples in these parts which in turn upset one of the stabilizing factors of caste structure, 

the inter-relationship between caste and locality. Some of these movements of peoples from the north 

southwards can be traced in the place names and the caste names, as in the case of the Gurjaras and 

Abhiras.100 

 

Politically too the period from the sixth to the ninth century tended to be unstable in northern India, 

barring perhaps the reign of Harsa. The kingdoms of the northern Deccan were also beginning to take a 



political interest in the areas adjoining the Vindhyas, which culminated in the attempts of the Rastrakuta 

kings to capture 
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and hold the city of Kanauj. In addition to this the system of making land grants to brahmans and to 

secular officials (to the latter in lieu of salary) was becoming more widespread.101 In cases where the 

land was virgin the system resulted in the expansion of the agrarian economy. The tribes of central India 

were forced to adjust to both the population movements from the north as also to the encroaching 

agrarian economy often in the form of enforced settlements of brahmans and agriculturalists. That this 

is also the period in which the areas on the fringes of the Vindhyan uplands give rise to a number of 

principalities some of which play a major role in the politics of central India is not surprising. Some 

provided armies to neighbouring states, others became the nuclei of new states which arose on the 

debris of dynastic changes. The area continued to be a major artery of trade which made it a prey to 

many ambitious dynasties and the scene of constant battles. This uncertainty benefited the tribal 

peoples who exploited it to secure power for themselves.102 However, many parts of central India 

remained comparatively untouched by either the agrarian economy or Aryan culture since pockets in 

this part of the sub-continent still harbour Dravidian and Munda-speaking tribes existing at a food-

gathering stage, or at most, using primitive agriculture.  

 

From the ninth century A.D. political power moved more recognizably into the hands of the erstwhile 

feudatories, the recipients of land grants. The new feudatories in turn became independent kings, 

granted land and revenue in lieu of salaries to their officers, and to learned brahmans for the acquisition 

of religious merit. The legal sanction of the grant was generally recorded in an inscription in stone or on 

plates of copper, and the preamble to the grant contained the genealogy of the kings. The remarkable 

fact of these genealogies is that most kings claim full ksatriya status on the basis of a genealogical 

connection with the ancient royal families, the Suryavamsa (Solar lineage) and the Candravamsa (Lunar 

lineage); or else there is the myth among some Rajput dynasties of the ancestor having emerged from 

the sacrificial fire, the Agnikula lineage Such genealogical connections were claimed by the majority of 

the dynasties of this time though not all.103 What is even more significant is that most of these families 

are found on examination to be at least partially if not wholly of non-Aryan origin.104 Thus instead of 

being described as mleccha kings, they claim ksatriya 
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status and have had genealogies fabricated to prove the claim. Whereas the Sakas and Yavanas were 

denounced as vratya ksatriyas and the Andhras were described as mleccha kings, the kings of this 

period, some of whom earning from mleccha stock such as the Gonds and Gurjaras, are willingly 

accorded ksatriya status. Why did the brahmans agree to this validation? It is possible that the 

distinction between arya and mleccha had become blurred in actual practice although the 

dharmasastras continued to maintain it. The system of land grants appears to have played a significant 

part. Brahman grantees were often given land in virgin areas: thus they became the nuclei of Aryan 

culture in non-Aryan regions.105 This process having started in the early centuries A.D. not only resulted 

in more land coming under cultivation but also Aryanized fresh regions. The return on the part of the 

brahman may have been the fabrication of a genealogy for the new ruler. 

 

The advantage of the fabricated genealogy was that mleccha antecedents were soon overlooked or 

forgotten, particularly in those areas where the mleccha had become powerful. In a ninth-century 

inscription of a Calukya feudatory of the Pratihara king great pride is taken in 'freeing the earth from the 

Huna peoples'.106 At almost the same time a Guhilla king of the Udaipur region proudly married the 

daughter of a Huna king.107 Yet the founder of the Guhilla dynasty claimed to be a brahman. Marriage 

alliances broke the kinship barrier and mleccha rulers became patrons of Sanskrit learning and culture, 

so that they were as good as aryas for all practical purposes. Ultimately the Hunas came to be regarded 

as on par with the Rajput clans and today the name survives merely as a caste name in the Punjab.108 

The degree of assimilation can be seen in the fact that the accepted lexicon, the Amarkosa, in its 

definition of mleccha merely lists the three tribes--the Kirata, Pulinda and Sabara.109 The names of 

erstwhile mleccha tribes are defined according to occupations. Thus the Abhiras are herdsmen, the 

Ambasthas physicians and scribes and the Darada dealers in antidotes. The erstwhile mleccha-desa are 

described with reference to their produce: thus Vanga produces tin and Yavana-desa horses fit for the 

asvamedha sacrifice. 

 

The process of Sanskritization (the acquisition of Sanskritic culture and higher ritual status) was usually 

spread over some centuries. The Bedars, a mleccha tribe of the Deccan, are recorded in seventh- 
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century A.D. sources as molesting brahmans who had received land grants and settled in the new 

areas.110 It is stated that these plundering raids had to be warded off by the villagers themselves as the 

king could not enforce law and order in those areas.111 The situation continued until about the 

thirteenth century. Gradually the Bedar chiefs themselves were bought off with land grants and other 

concessions.112 In periods of political confusion the chiefs began to found independent principalities. 

Trouble between the Bahmani kings and Vijayanagara was fully exploited and the Bedars not only 

plundered the city of Vijayanagara in 1565 but strengthened their principalities. Sanskritization 

continued apace and can be seen in the claim of the Bedar kings to a high ritual status in the use of 

Sanskrit names such as mahanayakacarya, and also in the endowment made to the temple of Gopala-

Krsna by the Bedar chief in 1568 and ultimately in the fact that the famous Saivite Kannappa was of 

Bedar origin.113 

 

From about the ninth century onwards references to large numbers of indigenous peoples as mleccha 

begin to decrease. Where they are mentioned and are other than the Vindhyan tribes, it is generally for 

a particular reason. The tenth-century Abhira king is called a mleccha because he indulges in beef eating 

and plundering the pilgrims who visit the famous temple at Somanatha.114 In eastern India there is the 

interesting inscriptional reference to the kingdom of Kamarupa (Assam) being occupied by a mleccha 

ruler, Salastambha, who starts a new dynasty.115 We are not told why he is a mleccha. Was he of tribal 

origin or did he have Tibetan connections? 

 

Among the foreigners with whom there was a fair amount of contact, especially through trade, were the 

Chinese, the Arabs and the Turks, all of whom were of course considered mlecchas. Contact with the 

Chinese goes back to the third century B.C. through trade in silk. Although silk was greatly appreciated in 

India, the Chinese were firmly relegated to the ranks of the barbarians and their land declared unfit for 

sraddha rites.116 They are often associated with the Kamboja and the Yavana (presumably because of 

the central Asian. connection) and with the Kirata and eastern India--the two regions from which trade 

with China was conducted in the early period.117 But the interest in China waned with the arrival of the 

Turks on the northwestern borders of India and the Arabs the west. 

 

  

  

  



157 

 

The Arabs are most frequently referred to as Yavanas and are regarded as mleccha.118 The former 

relates to the fact that they came from west Asia and were in a sense the inheritors of the earlier Yavana 

role in India. The Turks are described correctly as Turuskas in some cases but more often they too came 

under the general term mleccha or are called Sakas and Yavanas.119 The latter was probably the result 

of their coming from the same geographical direction as the earlier invaders. It would suggest that to 

the Indian mind the Turks represented a historical continuity of the Sakas and Yavanas. It does however 

point to a comparative lack of interest in events across the frontiers of the sub-continent that the new 

invaders should not have been clearly demarcated from the old. It is also possible, however, that in 

using the old terms there was a sub-conscious attempt on the part of the Indian rulers to compare 

themselves with earlier kings who had tried to stem the tide of the Saka and Yavana invasions. Perhaps 

this degree of romanticism was essential to the medieval ethos. 

 

It was after all the same romanticism which led comparatively minor kings to claim suzerainty over vast 

areas of the continent. There is a recurring list of places which occurs in many of the inscriptions of this 

period and becomes almost a convention and which reads '. . . had suzerainty over the mleccha, Anga, 

Kalinga, Vanga, Odra Pandya, Karnata, Lata, Suhma, Gurjara, Krita and Cin a ...’ 120 It is not clear in this 

case who the mleccha were, whether they were the Arabs or indigenous people, although it could well 

be that the word was used in an adjectival sense to cover these places which were in the earlier 

tradition regarded as mleccha-desa. A similar convention relates to the conquest of the tribal peoples 

and the capture of their hill forts such as Anarta, Malava, Kirata, Turuska, Vatsa, Matsya, etc.121 The 

'eulogy' style of inscriptions in which these conventions are observed continued to be used even for the 

Turkish Sultans after they had established their rule. 

 

Mleccha as a term of exclusion also carried within it the possibility of assimilation, in this case the 

process by which the norms of the sub-culture find their way in varying degrees into the cultural 

mainstream. Assimilation can be achieved at various levels. The obvious forms are noticeable in external 

habits such as names, dress, eating-habits and amusements. The more subtle forms are 
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those which can be seen in the framework of law and of religious beliefs. The Sanskritizing of names was 

a common feature among both indigenous and foreign mlecchas who slowly tried to move away from 

their status of mleccha.122 Very often in the case of ruling families it took one or two generations to 

make the transition. In other situations it took a longer time. The importation of foreign fashions is 

evident from the terracotta and stone sculpture of various periods. The tendency was to follow the 

dictates of the court circles. The couture of the deities however was more rigidly bound by conventional 

forms. Assimilation can also be seen in the appropriation of melodies and musical forms associated with 

mleccha peoples into the mainstream of music.123 One of the most direct forms of the expression of 

brahmanical ritual purity was on the form and type of food which the brahman could eat. He was 

forbidden to accept cooked food from any non-brahman.124 Eatables were ranked in a carefully 

determined order of priority. Thus when the Punjab became a mleccha area, its staple food was given a 

lower place in the hierarchy of food-ranking. Whereas the Rg-Vedic Aryan had a staple diet of wheat and 

barley, by the twelfth century A.D. wheat was described in one lexicon as 'the food of the mlecchas' 

(Mleccha-bhojana) and rice became the 'pure' cereal.125 Onions and garlic were also regarded as the 

food of the mleccha and therefore prohibited to the brahman. One of the habits of the mlecchas which 

seriously defiled them was the fact that they drank alcohol and ate the flesh of the cow, and this in later 

periods was strictly forbidden to the Aryan twice-born.126 

 

We have seen that an essential difference between the arya and the mleccha was that the latter did not 

conform to the law of varna. On one occasion the god Indra is asked how the Yavanas, Sakas, Cinas, 

Kambojas, Pulindas, etc., can be brought within the social pale, and he replies that if they follow the 

dharma of the sastras (essentially the law of the varna), they can be admitted.127 For the laws of the 

mleccha and the laws of the aryas were distinct. As was the case with other jatis, the mleccha appear to 

have had their own customary laws and functioned within the framework of these. Within the law of the 

sastras a sharp differentiation was maintained between the status and rights of the arya and the 

mleccha. A significant and relevant example of this is that the mleccha is permitted to sell or mortgage 

his own life and 
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that of his offspring.128 But an arya can never be subjected to slavery, except for very short periods 

when he is in adverse circumstances. 

 



An even more subtle form of assimilation was through the incorporation of cults and cult-priests into 

the religious beliefs and rituals of the established religions of the aryas. In the case of the Buddhists the 

problem was easier since there was not the same stress on ritual ranking as among the brahmans. The 

Saka and Yavana rulers and particularly their queens who were patrons of Buddhism were accepted as 

fully as other Indian ruling families.129 For the indigenous mleccha the acceptance of Buddhism did not 

necessitate the disavowal of earlier cults, since Buddhism has commonly assimilated local cults in its 

process of expansion. Buddhism itself arose in mleccha areas and it is significant that the main 

strongholds of Buddhism were in these areas. However, it tended to by-pass the tribes of the Vindhyas 

probably because the nature of their cults, stressing violence and the shedding of blood at sacrifices, 

precluded easy acceptance  into Buddhism. 

 

The brahmanical religion did not remain rigid either. The Bhagavata tradition in Vaisnavism and Saivism 

which emerged in the early centuries A.D. stressing the personal devotion, bhakti, of the worshipper for 

an individual deity, made the religion more flexible and more easily exportable. It was this tradition of 

brahmanism that could and did attract foreign mlecchas. The Greek Heliodorus records his devotion to 

Visnu and speaks of himself as a member of the Bhagavata sect 130 The Hunas appear to have been 

quite acceptable to both the major sects of Hinduism. Toramana was a Vaisnavite and was a patron of 

those who worshipped the varaha (boar) incarnation of Visnu. As a royal patron he was the direct 

successor to one of the Gupta emperors who had earlier donated a cave to this worship at a place not 

too far from the site of Toramana's inscription.131 Mihirakula was such an ardent Saivite that he was led 

to an extreme intolerance of the Buddhists and Jainas, again a tradition which is recorded of earlier 

rulers of Kashmir.132 Perhaps the Sun and Fire cults of the Hunas acted as a bridge towards their 

acceptance of and by Hinduism. With the strengthening of the Bhagavata tradition there was a 

proliferation of new sects, some of which in their social attitudes were recognizably anti-brahmanical, 

such as the Saiva Siddhantas and others which maintained a flexible attitude to caste such as the 

Lingayatas. As in the case 

  

  

160 

  

 

of the Buddhists and Jainas, such sects did not discriminate between arya and mleccha peoples, and for 

the latter this became an avenue of entry into Aryan society, since ultimately many of these sects 

became independent castes within the varna system. 

 



In the case of the indigenous mleccha many of the cults were slowly absorbed into the main cultural 

tradition. Of these perhaps the most obvious were the fertility cults, especially those devoted to the 

worship of the mother goddess, and the phallus (lingam) and snake cults.133 These cults were not 

totally foreign to brahmanism, but in the period after the fifth century A.D. they began to play a more 

dominant role in the evolution of Hinduism.134 The mother goddess, Devi, in various manifestations 

appears to have been the most popular deity among the mleccha. Vindhyavasini, one of the names for 

the consort of Siva, was worshipped by the Sabaras, Barbaras and Pulindas.135 The name itself means 

'she who inhabits the Vindhyas', and clearly she was in origin a mountain goddess. She is said to be 

commonly worshipped by brigands, and the rites involved the eating of meat and the drinking of 

wine.136 In another form she is described as the goddess of the outcastes who bring her oblations of 

sacrificed animals.137 Elsewhere she is identified with Narayani and Durga, both well-known 

manifestations of Siva's wife and both repeatedly associated with the mleccha tribes in early 

literature.138 The name Savari, meaning a Sahara woman, occurs as the name of a goddess in a 

medieval work.139 The Savarotsava or Festival of the Sabaras was a bacchanalian gathering of the tribe, 

as well it might have been with a fertility cult as its focus. The Kirata worshipped the goddess Candika, 

yet another manifestation of Siva's wife Durga, a more fearsome form of the goddess being responsible 

for the destruction of the buffalo-demon Mahisasura. The Devi Mahatmya, one of the more important 

sources on the mother-goddess cult, suggests an eastern if not Tibetan origin for the birth of the 

goddess Candi.140 By the medieval period the cults of Durga and Candi had been absorbed into classical 

Hinduism. In fact, a substantial part of Hinduism itself had undergone transformation with the 

popularity of the Sakti-Sakta cults and Tantricism. 

 

Nor were the cult priests left behind. Depending on the status of the cult they would enter the hierarchy 

of brahmanism. As the cult became refined and found a niche in classical Hinduism 
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the cult priest would also become Sanskritized and be given ritual status in the brahman varna. This 

would account for the existence of contradictory categories such as the Ambastha brahman and the 

Abhira brahman. It would also explain the gradual evolution in status of the Maga brahmans who are 

said to have come from Sakadvipa in the west.141 They are at first looked down upon and not admitted 

to all the sraddha ceremonies. This may have been because they were soothsayers and astrologers 

rather than genuine brahmans or else because of their association with the sun cult, which, being a 

more powerful religious force in western Asia, may have been regarded as somewhat foreign.142 But 



gradually their position improved when they were patronized by the royal courts, especially at Thanesar 

and Kamarupa, and they were regarded as the proper people to install and consecrate images of Surya 

and the sun-god.143 Their association with the sun cult remained constant. However, they still married 

into non-brahman castes such as the Bhojas and the Yadavas. By the medieval period however they 

were treated with considerable respect. The curious legends which are told about the origin of certain 

brahman families such as those of the Chitpavans who virtually walked in from the sea,144 would also 

suggest that these were families of cult priests who were gradually assimilated into the Hindu social 

structure. 

 

There was however one facet in the concept of barbarian which was absent--the notion- of the pagan. 

This did finally arrive in India but never became an intrinsic part of the Indian notion since the form of 

the indigenous Indian religions had no use for this concept. It was applied by the Muslims who came to 

India to the non-Muslim inhabitants of India. They were regarded as pagans and by extension less 

civilized. From about the fifteenth century onwards, when Turkish and Afghan rule had been established 

in virtually all parts of the sub-continent, the Muslims at all levels of society came to be described more 

extensively as mleccha. They were mleccha partly because some were foreign in origin, but what was 

more important they spoke an alien language (either Arabic, Turki or Persian) and they could not 

conform to the laws of varna since .Islamic laws demand an egalitarian society. Certainly they did not 

observe the rules of ritual purity. Gradually however the social organization of the Muslims began to 

approximate that of the Hindus in that various castes evolved and became similar 
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to Hindu castes in many matters. A focus of separation was then provided by the distinctively 

theological quality of Islam which took on a forceful shape alien to Indian notions of religion. It is also 

possible that since a sizeable proportion of conversions to Islam in India were from the lower castes 

(conversion to a non-caste religion being one of the traditional methods of trying to by-pass caste), this 

also encouraged the use of the description mleccha. 

 

The most significant clue to assimilation lies not so much in the loss of ethnic identity as in participation 

in the sense of the past. There is a mutual appropriation of the past on the part of two groups where the 



group with the weaker historical tradition accepts the stronger tradition. This was certainly the case 

with foreign peoples who settled in India and with the indigenous tribes. Sanskritization implied the 

acceptance of the historical tradition to the same degree as the orgnization of the tribe according to the 

laws of varna and jati. Hence the importance of genealogies in the process of both historical and social 

validation. Yet this sense of the past was in itself the result of assimilation at various points in time and 

was given direction by the elements which went into the making of the social fabric. Islamic 

historiography however brought with it its own highly developed philosophy of the past which had little 

in common with traditional Indian historiography except that they were both powerful traditions within 

the culture. 

 

It is perhaps the very contradiction in the Indian concept of the barbarian which makes it distinctively 

different from that of Europe. The perception of differences--linguistic, cultural and physical--set the 

barbarian apart. The separateness was seen not so much in terms of what the barbarians did as in the 

fact that they did not observe the norms of ritual purity and were to that extent polluted. The lack of 

description of the mleccha, comparatively speaking, was based on the assumption that no self-

respecting man would associate with them as long as they were designated as mleccha. In a sense, this 

was the ultimate in segregation. Theoretically this position was maintained throughout. Yet in practice 

not only were concessions made, as for example, in the notion of the vratya-ksatriya, but. large numbers 

of mleccha peoples were incorporated into the social, political and religious system and were in fact the 

progenitors of many of the essentials of Indian culture. It 
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would be a moot point as to whether this could be called a culture which excludes the barbarian. 
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The Historian and Archaeological Data 



 

It is now a truism to say that significant new evidence on early periods of history is more likely to come 

from archaeological data than from literary sources. This makes the close collaboration between the 

historian and the archaeologist imperative. The collaboration inevitably becomes a two-way process, 

where the historian has to familiarize himself with archaeological data and methodology and the 

archaeologist has to be aware of the kind of evidence which the historian is seeking. Whereas the 

method of data-collection may differ between the two, the final process, that is, the interpretation of 

the data is similar to both disciplines. At this latter stage, the existence of common models would jointly 

benefit the historian and the archaeologist. 

 

It is not my intention to cover all aspects of mutual interest to historians and archaeologists, but rather 

to draw attention to the less obvious aspects. Architecture and iconography, for example, have already 

profited by the dual approach of history and archaeology as also have various studies on chronology. 

The corroboration of literary sources through cross-checking with archaeological evidence is now also in 

practice. There are, however, some fields where either the archaeological data are not sufficient or else 

the archaeological interpretation has not been incorporated by historians, and it is these fields which 

require attention. The study of social history, economic history and the role of technology in Indian 

history, being comparatively new to the concern of both archaeologists and historians, require 

appropriate emphasis. Furthermore, in these fields, the evidence from archaeology can be used more 

directly. The historian has data on these aspects from literary sources but the data tends to be 

impressionistic and confined by the context. Archaeology can provide the historian with more precise 

data on the fundamentals of these aspects of history, resulting thereby in 

 

From D.P. Agarwal and A. Ghosh (eds.), Radiocarbon and Indian Archaeology (Bombay, 

1973), pp. 378-90. 
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a better comprehension of the early forms of socio-economic institutions. This, however, would require 

the working out of a common me for historians and archaeologists working on the early period, so that 

the questions asked by both relate to a common set problems. 



 

It might be premature at this stage to agree on a model archaeological reconstruction, since 

archaeological and historical studies in India have so far been largely of a descriptive nature and kind of 

questions which need to be posed- for the construction a model have, with rare exceptions, been 

neglected. (This word 'model’ is perhaps preferable to 'hypothesis', since it implies a precisely stat 

overall view, which can be verified either segmentally or as an entity.) Where an evolution of cultures is 

attempted in the protohistoric pen it tends to rely on the preconceptions of literary evidence. The hunt 

for the Aryans is a particular case in point. We have all, at various occasions, spent time and energy in 

trying to identify the Arya If the identification of social groups referred to in literature is believed to be 

necessary, then it would be more purposeful to use the evidence of the early literature itself rather than 

the theories on race evolved in recent decades. Early literary traditions in India--Vedic, Epic a Puranic--

claim to preserve the lineages of tribal groups. In some cases, such as that of the Yadavas, there is not 

only the initial lineage but also references to what may be called 'segmented' lineages, which branched 

off from the main lineage. The memory of geographic movements and migrations are often preserved in 

such lineages, and this may be a more worthwhile unit to identify than the Aryan Dravidian race. 

Perhaps it would be more profitable to ignore the Aryans for the moment and concentrate on an 

evolution of cultures using the archaeological evidence alone. Alternatively, if on the bas of a common 

model the evolution of early Indian society from literal sources can be postulated, it can then be seen on 

comparison whether the two types of parallel evidence cohere. The social evolution derive from Vedic 

sources may be compared with that derived from the Painted Grey Ware (PGW) and the Northern Black 

Polished   Ware (NBPW) in the Ganga valley or a similar procedure as seen in Sangam literature may be 

compared with Megalithic cultures of the same region. This is a very different procedure from trying to 

identify archaeological cultures as Aryan or Dravidian. 
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A Possible Model 



 

The initial model may be most profitable if it merely presents a broad framework which nevertheless 

permits of a variety of precise questions. One could postulate a model with which some historians of 

socio-economic history are currently working. The model is sufficiently broad-based and requires a 

greater degree of refinement which will emerge through the joint efforts of historians and 

archaeologists. The model presupposes that the basic units of society consist of tribal groups, peasant 

groups and urban groups; that some groups remain constant at the primary stage, others evolve from 

among a variety of tribal organizations to peasant societies; that among the latter there is a wide variety 

of forms where some support urban cultures and others are involved in a diversification of agrarian 

cultures. The model derives substantially from archaeological evidence and is being used by historians 

and anthropologists as well, as an underpinning to explaining the evolution of societies. A precise 

definition of each unit would require detailed data on the ecological, technological, economic, social and 

cultural context. The ensuing generalization would be the result of a double-pronged approach, that of 

the excavator, the palaeobotanist, the hydrologist, etc., at the empirical level, as also the theoretical 

analysis of the historian, anthropologist and archaeologist. 

 

The model does not necessarily propose a linear progression. Not all cultural groups evolve from one to 

the other to the third. The fundamental question is that of the relationship between the three units and 

their interaction on each other; and the nature of change when it occurs. Furthermore, it requires not 

merely a listing of causes and reasons but an evaluation among these of the priorities, pertinent to each 

particular problem; as also an understanding of the variations among each of the units and the factors 

which encourage evolution from one unit to another. Such an evaluation of priorities makes the analysis 

more precise. Certain problems relating to early Indian history could be seen more clearly if there was 

more discussion on the nature of the transition to agrarian village societies, these forming the basis of 

many of the kingdoms of the historical period. This relates initially to the transition and evolution of 

Neolithic and Chalcolithic cultures. Was there one centre of diffusion or were there a number of centres 

of independent origination? If it was the former, then how was the change diffused? If it was the 
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latter, then what were the reasons for independent origination in each centre and how did one differ 

from the other? The question of the origin of the Neolithic is not altogether divorced from that of the 

areas of the progenitor of the staple crop and the spread of the latter. Similarly, the change to iron 

technology can only be properly studied by examining the ore producing areas and the communication 



between these and consumption points. Diffusion can only take place when populations are in close 

contact. Diffusion as a major factor in change necessitates a demographic analysis of the distribution of 

a culture. This in turn would relate to the pace of urbanization, where it seemingly occurs more rapidly 

in one area than in another, given similarity of preconditions. Ultimately any understanding of cultural 

change--change in the total pattern of living--must rely on a multidisciplinary approach, for no single 

discipline in isolation can adequately explain all aspects of change. Change takes place at different times 

and for different reasons. The basic question why some cultures changed and others did not remains 

unanswered as yet in any real sense. Irrespective of whether one is an evolutionist or a structuralist 

there is a need to answer this question with as precise a degree of evidence as possible. The question 

itself reveals various dimensions, each of which has to be considered in the general concept of change 

and evolution. 

Ecology 

 

Ecological studies, at one level, provide evidence on the environmental background of a culture, which 

may help to explain many facets of its development as also its peculiarities. But in areas of human 

habitation an eco-system is rarely static. A study of the eco-system in every major phase of cultural 

change may help answer the primary question of the role of natural agencies and of human action in the 

change. The ensuing change should then be applied to all the three units where they exist. The recent 

debate on the hydrology of Sind and Baluchistan in the Harappa period is a case in point (Raikes, 1964). 

It has been used to explain the decline of Mohenjo-daro. But little has been said on its effect on the 

peasant communities which were economically linked with the city; for still water causing a flood over a 

vast area must have seriously affected the agrarian centres in the environs of the city. Where human 

action has been the main agency of change--such as deforestation, soil exhaustion, 
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over-grazing and over-population--the studies would provide clues to a major economic activity of a 

culture. The degree of change would also help to explain whether or not it resulted in migrations. There 

have been major hydrological changes in the Indo-Gangetic watershed. By mapping the geographical 

extent and chronology of these changes and comparing this evidence with that from archaeology, it may 

be possible to determine the impact of the change on human society in that region and, furthermore, 

may point to new areas for research--as for example: did these changes cause population movements? 

If so, where did people migrate to? Vedic and Puranic literature mentions a number of migrations of 

various peoples such as the Abhira, Andhaka-Vrsni, Yaudheyas, Malavas and Sibis. The movement in 



many cases appears to have been from the Punjab and the eastern bank of the Sutlej to the western 

bank of the Yamuna or from the latter to Malwa and western India. Were these migrations the result of 

invasions, population pressures, search for new agricultural lands, pursuit of trade or changing ecology, 

or a combination of two or more of these? The areas and routes involved appear to be those known 

from earlier cultures. 

The Geographical Unit or the Region 

 

Basic to such studies is the dimension of the geographical unit, the region. Regional factors such as 

topography, geography and ecology, are often the bedrock of early cultures using a pre-industrial 

technology. The definition of a region should relate to what geographers have called the perennial 

nuclear region (Spate, 1967; Subba Rao, 1958). It would be worthwhile to do an intensive archaeological 

survey and investigation of such a region using the entire gamut of archaeological methodology, 

primarily to understand the nature of the cultures which it has produced and the characteristics of 

change in these cultures (which may in some cases have a regional genesis). The study could co-ordinate 

ecological evidence, changing topography and the material remains of cultures. In this instance historical 

data could also be used in defining a region. For many centuries in the early period, the territorial unit 

was the janapada and the very fact of its survival suggests that there must have been characteristics of a 

geographical-ecological nature which gave the janapada its identity. In many cases it also represents the 

change 
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from a tribal identity to a territorial identity and to that degree registers a socio-economic change. In 

such cases the original tribal entity evolved into a closely-knit peasant society, sometimes with its nuclei 

in towns. The association of linguistic, occupational or religious-sectarian identities, as in the case of the 

Yaudheyas, Audumbaras and Arjunayanas, indicated in literary and numismatic sources, suggest that not 

only did these units survive the change of dynasties, but, in certain areas, were probably little affected 

by them. (There is a curious continuity of tribal organization in areas associated with post-Harappan 

cultures carrying traces of late Harappan survivals--northern Rajasthan, the Indo-Gangetic watershed 

and Malwa.) As such, they would be more authentic units of initial study than kingdoms defined by 

political boundaries. Where the historical janapada coincides with a geographical nuclear region, such as 

the Kuru, Matsya, Kasi and Kosala janapadas, surveys and investigations should prove to be rewarding. 

Even major historical nuclear areas, such as Magadha, have not as yet been subjected to such a scrutiny. 

(Apart from anything else, it would be interesting to see if the archaeological evidence confirms, at least 



proportionately, the figures for population and habitation in the major janapadas as given in the literary 

sources, such as the Skandapurana and Vinayacandra's  Kavyasiksa.) 

Settlement Patterns 

 

The study of settlement patterns remains neglected. The plotting of settlements belonging to a 

particular culture on a topographical map is a comparatively uncomplicated way of indicating settlement 

preferences. This could be attempted in the first instance on the basis of intensive survey evidence and 

limited to a region. It may provide some pointers as to whether the settlements conform to nucleated or 

linear habitations if the approximate sizes of the sites are also included. Horizontal excavations of 

selected sites could corroborate (or not) the earlier indications. Are the early settlement lines in the 

Ganga-Yamuna Doab consistently on river buffs? Is there a preference for elevated areas in the Ganga 

valley? And would this indicate that tribal movements in the early historical period followed areas of 

elevation? Within the category of nucleated villages, are some of these fortified and do they tend to be 

on elevated ground? Is there any substantial difference in material 
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culture between fortified and unfortified villages? (Gimbutas, 1970) Continuous settlement on a 

particular site, with or without lacunae, would raise the question of the geographical and/or economic 

importance of the site. Why was Hastinapur reoccupied in spite of the long break and the flood? Is it 

merely a conservative outlook which leads to reoccupation of sites or are there other factors which are 

more central? Why do some towns survive centuries of change and continue, whereas others die out? 

 

Settlement patterns also provide clues to communication lines, since routes and habitations tend to co-

exist. The Indo-Gangetic watershed would be an obvious area to examine for continuity of routes, since 

it was the highway from the Ganga valley to the north-west. Other routes were those connecting 

western India with the Ganga valley either via the Aravallis, or via Malwa and the Chambal river, or 

along the Narmada and Son valleys. The ascertaining of communication lines would assist in 

understanding the spread of technologies and, in later periods, the spread of ideas. A systematic study 

of strategically located sites needs to be carried out to ascertain the importance of routes. Geographical 

and topographical features would be central to such a study. Thus habitations at the base of mountain 

passes and sites at river crossings and fordable points need investigation. It is interesting that urban 



sites along the Yamuna in the Doab follow the south bank whereas those on the Ganga, in the mid-

Ganga valley, follow the north bank. 

Demographic Studies 

 

The study of settlement patterns presupposes an interest in demographic data and this is a crucial factor 

in the understanding of cultural change. The change from the Upper Palaeolithic to the Mesolithic, it is 

believed, results in a decrease in mortality rates (Genovese, 1969), and the change from tribal to 

peasant societies results in an increase in population (Ratzel, 1891). Are these generalizations true of the 

Indian evidence? The greater frequency of infant burials in the pre-Neolithic phases would suggest the 

validity of a decrease in infant mortality rates as compared to the Neolithic and later phases. The 

numerical increase of the Neolithic settlements over the earlier cultures would point to an increase in 

population. But this needs to be verified. Other variables, the most obvious being a paucity of sites for 

the earlier period, have also to be considered. 
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Methods for extracting demographic data are well-known and include, in the main, the evidence from 

burials and skeletal remains, the calculation of the number of persons required for a conjoint effort and 

the extent and nature of the habitation (Ascadi and Nemeskeri, 1957). The evidence may not always be 

forthcoming and the results may be imprecise, but the attempt can nevertheless be made. The extent of 

habitation can be ascertained, albeit impressionistically, by a judicious use of the horizontal excavation--

not necessarily by exposing the entire area of habitation put by selecting particular points for exposure. 

In cases of clear-cut cultural occupations there is a need to know the demographic contours, since these 

would provide information on the pace of change and the nature of change. The ratio of population to 

land provides further insights into the nature of the settlement. It can also indicate the degree to which 

initiative towards further development was present or absent. The clearing of the monsoon forests of 

the Ganga valley required not only iron technology but also larger populations than did the clearing of 

forests in drier areas. If the vegetation is of a variety which grows rapidly then this again would require 

the availability of manpower. Are larger populations a prerequisite to urbanization? Does the 

demographic factor in itself influence change? 

 Technology 



 

The specialist study of technologies has emerged as a major area of interest in archaeology. The 

typology of various artifacts has been worked out to an impressive degree by Indian archaeologists. The 

point has now been reached where the correlation of artifacts with patterns of living should form the 

next stage of study. The historian may wish to ask a wide range of questions in this connection. Some 

relate to the identification of technologies. Swidden agriculture is an essential feature of early tribal 

economy. Can the archaeologist indicate the groups which were dependent on swidden agriculture? 

Presumably the absence of any agricultural implement other than the weight attached to the digging 

stick would be a pointer to this. Plough agriculture raises another series of questions. Did the ard 

precede the plough? In the case of the former, the yield would not be sufficient to produce the required 

surplus for transition to urban centres. It would be useful to know what kind of plough 
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was used in the field excavated at Kalibangan and this can perhaps be determined by an examination of 

the furrows and the soil colouring, as has been done elsewhere (Gimbutas, 1970). Definite evidence of 

the use of metal-tipped plough shares would mark a distinct advance in agricultural technology. Does 

the metal-tipped ploughshare associated with a heavier plough coincide with an increase in the 

domestication of draught animals? Are there certain implements which occur more frequently in the 

cultivation of particular crops? For example, is the hoe found more frequently in areas of rice 

cultivation? The functional capacity of technology requires to be measured. If the carrying capacity of a 

bullock-cart or a boat can be ascertained as well as the distance it can cover in a given time, then some 

idea of the volume of trade can be calculated from literary sources which occasionally mention the 

number of carts or boats involved. There is now enough evidence on the size and shape of carts and the 

changing form of the yoke in various periods of the Indian past. A functional study of the cart therefore 

would not prove to be impossible. 

 

Equally important is the question of whether a change in a single technology results in a new cultural 

pattern. This is particularly relevant in the study of ceramic industries, where there is a tendency to 

assume that a change of colour or of form indicates a new people. For example, does the change from 



PGW to NBPW reflect a new people or is it an evolution within the same ceramic technology? If the 

forms are similar then the functions must have been similar. Yet PGW occurs in larger quantities in 

wheat using areas and NBP ware in rice using areas. Was this fundamental dietary difference (and 

incidentally culinary difference too) reflected in the pottery types? The criterion of design in indicating 

diffusion or change is extremely tricky as it has to be examined on the basis of a combination of factors: 

naturalistic design associated with indigenous products, abstract design which may be symbolic or could 

have evolved functionally, and design as a result of technology and the process of manufacture. Crucial 

artifacts such as pottery should be viewed in the perspective of all the possible indices of a culture. 

Food Production 

 

Food production is partially dependent on the nature of the soil. Increased fertility in early periods 

would either be due to the use 

  

  

182 

 

of manure or better irrigation facilities. Evidence of manuring would suggest more advanced agriculture 

and a larger domestication of animals. Crop patterns have their role in history, if it can be proved that 

certain crops give a higher yield for the same input. This may result in a faster rate of development thus 

affecting both the demographic structure and the production of surplus food (and, in later periods, 

revenue). In this context, would there be a difference between wheat and rice or between different 

varieties of the same crop? 

 

Irrigation and hydraulic systems would also relate to the material conditions of a culture. Wells, tanks, 

terracing, dams, cisterns and ancient river channels not only need to be mapped but their capacity 

ascertained. Irrigation relates to a highly controversial debate hinging on the model of ‘oriental 

despotism' (Wittfogel, 1957). The controversy over who owned the hydraulic machinery can be 

effectively dealt with once the type of irrigation system in an area is known with relevance to its 

environmental context. Was it possible for the village of the megalithic culture to construct through 

cooperative effort the tanks with which the culture is associated, or would the construction have 

required the enforcement of an overall state system? The answer would involve a co-ordination of 

demographic, technological and ecological data. 

Urbanization 

 



The process of urbanization (i.e., the evolution of towns) involves certain relationships between the unit 

of the town and the unit of the peasant society supporting it. A primary requisite is surplus food 

production. This involves an analysis in each case of how the surplus was transported to the urban 

centre-here again demography becomes crucial, apart from transport technology; and what was the 

mechanism by which the urban centre could extract the surplus--was it a tribute to a conqueror, or a 

political authority deriving sanction from either secular or religious demands or an economic exchange? 

Once again, the relationship between the town and the peasant community can be better grasped by a 

comprehension of the function of towns and villages rather than by a description of cultural 

assemblages alone. A further prerequisite for urbanization is trade. This involves more than a listing of 

the items produced in a particular 
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town and presumably traded. It involves the placing of a town within an entire trading network, the 

latter being constituted of areas of production, areas of distribution and the means of contact and 

transportation. Each item of trade would have to be discussed in these terms. Ceramic industries, 

metals, beads and precious stones are useful criteria for this kind of analysis. Is it true, as it has been 

maintained by some, that trade develops in areas which are the meeting point of contrasting ecologies 

and contrasting cultures? (Mandel, 1968) This would relate not only to the choice of sites for towns, but 

would also explain the rationale for the production and exchange of goods. Is there a deliberate 

production of particular items solely for trading purposes? The latter would suggest a more 

sophisticated trading network. In assessing the source and distribution of artifacts, methods of 

quantification can be used, provided the variables are accounted for. 

 

An understanding of the processes of urbanization affords a better explanation for the decline of cities 

as well. The pre-industrial city is dependent on the coming together of various factors--a favourable 

ecological base, cross-cultural contacts in goods and ideas, advanced technology relating particularly to 

food-production and metallurgy, social organization involving specialized skills, a power structure with 

the control of the city in the hands of an elite and communication with the environs (Sjoberg, 1960). The 

decline of cities is due to the malfunctioning of these factors either jointly or individually on an 

appreciably massive scale. Invasions alone rarely lead to the decline of cities although they generally 

result in temporary dislocation. Only the systematic destruction of a city by invaders can lead to its 

decline through invasion. 

 



The settlement pattern of towns can indicate social organization. Much of the history of a town is 

contained in its pattern of growth. Population estimates would help explain the agrarian environment 

and the trading network. The existence and organization of markets, either as arbitrary centres of 

exchange or as control points, would provide evidence on the role of the elite. Concern for the nature of 

the market again means, essentially, a detailed study of the area surrounding the urban centre and its 

relationship with this area. Material and cultural differences occurring consistently in distinctive sections 

of the town may suggest a variation of social groups, though the central factor here would be the 

precise nature 
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of the differences. Skeletal remains at Mohenjo-daro have led to the idea that it was inhabited by four 

ethnic types (Wheeler, 1968). Are these types represented in socio-cultural differences in the settlement 

of the town itself? 

 

The Historian's Use of the Evidence: Economic History  

For the historian the answer to these questions can make a substantial difference to the understanding 

of the material foundations of the Indian past. The expansion of the agrarian economy together with 

certain technologies provided the incentive for urbanization in the Ganga valley and further expansion 

along these lines provided the material base for the Mauryan empire. The systematic cultivation of 

waste land, whether through state initiative as suggested by Kautalya or through land grants as in the 

post-Gupta period, was one of the avenues through which the formation of states was accelerated. The 

new settlements became the nuclei of the Sanskritic tradition, which thus spread into new areas and 

which in turn was modified by the local or non-Sanskritic tradition: a process which continues to this day 

in various parts of the country. The degree of modification depended on the circumstances under which 

-the new settlement grew. The two economic channels through which Indian civilization advanced and 

evolved were the spread of the agrarian village economy and the expansion of trade. Political forms 

have a relationship with the economic background. The evolution of the notion of the state-a qualitative 

departure from earlier political systems--seems to have coincided, in ancient India, with the expansion 

of the agrarian village economy. This is clearly suggested in some literary sources (Digha Nikaya, 

Mahabharata) and is borne out by the evidence of later transitions from tribal to peasant societies and 

the emergence of the state in the latter. The state had to be maintained through revenue and taxes and 

these were regular, easier to collect and more substantial in agrarian village economies. In this 

connection, what may be termed 'medieval archaeology' would be of great help to the historian. From 

the eighth century A.D onwards, land-grant inscriptions relating to waste land, indirectly record the 



spread of the agrarian economy. This evidence could be collated with surveys of the habitation sites of 

the period-deserted villages appear to be the most obvious type of site for this kind 
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of work. Similarly the innumerable references to villages in Cola inscriptions could be mapped and 

attempts made to find their archaeological counterparts. 

 

Trade played a similar role. As a channel of culture its significance depended on the degree to which it 

dominated the trade network. In the case of some states, where the major revenue was from trade, it 

played the same role as did agrarian revenue in other states, in sustaining the state machinery. The role 

of Roman trade as an economic backing to state-formation among the early south Indian kingdoms-the 

Colas, Ceras and Pandyas-could be investigated. West Asian trade generally may have been a consistent 

factor in the political forms of the west coast kingdoms, heavily dependent on this trade. A more 

specialized study of ports, harbours and maritime technology would assist in assessing the volume of 

trade and its economic role. The possibilities of underwater archaeology as sources of data for this 

enquiry have not as yet been seriously tapped in India. Admittedly, conditions for exploration and 

underwater excavation would by no means be so ideal as in the Mediterranean, but in certain areas the 

techniques may be used. Tanks, lakes, baolis, wells, pilgrimage centres on rivers, may well prove fruitful. 

 

Given the comparatively slow change in technology in the early periods, patterns of settlement would 

not change radically from century to century. Settlement patterns may indicate how waste land was 

utilized in historical periods. Demographic studies are in any case useful to the historian who has to 

consider population pressures on the economy and eventually on political events. Did the Mauryan 

empire decline because among many other factors, the economy was unable to sustain the imperial 

system? Was the expansion of agriculture inadequate for the required revenue? These are legitimate 

questions which the economic historian can ask. Can archaeology supplement the data, perhaps through 

a study of agricultural technology (in its widest sense) of the approximate Mauryan period and by an 

assessment of the degree. of material advance in the village sites of this period? Literary evidence on 

such questions would tend to be inferential. 

The Historian's Use of the Evidence: Social History  



 

In social history the basic process was that of the transition from a non-caste group to a caste (jati).  In 

some cases, tribes were 
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converted into castes, generally in the transition from tribal to peas society. The religious-sectarian 

groups which eventually became castes drew their support from either or both the village and town. 

Change to caste status also meant being accommodated into the hierarchy of society. The process can 

best be studied if there is evidence on the material basis of these groups which m: explain why they 

voluntarily or otherwise were incorporated the caste hierarchy, apart from the fact that the comparative 

anal of the literary and material data would provide a better understanding of the process. 

 

The motivation for caste formation and constraints on mob often relate to ecological, demographic or 

technological fad which are then clothed in the garb of social and religious custom These factors could 

perhaps be better elucidated through archaeological data. The hierarchical ranking in the social 

organization of skilled groups practising certain technologies--weavers, blacksmiths potters-could be 

made more clear if a picture of the actual context could be given. Why were hunting and fishing groups 

or bam workers often regarded as untouchables? What was the level material culture of professional 

groups? Did they control the techno or was their role that of subservient artisans? Regional variation in 

the ranking of cast groups, and the difference between the actual status and the 'ritual' status, could 

also be clarified by the con use of archaeological and literary evidence. 

 

If archaeological data can provide us with more precise answers to some of the questions posed, it will 

also encourage historian to look more analytically at the literary evidence. For example the identification 

of technological implements can become exact. The relationship of a town to its rural environments be 

studied. The characteristics of tribal and peasant societies be more easily observed, as also the 

migrations of groups. Evidence on the rate of change may explain why change occurs at a faster pace in 

some areas and less so in others or why some areas to be historically isolated. The degree of change also 

nee be examined. Does a new ceramic industry indicate a new cu or can it be called a new culture only 

when there is evidence of change in all the major technologies or component elements of that culture? 

In short, the process of change and transition one type of society to another can be better culled from 

literary 
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sources if there is a general framework from archaeology with which it can be correlated or at least 

compared; a framework which will be based on the tangibles of archaeological data in addition to the 

all-too-frequent abstractions of literary sources. Archaeology can thus assist in answering the question 

relating to the 'how' and 'why' of cultural change, of which the total image is reflected in literary 

sources. If precise evidence on material culture is available it enables a historian to discuss institutions 

with greater clarity. Human institutions emerge as a result of many factors and material culture together 

with ideology join in varying proportions to evolve an institution. Archaeology can at least provide the 

data for the former. 

 

If the basic units of tribal, peasant and urban are used, then a number of orientations emerge. The 

indigenous evolution of cultures will have to be looked at more carefully. It may be necessary, for 

example, to work out an indigenous evolutionary pattern for the Ganga valley with another civilizational 

thrust possibly in southern Bihar, which was not entirely unconnected with Harappa survivals but whose 

momentum would be local and linked primarily to iron technology. Again, if the basic units become 

central to the interpretation of the data, archaeological evidence would become increasingly relevant 

for later periods of history as well, including the medieval period. The nature of change within peasant 

societies and their variations as well as the nature of urbanization would continue to be basic to these 

periods. The periodization of historical archaeology which, today, conventionally follows the dynastic 

periodization, which is neither relevant nor precise in many areas, could be made more functional. 

 

I am well aware that a number of the questions raised here have already been asked by some 

archaeologists working on Indian material. In reiterating these questions I am making a plea for their 

inclusion in the training of archaeologists. The archaeologist's concern should not be limited to the 

typology of artifacts and the sequence of cultures. Among recent publications, one at least does show 

the effectiveness of asking new questions and seeking data from what might appear to be, at first, 

impossible sources (Brothwell and Higgs, 1969). I am also aware that it is equally necessary for many of 

us as historians to ask these questions and there is a need to change the orientation towards data and 

analysis of those 
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historians who are concerned with social and economic history. The crisis in history also relates to the 

needs for models and departure from arbitrary data collection. It is only when such questions are jointly 

asked by historians and archaeologists that there c be a termination to the present divorce between the 

two discipline. Even if the evidence for these questions is at the moment lacking there is nevertheless a 

need to pose the questions. For if the questions loom large then new techniques of investigation may 

also discovered, as has happened not only in other disciplines, but al in archaeology itself in other parts 

of the world. 
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The Study of Society in Ancient India 

 

Mr. President,  Ladies and Gentlemen, 

 

I would like to thank the Executive Committee of the Indian History Congress for the honour which they 

have done me in electing me President of the Ancient Indian History Section of this session. My work in 

this field still being of a limited kind I have taken the honour essentially as a gesture of encouragement: 

a gesture which, coming from such an august body, is especially welcome to those of us who are 

sometimes regarded almost as heretics in the profession. The fact that this is linked with the session 

being held at Varanasi strikes me, for various well-known reasons, as being a particularly happy augury 

for the future. 

 

I am standing here in the place of a distinguished elder in the profession--Dr. Moreshwar Dikshit. It is 

indeed a great loss to us that he passed away suddenly this year. Dr. Dikshit's work in Indian archaeology 

requires little introduction. Apart from his work in the field at sites such as Rangpur, Sirpur, Karad and 

Tripuri which is available to us in his excavation reports, he will be particularly remembered for his 

studies of beads and of glass in India.1 

 

It would be a fitting tribute to Dr. Dikshit for me to emphasize the need to integrate archaeological and 

literary evidence in the historical study of those periods where the two types of evidence are available. 

Such an integration, however, demands a rather different approach to ancient Indian history, and more 

especially social history, from the one which predominates. It demands a search for a more realistic 



picture of the past and the need to ask a series of precise and pertinent questions (even if we cannot 

give as yet precise answers), on the 'why' and 'how' of the functioning of a society and its culture. 

 

I would like therefore to take as my theme, the study of society in ancient India and to deal with the 

period from circa 2500 B.C 

 

Presidential Address, Ancient Indian History Section, XXXI Indian History Congress, 28-30 December, 
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to 500 B.C. in northern India, treating it principally as a case study to demonstrate what I mean by a 

reorientation of perspectives. 

 

Let me say at the outset that I am not concerned with 'the Aryan problem' per se. It is perhaps the 

biggest red herring that was dragged across the path of historians of India.2 What I am concerned with 

is the need to understand the evolution of society at this time. This is a crucial period not only because it 

saw the initial pattern of Indian. culture take shape, but also because it can provide clues to a more 

analytical understanding of subsequent periods of Indian history. As it happens,' the more important 

and controversial announcements pertaining to ancient Indian studies made during the year also relate 

to -this period. The most serious of the many claims to have deciphered the Harappa script, in terms of 

the methodology used and the discussion it has provoked, is that of the Finnish scholars, who read the 

script as proto-Dravidian.3 An interesting facet of the controversy has been the vehemence of the 

loyalty to the Indo-Aryan and Dravidian language groups, with undertones almost of an Aryan and a 

Dravidian nationalism. This, in spite of the fact that specialists in both languages have for many years 

been suggesting that at the cultural level at least this dichotomy is false.4 

 

Our starting point in the study of the period 2500-500 B.C. could be the fact that we have two types of 

evidence, archaeological and literary. The literary sources are well-known and comprise the corpus of 

Vedic literature. The archaeological evidence consists of a number of cultures, most of them seemingly 

disparate. The earliest are the pre-Harappan cultures; the Sothi culture5 of the Sarasvati valley and the 

Chalcolithic village sites of Baluchistan and Sind. These were the precursors of the Harappa culture (c. 



2300-1750) which extended from southern Punjab and Sind to the Narmada delta largely following the 

coastal region, and eastwards as far as the upper Ganga-Yamuna Doab.6 Of the post-Harappan cultures 

there is evidence from both the Indus and Ganges valleys. In northern Punjab the Gandhara Grave 

culture7 (c. 1500-500 B,C), using a red ware and a plain grey ware, shows evidence of copper in the early 

stages and later an iron technology, and close contacts 

 

Owing to the shortage of time I have confined myself to general remarks and observations in the text of 

this Address Further discussion and references are included in the notes at the end of the Address. 
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with Iran and central Asia. The Banas culture of southern Rajasthan (c. 2000-1200 B.C, with possible 

extensions in the Ganges valley coming down to 800 B.C.) with its characteristic white-painted black-

and-red pottery and its probable internalizing of certain Harappan forms, possibly acted as a bridge 

between the Harappan and post-Harappan cultures.8 The chalcolithic cultures of the Narmada and 

central India also show some contact with west Asia. In the upper Ganges valley the earliest remains 

belong to the culture represented by the Ochre Colour Pottery which is post-Harappan in time range (c. 

1400-1200). This has been associated sometimes with the Copper Hoard Culture9 found both in the 

Doab and in southern Bihar and west Bengal, and whose authors were perhaps the Munda speaking 

peoples. At some sites in Bihar there is evidence of the black-and-red ware (occasionally white-painted 

and similar to that of the Banas culture) forming the earliest level. In parts of the Doab it succeeds the 

Ochre Colour Pottery and precedes the pre-dominant culture of the region. The latter is the Painted 

Grey Ware10 (c. 100-400) an initially agrarian culture familiar with iron technology and the horse. 

Finally, the Northern Black Polished Ware culture (c. 500-100) is associated with urbanization in the 

Ganges valley. 

 

The archaeological picture therefore shows a large variety of cultures, none of which can be identified as 

specifically Aryan.11 Nor does the evidence suggest that there was a single dominating culture which 

slowly spread throughout northern India bringing the various diverse cultures into its fold, which is what 

one would expect if the popular notion of the spread of Aryan culture be accepted. In comparing the 

Indian and west Asian material there is again little consistent evidence of a dominant culture 

recognisably coming from west Asia to India, or for that matter going from India to west Asia, though, 



there are certain similarities of techniques, such as the socketed axe and, in pottery, coming from west 

Asia. This would suggest migrants carrying aspects of technology and probably the language. 

 

In comparing literary and archaeological evidence it is important to determine the nature of the society 

concerned. In the case of the Rg Veda the geographical focus is that of the sapta sindhava roughly from 

the Kabul river to the Sarasvati river.12 Rgvedic society is essentially a pre-urban society with a copper 

and possibly iron technology.13 It is evolving from nomadic pastoralism dependent 

  

  

192 

 

on cattle to an agrarian form with more settled communities. Barley (yava) appears to have been the 

staple food. There is a strong sense of tribal identity and the basic social unit is the patriarchal family. 

Close linguistic connections with Iran are evident. The important deities are Indra, Mitra, Varuna, Savitr, 

Soma and Agni. There is a distinct feeling of cultural exclusiveness and separation from the local people 

who are both feared and disliked and with whom relations are frequently hostile (e.g. the Dasyus and 

the Panis). 

 

The Later Vedic literature depicts a recognizable change in material culture. The geographical focus 

includes the Punjab and the middle Ganges valley in the main, with a more marginal familiarity with the 

Indus area, western and eastern India and the Vindhyas. The society is essentially agrarian culminating 

in a series of urban centres. There is a considerable acquaintance with iron technology. Frequent 

mention is made of rice (vrihi) which is not mentioned in the Rg Veda. The tribal identity continues and 

in many cases is extended to territorial identity. The Rgvedic deities do not have the preeminent 

position which they had earlier since equal importance is now given to more recently incorporated 

deities. The four-fold caste structure mentioned only once in the Rg Veda is now a recognized feature. 

The geographical and philosophical connections with west Asia have weakened. There is evidence of a 

much greater assimilation of local cultures. In comparing the early and late Vedic literature it would 

seem that the major characteristic of continuity remains the language, Sanskrit. 

 

Whatever our cherished notions about the Aryans may be, the archaeological evidence does not suggest 

a massive invasion or a massive migration.14 Even if it be conceded that the presence of Indo-Aryan in 

the sapta sindhava region can be attributed to invasion, which is at times suggested in the Rg Veda, the 

same reason cannot be given for its presence in other parts of northern India. At most it can be said that 



the Indo-Aryan speakers were small groups of migrants with a strong adherence to a .linguistic 

equipment deriving from Indo-European. Both linguistic evidence and the literature point to the Indo-

Aryan speakers living in the vicinity of those who spoke an alien language (mrdhra vac) and those later 

called the mlecchas.15 Were these the Munda or Dravidian speakers? Were they also the authors of 

pre-iron Chalcolithic cultures? In the Ganges valley archaeological evidence does not suggest that 
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the earlier inhabitants fled or migrated. Therefore their continued presence must have necessitated a 

process of acculturation. What then was the nature of the impact of these Indo-Aryan speakers? 

Perhaps it would make greater historical sense if we see it not as the imposition of Aryan culture on the 

existing Indian cultures, but rather, as the diffusion of Indo-Aryan. The new language could have been 

accepted for various reasons without necessitating the imposition of a totally new culture.16 

 

In the study of the inter-action of cultures there are many facets which require investigation. Let me 

start with the most primary, the question of the numbers of people involved. This would imply 

demographic studies of various sites and settlements. Comparative assessments of population figures 

from the sites of varying cultures could be helpful, as also the detailed charting of the location of sites--

whether they are superimposed or adjacent. Would there be a greater possibility of cross-cultural 

assimilation if the numbers are consistently small and equally matched?17 A demographic analysis, even 

if impressionistic, studied together with the nature of the terrain and technology and facilities for 

transportation would provide indications of the pace and flow of migration. The Painted Grey Ware 

settlements being generally small, the nature of the terrain being thick jungle, the pace of migration 

would be slow even if the river was used as the main channel of communication. It should not be 

forgotten that in spite of a time-span of about six hundred years the geographical distribution of the 

Painted Grey Ware remains broadly the Ganga-Yamuna Doab and the Sarasvati valley. However, 

acceleration in the pace of communication seems to accompany the development of an urban culture as 

it would appear from the distribution of the Northern Black Polished Ware. 

 

Even a rough demographic picture will introduce an element of reality into the study. If the settlements 

of a particular culture are small then production is also likely to be small. A comparison between such 

data and literary descriptions of extravagant wealth may lead to a correcting of the poetic licence 

implicit in great works of literature. Estimates of production are relevant to the study of towns owing to 



the interdependence of towns and villages.18 More mundane factors such as food habits have their own 

significance. The Rgvedic people had a diet substantially of barley, and the Later Vedic  literature  

introduces  rice.  From the  archaeological 
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evidence we know that the Harappans were mainly barley and wheat eating, whereas the Ganges valley, 

the Banas valley and probably western India was predominantly rice eating.19 This points to a major 

difference of staple diet between the Rgvedic and Later Vedic people. If they were the same ethnically 

then they must have rapidly adjusted to a change of diet. However, the Painted Grey Ware levels in the 

Doab suggest a people long accustomed to rice. It is interesting that in later Sanskrit literature wheat is 

sometimes referred to as mleccha-bhbjana.20 

 

Another aspect in the process of acculturation is the role of technology. A language which is associated 

with an advanced technology can often make a very effective impact. The use of the horse and of iron 

would point to an advanced technology. The acceptance of the Indo-Aryan language would therefore 

not require the physical conquest of the areas where it came to be spoken but rather the control of the 

advanced technology by the speakers of Indo-Aryan.21 The horse-drawn chariot seems to have swung 

the balance militarily in favour of the Indo-Aryan speakers, judging from the hymns of the Rg Veda. The 

horse as compared to the ox was a swifter means of transportation as also was the chariot as compared 

with the cart.22 The introduction of iron did not mean totally new technological implements. It was 

more a qualitative improvement of existing forms particularly in relation to the ecological conditions of 

the region. The hafted copper axe gave way to the socketed iron axe, the wooden plough had an iron tip 

added to it and the stone hoe was replaced by the iron hoe (or it was introduced where the hoe was not 

known before), not to mention adzes, arrow-heads, spear-heads, knives, daggers, nails, etc.23 The 

technology of Painted Grey Ware culture seems to support this assessment. The question of who 

introduced iron technology to India has its own importance, but for our purposes it is more relevant to 

enquire as to whether the speakers of Indo-Aryan exploited the knowledge of iron technology to their 

advantage. That the new technology was essentially the improvement of existing forms is supported by 

the use of certain significant words in Vedic literature which appear to have a non-Indo-Aryan origin. 

Thus the most frequently used word for plough is langala which is of Munda origin and the word for rice 

vrihi is believed to be of Dravidian origin.24 Could there have been a correlation between the degree 
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of technological change and the utilization of Indo-Aryan? That the caste status of iron smiths ultimately 

became low would accord with the probability that as long as the control of the technology lay with the 

higher status groups, the actual working of the technology could remain with low status groups.25 

 

In ancient agricultural societies, apart from agricultural technology, another factor of some consequence 

would be the knowledge of the calendar. It is thought that the earliest calendar used in India was the 

lunar calendar. Yet the solar calendar was more efficient in its application to agriculture and astronomy 

(and thereby to astrology). The discovery and use of the solar calendar would require more advanced 

knowledge in mathematics and astronomy. A basis of mathematical knowledge must be assumed in 

order to explain the construction of the Harappan cities. Was this knowledge continued in some 

tradition? If the Harappans had used a binary system (by and large) then the decimal system referred to 

in the Vedic literature would have been an improvement.26 The essential geometrical knowledge 

necessary for evolving a solar calendar may have been inherent in the geometry required for the 

construction of complex sacrificial altars.27 There appears to be a groping towards understanding the 

principles of the solar calendar in the Vedic literature. The year of 360 days (30 x 12 months) was known 

to be defective and attempts were made at intercalation in which the 366-day year was not excluded.28 

It is true that the widespread knowledge of the solar calendar is associated with Greek contacts at a 

later period. It is not to be ruled out however that a secret knowledge or a restricted knowledge of it 

may have existed earlier. The appropriation of such knowledge by certain groups may well have given 

them access to power and influence. A scientific study of the application of astronomy and mathematics 

to activities such as agriculture and astrology within the context of contemporary society might be 

revealing: as also the transmission of mathematical ideas between Babylon and India. 

 

In the post-Harappa period the centre of historical activity moved away from the Indus valley towards 

other directions: to the Ganges valley with Magadha eventually emerging as a nuclear region, to 

western India, and later, to the coastal regions of the peninsula. Part of the reason for the movement 

away from the Indus valley was the break-down in the Harappan economic system.29 The post- 
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Harappan sites in western India appear to have re-introduced the ealier maritime contacts with 

Mesopotamia, from at least the first millennium B.C. AS such, western India would have acted as a point 

of communication for goods and ideas between India and west Asia. A further archaeological 

investigation of the west coast and routes from here to the Ganges valley may prove worthwhile.30 

 

Another aspect worth considering in assessing the reasons for the spread of Indo-Aryan is the 

interrelationship between language and society. The fact that the earliest Sanskrit grammars were 

written in the north points to a greater use or longer tradition of the language in this region. By contrast 

the lower Ganges valley retains a Prakrt tradition for a longer period.31 Was this distinction due to the 

linguistic differences in Indo-Aryan itself or was it due to a greater influence of non-Indo-Aryan 

languages in eastern India? Magadha is described as an impure land and the people of Anga, Vanga and 

Kalinga are referred to as mleccha.32 It is also worth examining why certain important words relating to 

technology were introduced from non-Indo-Aryan sources and retained in Indo-Aryan. We have already 

noticed the case of langala and vrihi. The Indo-Aryan for horse is asva, yet asva was never as commonly 

used in the Late Indo-Aryan languages as ghota and its derivatives.33 That this could happen with items 

as important as the plough, rice and the horse, makes one wonder whether the question of loan words 

from Munda and Dravidian does not call for a co-ordinated study by the specialist in linguistics and the 

historian, which would not merely trace the loan or the etymology of words, but would also throw light 

on the cultural context of their incorporation. The etymology of technical and professional words in 

their historical context would alone be worth a study. 

 

It is historically well-known that in the spread of a language associated with an advanced technology it is 

often the dominant groups in the existing society which take up the new language first. This would be 

easier to understand in our peiod if we had some concrete evidence on the origin of the caste structure. 

It is curious that although the origin of the caste structure is frequently associated with the Aryan 

speakers it occurs only in India and not in other societies which were also recipients of Aryan culture. It 

may therefore have been a pre-Aryan system which was reconstituted somewhat, and described in Later 

Vedic literature. To see caste 
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as the distinction between fair Aryans and dark non-Aryans is to over-simplify a very complex system. In 

the study of social structure the historian of ancient India must of necessity now take the help of social 



anthropology. The essentials of a caste society are, firstly, marriage and lineage functioning through 

exogamous and endogamous kinship relations (jati); secondly, the integration of the division of labour 

into a hierarchical system which eventually takes the form of service relationships; thirdly, the idea of 

pollution where some groups are seen as ritually pure, others less so and yet others totally impure or 

polluting; and finally the association of castes with particular geographical locations. All these factors 

could have been present in the Harappa culture where social stratification can at least be surmised.34 If 

a similar system prevailed in the Banas culture and those of the Ganges valley, then the spread of a new 

language could be achieved through influencing the groups which held high status and by re-

arrangement of endogamous groups.35 

 

Ascribing caste status did not merely depend on the occupation of a group. In some cases an entire tribe 

was ascribed a particular rank. Those speaking a non-Indo-Aryan language were frequently given a low 

rank and described as mleccha. In the case of the candalas there is reference to a canddla-bhasa.36 

Some of these tribes remained consistently of low status over many centuries, such as the Kirata and the 

Pulinda37; others acquired political power and thereby higher status. Even today there are pockets of 

Munda and Dravidian-speaking people in areas of Indo-Aryan languages. This is not due to any historical 

oversight. The Munda-speaking groups until recently were hunters and pastoralists with, at most, 

digging-stick agriculture. In contrast to this the Indo-Aryan speaking people are, by and large, plough 

and hoe-using agriculturalists. Were the sudra tribes those who in the initial stages either did not accept 

the new agricultural technology or did not apply it? Did the Aryanization of language accompany the 

expansion of the iron-using agrarian village? 

 

This village was not the neolithic village growing essentially in isolation, nor the Chalcolithic village with 

restricted trade interrelationships. It was the prosperous iron-using village whose prosperity increased 

with easier access to both iron ore and more land for cultivation. This prosperity could not only give 

these villages a political edge over the others but also provide a larger surplus 
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for those in control. At one level this became the stable base for the growth of towns38; at another level 

it strengthened the language, Indo-Aryan. 

 



With the change from nomadic pastoralism to settled agrarian villages, tribal identity was extended to 

territorial identity, as is reflected in tribal names being given to geographical areas. This in turn gave rise 

to the concept of the state with both monarchical and non-monarchical forms of government. Woven 

into this concept were the institutions of  caste and private property.39 

 

Even among those tribes who had accepted the new technology and language, the priests--the ritually 

pure groups--would have resisted the new culture unless their own status was safeguarded. Was this 

done by allowing them to preserve their ritual purity through the caste structure and by their continuing 

to hold a priestly status, and also by incorporating much of their religion into the new culture? The 

assimilation of a tribe into the caste structure would also require some assimilation of its religion. The 

religious aspects of Later Vedic literature, inasmuch as they differ from the Rg Veda, include a large 

amount of non-Aryan practice and belief--both at the level of ritual and of deities.40 It is indeed a moot 

point whether this literature can be called the religious literature of the Aryans alone. 

 

Every society has a method of remembering what it regards as the important aspects of its past and this 

is woven into its historical tradition. For our period it is the itihasa-purana tradition which sets out to 

record the past. The most significant section of this tradition is the preservation of the royal genealogies 

and the myths associated with them. The royal genealogies (vamsavali) may not be historically correct 

but when studied carefully they indicate the pattern of the migration and spread of various peoples. 

Such an analysis can be more useful than the repeated but so far unsuccessful attempts to identify the 

tribes as either Aryan or non-Aryan. Genealogies have played a noticeably important part in the Indian 

historical tradition, even when they are known to be fabricated. This is surely the clue to understanding 

the role of the genealogy, not necessarily as an authentic dynastic chronicle but rather as a social 

document. Similarly, what is important about the myths is not whether they are historically authentic, 

but the cultural assumptions of the society which are implicit in the myth.41 
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The questions which arise in the study of the proto-historic period have a relevance to later history. It 

would seem that in northern India the expansion of the village economy based on iron technology 

accompanied the diffusion of Indo-Aryan, judging by the archaeological evidence for the distribution of 

iron in association with literary evidence for Indo-Aryan. Indo-Aryan therefore would not be widely 

accepted in those areas where iron technology was already known. In the peninsula the area covered by 



the iron-using Megalithic culture roughly coincides with the area of the widespread use of Dravidian 

languages. 

 

If we can explain the reasons for the shift in focus from the Indus valley to the Ganges valley in proto-

historic times, then we can also throw some light on one of the more interesting facets of ancient Indian 

history, namely, the geographical shift in the nuclear regions which were the matrices of large states and 

empires. At least three regions come immediately to mind: Magadha, the Raichur-Bijapur districts, and 

the area between Kanchipuram and Tanjore. Why did these regions give rise to a series of politically 

dominant states and then go into quiescence?42 Was it due to the fertility of the region yielding large 

revenues, or the abundant availability of iron, or access to trade routes, or the exploitation of a new 

technology or the rise of ideologies motivating political action? Or was it merely the strange but happy 

coincidence of a series of strong rulers, which is the explanation generally offered? 

 

In the analysis of social structure there is a need for re-defining social relationships. To see caste only in 

terms of the four-fold varna does not take us very far. One would like to know how tribes and social 

groups were adjusted into the caste hierarchy and assigned a caste status. The theory that the cast-

structure was initially flexible but gradually became rigid and allowed of little mobility, is now open to 

question. There is enough evidence to suggest that there have been in all periods deviations from the 

theoretical concept of caste.43 We also know that there was a continual emergence of new castes for a 

variety of reasons. Furthermore social change presupposes social tension and at times even conflicts 

between groups, and these are referred to in the sources. The origin, nature and consequences of these 

tensions constitutes another significant area of study. 

 

The history of religion, apart from its theological, philosophical 
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and iconographical aspects, also has a social aspect, since religion has to be practised by people in order 

to be viable. The interrelation therefore of religious cults and movements with social groups is very 

close. What were the social roots of Buddhism and Jainism? Why were certain cults assimilated and 



others left out in what later came to be called Hinduism? What accounts for the remarkable popularity 

of the mother-goddess cults in various forms in the post-Gupta period? More precise answers to such 

questions would help us ascertain with greater accuracy the nature of .the 'brahmanical renaissance' as 

it is called in the Gupta and post-Gupta periods.  

 

It will be evident that I am making a plea for more intensive studies of the nature of society in ancient 

India: and by this I mean an integrated understanding of the many facets which go into the functioning 

of a society. Such a study involves not merely additional dimensions in terms of methods and sources, it 

also means, if need be, altering the perspective from which we view the past. New perspectives, 

although they may initially appear whimsical, often provide new insights. The immense labour and 

scholarship of our predecessors has provided us with a firm foundation on which to base our studies of 

ancient Indian history. We can with confidence, therefore, explore new perspectives. Ultimately as 

historians we are concerned not merely with attempting to discover the past, but with trying to 

understand it. 
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13. The element of doubt arises because of the meaning of the word ayas. It is possible that it originally 

meant copper, as it seems to in some contexts, but later with the introduction of iron it was qualified by 

the terms krsna ayas and syama ayas. When the association of tamra with copper became common, 

then ayas may have been reserved for iron. It has however been argued that ayas originally meant iron 

and that the earliest knowledge of iron in India has therefore to be associated with the Rgvedic people. 

L. Gopal, Uttar Bharati, IV, no. 3, p. 71 ff. and N.R. Banerjee, The Iron Age in India, p. 158 ff. The Indo-

European root of ayas and its consistent use as iron in other Indo-European 

languages (aes, ais, aisa, eisarn) is a strong argument in favour of this view. 

 

14. The migration theory would seem more acceptable than the invasion theory. The association or the 

Cemetry H evidence with the Aryans and the supposed massacre at Mohenjo-daro has been doubted. 

B.B.Lai, 'Protohistoric Investigations', Ancient India, no. 9, 1953, p, 88; G.F. Dales, 'The Mythical 

Massacre at Mohenjo- daro', Expedition, VI, no   3, 1964, p. 36 ff.; A. Ghosh, 'The archaeological 

background,' M.A.S.I. no. 9,1962,p. 1: G.F. Dales, 'The Decline of the Harappans', Scientific American, 

vol. 214, no. 5, 1966. There is no evidence of Kalibangan having been attacked and it is unlikely that it 

would have been spared, being so close, if Harappa had been attacked. Post-Harappan cultures rarely 

build directly on the debris of Harappan sites except at Rupar and Alamgirpur. The extremely interesting 

discussion by Burrow on the significance of the terms arma and armaka in the Vedic literature and 

Panini (Journal of Indian History, XLI, 1963, Part 1, p. 159 ff) suggests that the references to ruins were 

to the Indus Civilization cities. What is curious however is that in some cases it would appear that Indra 

and Agni were responsible for the destruction of these cities, whereas in other 



cases they appear already to have been in ruins. It would seem that most of these cities were in the 

Sarasvati and Punjab region. It is stated that the dark coloured inhabitants fled and migrated. This would 

agree with the archaeological evidence that the cities were deserted and not occupied by the new 

arrivals. They were regarded as places of evil and the haunt of sorceresses (yatumati) and therefore to 

be avoided  This would hardly be the attitude of a conquering people who had actually destroyed the 

cities. Could the cities have been deserted owing to a natural calamity before the arrival of the Indo-

Aryan speakers, who associated the ruins of cities with evil, perhaps set fire to the remaining ruins and 

ultimately attributed the destruction of the cities to Indra and Agni? This 

would also explain the chronological gap, i.e., the Harappa culture having declined 

by 1750 B.C. and the Rgvedic Aryans being dated to circa 1500 B.C 

 

The Allchins still adhere to the invasion theory in The Birth of Indian Civilisation, p. 144 ff. Even if the 

theory is conceded, the archaeological evidence in support of invasion is limited to Harappa and 

Mohenjo-daro and literary 
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references which can be read as an invasion occur mainly in the Rg Veda which mentions attacks on 

fortified settlements inhabited by the hostile locals. The actual area involved in the invasion was 

therefore limited. 

 

Recent skeleton analysis of the Harappa culture sites are tending to puncture the theory of the Indo-

Aryan speakers representing a large and separate racial group. S.S. Sarkar, Ancient Races of Baluchistan, 

Punjab and Sind, maintains that the Harappans were the same as the present-day predominant ethnic 

types living in these areas, which would contradict the theory of a large scale Aryan invasion or 

migration. Dr. K.. Sen, 'Ancient Races of India and Pakistan, a study of methods', Ancient India, nos. 20 

and 21,1964-65, p. 178 ff, has suggested that the ethnic stock of Cemetry R 37 and Cemetry H appears 

to have been the same although there are cultural differences. 

 

15. In describing the dasa the references to their being conquered in battle are only a few among a large 

number of other references to the differences between the Arya and the dasa. These differences 



emphasise the fact of the latter having an alien culture. Thus the dasa are described in the Rg Veda as 

hatva dasyun pura ayasir ni tarit (II, 20.8); yo dasam varnam (II.12.4); hatva dasyun praryan varnam avat 

(III, 34.9); ayajvanah (1.33.4) mayavan abrahma dasyurarta (IV. 16.9); anasa (V.29.10); akarma dasyur 

abhi no amantur anyavrato amanusah tvam tasyamitrahan vadhar dasasya dambhaya (X.22.8.); mrdhra-

vac (y.29.10). etc. 

 

The word mleccha occurs in Later Vedic literature, e.g. in the Satapatha Brahmana III.2.1.23-24, and is 

essentially a term of contempt for those who cannot speak the Aryan language and only gradually 

comes to acquire the meaning of a barbarian in a cultural sense. The etymology of the word is uncertain 

and does not appear to be Indo-Aryan, although it is said to derive from vac. It is also said to be 

onomatopoeic, based on the strange sounds of an alien tongue. A reference to milakhuka (from Pali 

milakkhu, Sanskrit mleccha) in the Vinaya Pitaka III.28 is explained by Buddhaghosa as, Andha-Damil adi. 

It is not surprising that elsewhere too where Indo-European speakers have migrated and settled, the 

evidence for their presence is largely the Indo-European base of some of the languages of those areas. 

Greek contains elements of pre-Greek languages and the culture of classical Greece is rooted more in 

the pre-existing cultures of the region than in Indo-European culture (Luigi Pareti, The Ancient World, 

Part I; Moses Finlay, The Ancient Greeks; George Thompson, Studies in Ancient Greek Society). The 

culture of the Hittites is derived from the Hattians and only the language is Indo-European. The Mitannis 

worshipped 'Aryan' gods and used technical terms for chariotry which are Indo-European, but their 

language Human is not included in the Indo-European group. Similarly the Kassites had Aryan-sounding 

names but only their ruling class seems to have been familiar with the Indo-European language. The idea 

of a common culture of the Indo-European speakers grew out of philological evidence. Archaeological 

evidence does not support such an idea. It might be worthwhile for philologists to reconsider the 

question of how common in fact was the culture of the Indo-European speakers. Clearly there was an 

early stage when certain ideas and perhaps some institutions were common to the Indo-European 

speakers. This stage is reflected in, for example, parts of the Rg Veda, the Avestan Gathas, the 

inscriptions of the Mitanni 
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and passages of Homer. This forms the starting point of the ideas on comparative mythology developed 

for instance in the Kuhn-Muller theory and more recently in the writings of George Dumezil and Paul 

Thieme, which theories were applied to other areas on the basis of philological evidence. Had the 

spread of the language also resulted in the spread of similar ideas and institutions then there would 

have been a far greater identity in the subsequent development of the cultures of the regions where 

Indo-European languages were spoken. S.C. Malik in Indian Civilisation, The Formative Period (1969), p. 



144, refers to the Aryan superstructure of ideology being imposed upon the earlier socio-economic 

organization. ‘Hence, it was contrary to. the general opinion, not the Aryanisation of India, but rather 

the Indianisation of the Aryan nomadic pastoralist hordes.’ 

 

17. The large concentration of people in the. Harappan towns immediately indicates a different type of 

organization from the smaller settlements of the Painted Grey Ware. Even when describing the 

Harappan cities it is sobering to remember that Kalibangan for instance could hardly have had a 

population larger than 5,000. In cases where a series of. trenches have been cut across a mound it is 

possible to assess the increase or decrease of population in an area of habitation at particular periods by 

comparing the stratigraphy. For example, a comparative study on these lines of P.G. Ware levels and 

N.B.P. levels could provide considerable information. Population estimates are, of course, best carried 

out from the evidence of burials and of habitation sites uncovered in a horizontal excavation. Where the 

latter is not possible, a controlled series of soundings may help. Palaeo- demography has already 

attracted the attention of scholars after the pioneering 

work of Matiga half a century ago. Attempts have been made to compute population 

by studying the relative density of remains, by estimating the mean number of individuals in a village 

site through the habitations and the burials, the land- man ratio in the context of the technology of the 

period, the estimated number of persons required for a co- operative effort, -the setting-up of menhirs, 

and by a variety of statistical methods 

 

18. Attempts can be made to estimate the nature of food production by calculating the area of land 

required to feed a given number of people on the basis of the agricultural technology and possible soil 

conditions of the time. The inter- relation of town and village raises the question of the   precise use of 

the terra ‘urban’ Does it refer to a fortified village, a town or a city? The Indo-European root of pura 

means a wall or a rampart, therefore, although in later periods the word pura referred to a town, in the 

early period it could have been a fortified village. A distinction has also to be maintained between the 

village which becomes an important market and thus the focus of the region, and the town. These 

distinctions in the degrees of urbanization are relevant not only 

to the study of pre-history but also in historical periods. 

 

19. The words dhanya meaning corn or grain, and yava barley, occur in the Rg Veda and in Later Vedic 

literature. Specific words for rice, of which the most frequent is vrihi and others are tandula and sali 

occur only in the Later Vedic literature, e.g., Atharvaveda VI. 140.2  etc; S.K. Chatterjee suggests a 

possible Dravidian origin for vrihi in arichi (History and Culture of the Indian People, vol. I, The Vedic-

Age, p   1449). Wheat is referred to as, godhuma, in Later 
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Vedic literature. It is still not certain whether the rice remains at Lothal indicate rice cultivation or 

merely a wild variety growing in the marshes (Visnu Mittre, unpublished paper read at Patna, 1969, 

‘Environmental Background to the Neolithic-Chalcolithic complex in North-Westem India’). 

Archaeological evidence suggests that rice was the staple food in a major part of the sub-continent 

during this period. The use of the word dhanya for paddy is late. 

 

20. As for example in the Trikandasesa, a supplement to the Namalinganusasana 

of Amarsimha, by Purusottamadeva, who is said to have flourished in the court 

of Laksmanasena in the twelfth century AD. 

 

21. It is not entirely coincidental that the spread of Indo-European elsewhere is 

frequently associated with the arrival of the horse-drawn chariot and on occasion 

with iron technology. 

 

22. It is curious that there should be no substantial remains of at least the metal 

parts of the chariot in various excavations, and particularly at Harappa and Mohenjo- 

daro if we are to accept the theory that these cities were invaded by the Rgvedic people. This is in 

striking contrast to the evidence from Egypt where the new arrivals in their horse-drawn chariots are 

depicted clearly in reliefs and engravings on stone. The Aryan chariot was lighter, had spoked wheels, 

could accommodate three persons and was horse-drawn. It was therefore speedier, had greater 

manoeuvrability and consequently the two combatants had a vantage position (O.R. Gurney, The 

Hittites, p. 104 ff and S. Piggott, Prehistoric India, p. 273 ff). 

 

23. The significance of these improvements is that the socketed iron axe is more efficient in a heavily 

forested region, the iron hoe makes a substantial difference in rice cultivation where more continual 

weeding is necessary than in other crops. This is also suggested in one of the frequently used words for 

‘hoe’ in Vedic literature, stambhaghna, literally that which destroys clumps.  The importance of the iron 

hoe has not received sufficient attention in the evaluation of technological change during this period. 



 

24. The Munda derivation of langala is discussed by J. Przyluski in Bagchi (ed.). Pre-Aryan and Pre-

Dravidian in India, p. 8 ff; also in T. Burrow, The Sanskrit Language, p. 379. It occurs as nangal in 

Dravidian (Dravidian Etymological Dictionary, no. 2368). An attempt to associate it with the Indo-

European leg/ leng as in J. Pokorny, Vergleichens des Worterbuch der Indo-Germanischen Sprachen and 

thereby to link it with Nirukta VI. 26 of Yaska has not been accepted for linguistic reasons (S.K. 

Chatterjee, ‘Non-Aryan Elements in Indo-Aryan’, JGIS, III. 42). It could be added that even from the point 

of view of the technology of the plough, the ploughshare is the central object and not an attachment. 

 

The early occurrence of the word for ‘plough’ in non-Indo-Aryan languages would invalidate the 

suggestion that the Aryan speakers introduced the plough. The possibility that the plough may have 

been known to the Harappans on the basis of a particular sign in the script resembling the Sumerian sign 

for plough has now been confirmed by the last season's excavations at Kalibangan which uncovered the 

furrow marks in a field outside the city's fortification which date to the pre-Harappan period. On a 

purely impressionistic view it 
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seems unlikely that a sufficient food surplus could have been produced to maintain the cities without 

plough agriculture. 

 

25. In the Samhita literature the karmara is respected, but gradually his status becomes low. Rg Veda X. 

72.2; IX. 112.2, Atharvaveda III.5.6. Ultimately the karmara is ranked with the Nisada and the kulala. 

Manu IV.215; Kane, History of the Dharmashastras, II, p. 73. The lowering of the status may have had to 

do with the fact that the smiths were possibly non-tribal artisans, (it has been suggested that the 

copper-smiths were itinerant smiths) who would be allowed commensality and participation in the 

ritual, but not marriage relationships with the tribe. The social rights and obligations of such 

professional groups would be worth examining. 

 



26. The Harappan system of weights has been described as binary in the lower weights--1, 2, 8/3, 16, 32, 

64 ... and decimal in the higher weights. The decimal basis of counting is referred to in the Taittiriya 

Samhita   IV. 40. 11. 4; Maitrayaniya Sam. II.8.14: Kathaka Sam. XVII.10 and XXXK.6; Vajasaneyi Sam. 

XVII.2. There are references to ten raised to the power of twelve, The existence of the earlier binary 

system suggests that calculations may have been on the basis of the square. The commonly used 

cosmoloy of the Babylonians and Sumerians is believed to have had the mathematical base of the 

square. The use of both the square and circular cosmology in Indian sources at this time does suggest 

that new ideas on astronomy may have been in the air. There is a great likelihood that the circular 

theory was first developed among navigators, perhaps the Phoenicians, and would have then travelled 

to those in contact with the Phoenicians. C.P.S. Menon, Early Astronomy and Cosmology, p. 36 ff., makes 

an interesting correlation between the prevalence of the square cosmology and the circular cosmology 

in early India. 

 

27. The need for exact geometrical knowledge arose in part because, although there were a variety of 

shapes permitted for altars such as the falcon, the chariot- wheel, the tortoise, the triangle, etc., their 

area had to be identical. The number of bricks was also prescribed. The geometrical principles involved 

in both creating precisely measured forms and converting one form into another are described in detail 

in the Sulva Sutras. Admittedly most of these texts belong to the end of the Vedic period or even to the 

immediately post-Vedic period. Nevertheless they contain the developed and classified knowledge of 

geometry which must certainly have had earlier beginnings. This geometrical knowledge would be of use 

in other spheres of life as well, as for example in measuring land. 

 

28. One year of twelve months comprising 360 days is frequently referred to in the Rg Veda, 1.164.11; 

1.164.48. A year of 366 days has been suggested on the basis of the Ribhus in Rg Veda IV.33.7. An 

intercalary month in a five-year circle finds mention in a late section of the Rg Veda, X.85.13. An 

intercalary thirteenth month of 30 days in a five-year circle occurs in the atharvaveda, IX.9.19. 

 

A primaeval element in Vedic society is indicated by the fact that magic is a substantial feature in both 

religious and technological concepts. It would be expected therefore that mathematical and 

astronomical knowledge would tend to be hidden in a mesh of symbolism and magic. That this element 

persists is apparent from the consultations with the village pandit which are still a part 
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of the rural scene for determining the ‘right day’ for important agricultural activities such as sowing and 

harvesting. This has implications relating to the calendar as well as the notion of the auspicious day. The 

latter almost certainly derives its sanctity from the former. 

 

It may be mentioned in passing that the Egyptians were by now regularly using the solar calendar. 

Knowledge of this calendar could well have travelled to India around the first millennium B.C. via 

traders. Of course, if the Land of Punt mentioned in Egyptian sources can be identified with India then 

the connection may have been reasonably close (M. Murray, The Splendour that was Egypt, pp. xxi, 20, 

49, 98). Details of expeditions to Punt are recorded as early as the Fifth Dynasty, but Queen Hathshepsut 

of the Eighteenth Dynasty appears to have been the great patron of this trade, (c. 1400 B.C.). 

 

29. In the Indus valley this would be caused by any or all of the following factors: the geological uplift at 

Sehwan resulting in the excessive flooding of the Indus near Mohenjo-daro, the salination of the soil, 

deforestation causing soil erosion and decrease in natural irrigation and thereby rendering agriculture 

difficult, and finally, the termination specifically of the Harappan trade with Sumer in the eighteenth 

century B.C.; apart from a possible attack on the cities of Harappa and Mohenjo-daro. Some of these 

factors are discussed by R.L. Raikes ‘The end of the ancient cities of the Indus’. American Anthropology, 

1964 and ‘The Mohenjo-daro Floods’ Antiquity, 40; G.F. Dales, ‘New Investigations at Mohenjo-daro’ 

Archaeology, 18, 1965; H.T. Lambrick, ‘The. Indus Flood Plain and the Indus Civilisation’, Geographical 

Journal 133, 1967. Detailed discussion of the Sumerian trade is available in L. Oppenheim, Ancient 

Mesopotamia and W.F. Leemans, Foreign Trade in the Old Babylonian Period. The breakdown in trade is 

supported by the fact that the dockyard at Lothal had fallen into disuse by circa 1800 B.C. (Ancient India, 

nos.  18 and 19, 1962-63, p. 213). 

 

30. The trade with Ophira during the reign of Solomon, the obelisk of Shalmanesar 

III depicting Indian elephants, the evidence of Indian teak at Mugheir and in the palace of 

Nebuchandnezzar and a variety of linguistic evidence (some of which is discussed in Rawlinson, 

Intercourse between India and the Western World) would attest to trading contacts between India and 

the Near East. The brahmi script may have originated in western India as a kind of merchant’s code 

partially associated with the Semitic script and in course of time and use in commerce travelled to the 

Ganges valley and to north India where it was perfected for use with Sanskrit and Prakrit. The aramaic 

adaptations in kharosthi clearly arose from commercial and administrative needs. 

 



31. In the Satapatha Brahmana III.2.3.15 and the Kausitaki Brah. VII.6., the speech 

of the Kuru Pancalas and the north generally is extolled and made a model for study. This ties in with the 

fact that Panini is associated with the north. Yet the Punjab had been relegated to the status of a 

mleccha-desa in the Atharvaveda V.22.14. 

 

The linguistic differences between the Punjab and the middle Ganges valley were earlier sought to be 

explained on the basis of the theory that there were two bands of Aryan speakers and this theory was 

developed by Hoernle, A Grammar of the Eastern Hindi compared with the other Gaudian Languages, 
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1880, and by G. Grierson, Languages, I.G.I, vol. I, 1907. More recently, S.K. Chatterjee and S.M. Katre in 

Languages, G.I. 1965, have preferred the argument that the differences are due to many more groups 

mutually interacting. What is perhaps called for at this stage is a comparative study of the linguistic 

structure of the various Prakrits and the pre-Aryan languages.  

 

32. Atharvaveda, V.22.14; Gopatha Brahmana II.9; Vajasaneyi Sam. XXX.5.22; Taittiriya Brah. III.4.1.1; 

Baudhayana Dharma Sutra, 1.1.14.  

 

33. Jules Bloch, ‘Sanskrit and Dravidian,’ in Bagchi (ed.) Pre-Aryan and Pre-Dravidian in India, p. 46 ff. 

The use of the word ghota in Sanskrit is late occurring in such texts as the Apastamba Srauta Sutra 

XV.3.12; ghotaka in Pancatantra V.I0.4., Vikramadityacarita, etc. An early use of ghotaka in Pali occurs in 

Jataka VI.452. 

 

A micro-study of the etymology of place-names, even contemporary place-names, would be revealing 

particularly in the context of early Munda and Dravidian settlement in northern India. Names such as 

Ganga, Kalinga, Anga, Vanga, etc., have already been discussed as probable Munda names, Bagchi, Pre-

Aryan and Pre-Dravidian in India, p. 72 ff. 

 



34. The pattern of settlement at Harappa, Mohenjo-daro, Kalibangan suggests an elite in residence on 

the citadel mound; the large and separate residential area to the east of the citadel occupied by lesser 

status groups; and the single or double-roomed 'workmen's quarters' indicating a third level of 

stratification. The question has often been asked as to who was in authority in the Harappa culture and 

how was authority maintained? The answer could lie in the existence of a caste structure, where a small 

group preserving itself through strict endogamous marriage and organizing its authority through a 

hierarchy of service relationships in which it was assigned a high status, and stressing its ritual purity, 

could have held power. The great Bath at Mohenjo-daro is now almost universally recognized as being 

indicative of an ablution ritual which was probably central to the notion of ritual purity. 

 

35. All tribal societies have a social organization based on kinship relations deriving from rules of 

exogamy and endogamy. Family structure, whether matrilineal or patriarchal, lineage and tribal lidentity 

are some of the features which might be ferreted out of the references to the earlier populations. 

Chalcolithic cultures invariably indicate a division of labour, and where there is trading activity as well, 

the division of labour is intensified. Nor would identity with a particular geographical location be 

precluded. The evidence of the notion of pollution in non-Aryanized societies has been noticed by 

anthropologists and some would regard it as essential to the development of religion and society in 

India (e. g. M.N. Srinivas, Religion and Society among the Coorgs). Thus the pre-requisites for a caste 

structure were available. It could be suggested that a rudimentary form of the caste structure existed in 

the pre-Aryan Ganges cultures and perhaps a better defined form in the Harappa culture. The Rgvedic 

people show an unfamiliarity with this structure which is not surprising if they regarded the non-Aryan 

culture as alien. The division of society into four groups has a single reference in the Purusasukta hymn 

in the late tenth mandala of the Rg Veda (X.90.12). The logic implicit in this particular myth regarding 

the origin of the 
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castes would in itself suggest the re-arranging of endogamous groups into a carefully worked-out 

pattern. The word varna with the connotation of caste is used in the Rg Veda to differentiate between 

two groups, the arya and the dasyu. The later literature clearly refers to the catvaro varnah (Satapatha 

Brah. V.5.4.9.; VI.4.4.13.)and reflects the introduction of the caste system. The expansion to four 

categories would be necessary once society became more complex and endogamous groups were 

incorporated and had to be arranged in a pattern. The jati structure may well reflect the pre-Aryan 

aspect of the caste structure. 

 



36. e.g. Chandogya Upanisad V.10.7; Manu (X.45) makes a distinction between 

the Dasyus who speak the Aryan language and those who do not. 

 

37. The Kirata are referred to as low status tribes in the Vajasaneyi Sam. XXX. 16; 

Taittiriya Brah.m.4.12.l;Atharvaveda X.4.14;MartuX.44,RaghuvamsaXVl.57. 

The Pulinda are similarly referred to in the Aitareya Brahmana, 7.18 XV.20; Asoka's 

Thirteenth Major Rock Edict. 

 

38. The urbanization of the Ganges valley in the first millennium B.C. is often referred 

to as the second urbanization. The crucial factor in this urbanization was iron technology as is evident 

when one compares the N.B.P. levels with P.G.W. levels or black-and-red ware levels. Surplus produce 

and the specialization of crafts both utilizing the dasa-bhrtaka, increase in trade based on production as 

well as improved communication (both by land and through the use of river navigation) all combined to 

make urbanization possible. This in turn produced the characteristics associated with urban culture--the 

building of fortified cities, the introduction of a script (brahmi), the use of coinage (punch-marked coins 

for example), a wide range of intellectual and metaphysical speculation (from the Carvakas to the 

Ajivikas), some of which reflected the requirements and aspirations of the new urban groups--the 

artisans and the merchants and traders.  

 

Unlike the first urbanization in the Indus valley, we have for the Ganges valley enough evidence to be 

able to trace its gradual evolution. The quality of the early urbanization of the Ganges valley as 

compared to that of the Indus valley was less impressive in terms of material culture. But there seems to 

have been a more even distribution of the characteristics of urbanization, suggesting perhaps that the 

perquisites of urban living were concentrated and centralized to a lesser degree than in the Indus 

civilization. 

 

39. The origin of the state is ascribed to a number of interesting factors in early literary sources. We are 

told, for example, that the surplus production of rice led to the emergence of the institution of family 

and private property (initially connoting fields). The state arose because both of these had to be 

protected as also because of the need to prevent conflict between castes {Vayu Purana, VIII, 128-161; 

Mahavastu, I, 342; Markandeya Purana,    743). The literature of the mid-first millennium B.C. indicates 

the beginning of political concepts. This is in contrast to the Rgvedic period where loyalty is primarily 

tribal and where, therefore, government is seen in more simplistic terms, namely, authority invested in 



the tribal chief or leader whose main function is to protect the tribe. This concept is assumed in the 

various stories regarding the appointment of 

Indra as the king, which stories are elaborated upon with the growth of the contractual element in the 

notion of the state in Later Vedic literature (Rg Veda  
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VIII, 35, 86; Aitareya Brah. I. 14; Satapatha Brah. .111.4 2.1-3). The purpose of the contract gradually 

changes from the king protecting the tribe militarily, to the king maintaining the order of the castes and 

also protecting private property (Arthasastra III.1;Manu VII. 17--.35; Santi Parva, 75.l0;Manu X.115). The 

contract is complete when the king is paid one-sixth in tax as his wage for services to the people 

(sadbhagbhrto raja rakset prajam, Baudhayana Dharma Sutra 1.10.6). The king is associated with divinity 

which permits of a different perspective in the notion of contract. 

 

Buddhist texts however indicate the contractual basis of the concept of the state, more clearly as the 

association with divinity is absent (Digha Nikaya, III 84-96; Mahavastu I. 338-48). It was more suited to 

the context of the non-monarchical systems of government. 

 

40. At the level of ritual there was the incorporation of prayers, spells and magic, as for example in the 

Atharvaveda and the Yajurveda. At the level of deities the acceptance of the erstwhile distant Rudra and 

the growth of the Rudra-Siva concept for instance. The recruitment of local priests into the brahman 

fold can be seen not only in the various purification rites for those of degenerate castes, such as the 

Vratyastoma, but is also perhaps reflected in the mysterious origin of many brahman gotras. The 

concession to the worship of the mother goddess, to any appreciable extent, is a later phenomenon as 

also the acceptance of phallic worship. 

 

41. Pargiter’s attempt to sort out the genealogies on the basis of Aryan and non-Aryan has been 

criticized. It is possible that, eventually, the Puranic genealogies will be found to be more true to the 

essence of the history of this period since they are not concerned with the Aryan problem as such but 

with the activities of a large number of tribes and kings in northern India It is interesting that the two 

royal lineages, the Ailas and Iksvakus are both based in the Ganges valley, from where' various lineages 

move in various directions. 

 



The vamsavali tradition has as its genesis the myth of the Flood and this agrees in many particulars with 

the Sumerian Flood legend. Indeed it is the agreement in details which is so striking. What is even more 

interesting is that the traditional date of the kaliyuga according to the astronomical tradition of 

Aryabhata works out to about 3102 B.C., which agrees with the archaeological date ascribed to the 

flooding of Shuruppak in Sumer which is probably the genesis of the Sumerian Flood legend (C. Leonard 

Woolley, The Early Periods--Ur, Excavations, vol. IV, 1956; M. Mallowan, ‘Noah’s Flood Reconsidered’, 

Iraq, XXVI, 1964). The reference to this legend in Vedic literature is late, in the Satapatha Brah. 1.8.1.1. 

and the Kathaka Sam. XI.2 Had. the legend been of Aryan origin, one would expect it to occur in the Rg 

Veda or be associated with the Avestan tradition rather than the Sumerian The legend relating to the 

genesis of a people is after all of prime importance. Considering the close contacts between the Harappa 

culture and the Sumerians, it is possible that the same legend may have been used as a genesis in both 

cultures and the Puranic genealogies may therefore contain a pre-Aryan tradition. R.C. Hazra’s very able 

studies of the Puranic sources point to some non-Vedic religious contents in the Puranas. 

 

As regards the mythological sections, the initial legend alone raises a host 
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of interesting ideas: the concept of the Flood as genesis, the use of the sun and the moon as the symbol 

of the two royal lineages, (Suryavamsi and Candravamsi) and the association of these in the tribal 

mythology of India and elsewhere; the fact that the Aila lineage derives its name from the sole daughter 

of Manu, Ila who married the son of the moon deity (Soma), suggests a matrilineal-cum-mother goddess 

tradition. 

 

42. Magadha in the period from 400 B.C. to A.D. 400 saw the rise of the Mauryas and the Guptas; the 

Raichur-Bijapur region in the period from 500 to 1200 was the nucleus of Calukya and Rastrakuta power 

and the Kanchi-Tanjore region in the same period was the homeland of the Pallavas and Colas. Other 

areas also gave rise, to important dynasties, but generally to only a single dynasty in a shorter period, 

e.g. Kannauj under Harsa, Bengal under the Palas, etc. 

 

43. We know that various groups were recruited to the brahman varna and that 

their status within the varna could change; thus the Kuru-Pancala brahmans looked 



down upon the Magadha brahmans (Jataka 11.83 Aitereya Brah. VIII. 14), the 

Gandhara brahmans are described with contempt in the Rajatarangini (I. 306 ff) yet are regarded as 

respectable in the Bhavisya Purana. It is also evident that families of non-ksatriya origin became rulers or 

were given ksatriya status through fabricated genealogies. Thus the Nandas are described as sudras in 

the Puranas. The Candella kings claimed Candravamsi lineage and ksatriya status in spite of obscure 

origins and having acquired the status continued to marry into the local Gond families. There is an 

absence of any reference to the vaisya varna in certain parts of India. The composition of the sudra 

varna varied from region to region and its role was different in south India as compared to the Ganges 

valley. When we cease to look at early Indian society as a static, 

rigid structure stratified into immobile castes, we then begin to see considerable evidence to suggest 

the contrary. R.S. Sharma, Social Changes in Early Medieval India (1969), has shown the emergence of 

various new castes in the period A.D. 500-1200. A recent study using social anthropology, that of   N. 

Wagle, Society at the Time of the Buddha (1966), is a pointer to the possibilities not only in the field of 

interdisciplinary studies, but also the extraction of a more realistic picture of the times from the sources. 

  

Puranic Lineages and Archaeological Cultures 

 

At a seminar in Poona in 1964, Professor Sankalia initiated discussion on the subject of Traditional Indian 

Chronology and Carbon-14 Dates of Excavated Sites by stating that his paper was an essay in 

speculation. The speculation continues. In the absence of contemporary written records or deciphered 

scripts any attempt to correlate archaeological material with traditional accounts of the past becomes a 

venture into speculation. This is particularly so as the literary sources represent accretions over a period 

of many centuries and the archaeological evidence is partial, supported more by exploration than 

excavation, and ultimately based on vertical rather than horizontal excavation. It is therefore again very 

much as a speculative enterprise that an attempt is being made here to compare the excavated material 

with the historical tradition in the general time bracket of the second and early first millennia B.C. The 

attempt arises not from a need to insist on a correlation of tradition and archaeology but is more in the 

nature of an investigation of the tradition which may perhaps be carrying an element of historical 

memory for which archaeology might provide some evidence. 

 

Earlier attempts to correlate archaeology and the literary sources have in the main focused on the 

question of identifying the Aryans (and inevitably the Dravidians as well), and trying out a variety of 

archaeological cultures--perhaps the most plausible identification being with the Painted Grey Ware 

culture.1 But the term ‘aryan’ covers a wide range of groups and geographical distribution, quite apart 

from its ethnic connotation of its distinctiveness as a geographical culture being ambiguous in the 

texts.2 Nor are we clear about the nature of ‘aryanisation’ at this time and the channels through which it 



proceeded. More recently the focus has been narrowed to that of examining particular cultures in the 

light of a single literary text. Here the use of epic literature raises some fundamental problems, since 

epic literature in 

 

From Puratattva, vol.?, 1975,pp. 86-98. 
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particular in all societies is the survival of many encrustations in the form of events and locations 

introduced through interpolations. If ever higher criticism and textual analyses manage to unravel the 

original Ramakatha and Bharata-katha the result may be somewhat startling to those who take even the 

critical editions of the Ramayana and the Mahabharata as the earliest, original epics.3 A morepromising 

investigation has been the attempt to correlate some aspects of the Painted Grey Ware culture with the 

Later Vedic Literature where the emphasis has not been so much on the identity of the geographical 

distribution as on the correlation of the social and economic data from both the literary and the 

archaeological sources.4 

 

The attempt in this paper will be to narrow the literary focus still further although the framework of 

archaeological cultures relates to virtually the whole of northern India. It has been suggested in the past 

that some of the archaeological cultures may be linked to the major lineages of the early tradition and in 

this connection the Painted Grey Ware (hereafter referred to as the PGW) has been associated with the 

Purus and the Chalcolithic Black and Red Ware (hereafter referred to as the BRW) with the 

Yadus/Yadavas.5 The suggestions have largely been casual and there has been little attempt to use  the 

history of 
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the lineages and see to what extent it tallies with the archaeological data. The vamsanucarita sections of 

some of the mojor Puranas give a fairly detailed listing of lineages which would suggest that they carried 



some importance in the tradition. Societies which stress social organization (as did the ancient Indian 

society) usually place a heavy accent on the preservation of some memory of lineages. In this case the 

details appear to be confused since personal names are often mixed with tribal names and geographical 

place-names. This may be due to the compilation of the texts dating to a period much later (mid-first 

millennium A.D.) than that to which the events apparently relate: also that the concern of the compilers 

was not so much to record the actual descent of kings but perhaps more appropriately the distribution 

of tribes and peoples. As such the genealogies are not apparently factual information on history and 

chronology but they can be examined as records of a general pattern of settlements and migrations. I 

am not therefore in this paper primarily concerned with the chronology of the lineages since that is an 

almost insurmountable problem. The reliability of Puranic chronology per se has yet to be proven.6 This 

paper is an attempt to investigate other types of evidence which lineage records can supply and which 

can perhaps be examined in the light of archaeological data. 

 

The vamsanucarita sections, describing as they do the two major descent groups--the 

lksvaku/Suryavamsa and the Aila/Candravamsa-and the fanning out of these groups, include as their 

geographical framework the whole of northern India.7 The archaeology of the Iksavaku areas, 

essentially Ayodhya, Videha and Vaisali, is substantially unknown as yet for this period. This paper will 

therefore be concerned only with the Candravamsa lineages; and in that too the discussion will be 

limited to the obviously more significant lineages, that of the Puru and the Yadava, which also happen to 

relate to the area where fairly substantial archaeological material is available. 

 

The lineage commences with Ila the daughter of Manu born from a sacrifice performed by Manu, which 

in some texts is associated with the termination of the Great Deluge from which Manu was saved by the 

Matsyavatara of Visnu.8 Ila gives birth to Pururavas whose great-grandson is Yayati. Of Yayati’s five sons, 

the eldest is Yadu and the youngest is Puru, the middle ones being Anu, Druhyu and Turvasa. Yadu, the 

rightful successor, displeases his father and is banished to the south/west and Puru the youngest 

inherits the madhya-desa. The descent of the Paurava line is geographically concentrated and relates 
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to the Indo-Gangetic divide and the Ganga-Yamuna Doab and its environs, whereas the Yadavas spread 

out over the Aravalli region, Gujarat, Malwa, the Narmada valley, the northern Deccan and the eastern 

Ganges valley. The descent groups of the three middle sons are relatively unimportant according to the 



texts. The line of Turvasa merges with the Puru fairly early and that of Druhyu associated with Gandhara 

and the extreme north-west is referred to as producing the mlecchas after a few generations. The 

descendants of Anu survived in central Punjab and Sind and one branch is said to have migrated to the 

extreme east, Anga, Vanga, Pundra, etc.; only the lineages of Puru and Yadu are listed in detail and at 

great length (see Genealogical Table at the end). 

 

The Flood is in many historical traditions a time-marker, clearing away the past as it were and initiating a 

new era. It need not therefore refer to an actual flood.9 It is however a useful point for our purposes 

since it also provides a possible archaeological correlation with the decline of the major cities of the 

Indus civilization. The attempted correlation here will therefore be with the archaeological cultures 

which succeed the Harappan. Until recently the Flood would have been acceptable as a useful starting 

point for the cultures of the western Ganges valley as well; but now there is a debate on this question 

involving the explanation for the peculiar characteristics of the Ochre Colour Pottery (OCP).10 Even if 

one of the theories regarding the possibility of a flood in the upper Doab is accepted, it could still not be 

correlated with the legend, for, in order to do this, the flood would have to be dated to the end of the 

third millennium B.C. and have occurred prior to the OCP culture, whereas the argument is that the 

rolled condition of the OCP sherds is due to the settlements suffering from a flood in the mid-second 

millennium B.C. However, whether or not there was a massive deluge, there seems to have been a 

major disturbance in the river systems of the Indo-Gangetic divide and this may have taken the form of 

flooding in some areas and desiccation in others. The two predominant cultures of the post-Harappan 

period (during the second and early first millennia B.C.) are quite unmistakably the PGW and the BRW. 

The antecedents and evolution of these two will therefore have to be considered. The keeping of 

lineages and genealogical records (in howsoever garbled a form) is also associated generally with 

societies at a stage which would be regarded as Chalcolithic in archaeological terms, since the 

motivation for maintaining lineage records stems from kinship organization and property relations, both 

of which would become 
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more complex in Chalcolithic societies as compared to earlier societies.  

 

Evidence of the late Harappan culture in the northern area is available  at sites along the river-bed of the 

Sarasvati (especially in Ganganaga district), in the watershed between the Indus and Ganges systems 

and in the upper Doab (in Saharanpur, Meerut, Bulandshahr and Gurgaon districts). The latter two 

regions are areas of relatively uniform elevation (200-500 m.) and suggest a movement generally along 



the river lines The suggested Carbon-14 dates for the peripheral sites of the late Harappan are 2200-

1700 B.C.11 It is also in these two regions that there is now growing evidence of other cultures, either 

co-existent with the Harappan or else continuing into the post-Harappan period. Of the first then appear 

to be a continuity of pre-Harappan cultures into the second millennium B.C. at sites in the Sutlej valley 

and the upper Sarasvati (e.g. Bara and Siswal A).12 Of the second, the OCP begins during the Harappan 

period and continues into the post-Harappan, with a mean date of 1880 B.C. Variations in the OCP 

culture suggest some affinities with the Harappan (as at Bara and Bahadarabad) with a noticeably more 

independent development in sites further south in the Doab (as at Atranjikhera, Lai Qila and Saipai).13 

However, the concentration of the OCP is strikingly heavier in the upper Doab in Saharanpur district. 

This would suggest a more cohesive geographical settlement in the *** Doab with a diffused movement 

southwards, thinning out towards the southernmost site at Noh. Eastwards it extends to Saheth-Maheth 

*** the region to the east of the Ganges has not so far produced much evidence of the OCP. Earlier 

associated with nomadic groups, the recent escavations at Lai Qila, Mitathal and Saipai indicate fairly 

settled peasant communities.14 If the Copper Hoards are to be associated with the OCP then the 

Chalcolithic nature of this culture would be well-established. Furthermore, since the OCP was in contact 

with the Harappan settlements some survivals of the latter into the OCP culture are possible even if the 

OCP was not a degenerate form of the Harappan culture.  

 

With the termination of the OCP in the late second millennium B.C. there appears to be a hiatus 

between it and the succeeding PGW culture. This is evident from those sites where the PGW settlers 

occupied the earlier OCP sites and which register a break in occupation between the two cultures. The 

earlier date for PGW, c. 1100 B.C. would have indicated a short break in occupation, but the more recent 

date of c. 800 B.C. suggests a longer period. If the contention is correct that the weathering of the OCP 

sherds is due to extended exposure then 
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a long hiatus between the OCP and the PGW will be further supported. It does however seem unlikely 

that there should be a uniform date for the PGW, considering the extensive area over which the culture 

is distributed, an area which includes the Ravi and Sutlej valleys, the erstwhile Sarasvati valley, the Indo-

Gangetic divide and the entire Doab and its environs extending eastwards to the Gomati (Bahraich and 

Varanasi districts ) and westwards to Rohtak, Hissar, Ajmer and Jaipur districts. The distribution of PGW 

sites in the Doab tends to adopt a pattern of settlement closely following the banks of rivers and their 

tributaries.15 It may well turn out that the Ravi and Sutlej valley PGW is a little earlier and that of the 



Doab, associated with iron, a little later. The sites along the southern fringes of the Doab appear to be of 

a later date than those of the upper Doab, and places still further south (e.g. Ujjain, Broach, etc.) register 

the arrival of the PGW even later, as an immediate prelude to or in association with iron and the 

Northern Black Polished Ware.16 The predominance of the PGW over the OCP is based not merely on 

the substantially larger area of distribution, but also on individual settlements being larger, with a well-

defined material culture, and the increasing use of iron technology. The latter appears to have been 

introduced gradually with a shift from copper to iron.17 

 

The association of PGW sites and the places mentioned in the Mahabharata has been discussed at 

length.18 But the events of the Mahabharata focus on the last part of the Puru lineage. Taken as a 

whole the Puru lineage seems to have three distinct phases.19 The first phase is from Puru to Bharata, 

the second sees the segmentation of the main lineage into four groups with a consequent expansion of 

the territory held by the lineage and the third is the descent from Kuru to the period of the 

Mahabharata war (see Genealogical Table at the end). 

 

The first phase is probably reflected in some of the hymns of the Rg Veda where the Purus are described 

as a tribe dwelling on the two grassy banks of the Sarasvati and associated  both in war and friendship 

with the Bharatas.20 There is the curious use of the epithet mrdhra vac for the Purus in the Rg Veda 

suggesting that they spoke insultingly or discordantly; and the Satapatha Brahmana refers to Puru as an 

ancient king who was an Asura Raksasa and was overthrown by the Bharata.21 This could be a reference 

to the famous Dasarajna battle described in the Rg Veda or else to the coalescing of the Purus and the 

Bharatas 
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to form the Kuru-Pancala. In terms of the Puru lineage these events would relate to the last part of the 

first phase of the lineage just prior to the segmentation. It is interesting that the inclusion of Bharata in 

the Puranic genealogy is immediately followed by a curious story. We are told that Bharata was 

dissatisfied with his own sons and therefore adopted the son of Bharadvaja to succeed him. Could 

adoption be the mythological symbol of the amalgamation of tribes? The etymology of the name 

Bharadvaja is explained as ‘one who is borne (bhara) by two progenitors (dvija)’.22 The archaeological 



association of the first phase of the Puru lineage, i.e., from Puru to Bharata, could be with either the 

OCP or may have been carried as part of the surviving tradition into the early PGW. At the end of this 

phase there was a break represented by Bharata adopting sons in the genealogy, after which there was 

a commencement with the PGW correlated in the genealogy with the second phase of segmentation 

after Hastin. 

 

At the start of what we have called the second phase the city of Hastinapur is said to have been founded 

by Hastin and thereafter the Puru lineage divides into segments with each segment controlling a distinct 

area of territory. The segmentation is in effect an augmentation of the lineage and would reflect an 

increase in numbers which required migration into the neighbouring areas. What appears to have been 

the main line continued at Hastinapur. The other segments consisted of the line established in North 

Pancala, South Pancala and the successors of Dvimidha whose geographical base is not clear.23 What is 

interesting about the distribution of these segments is that the Puru now covers a wider geographical 

area and this area tallies fairly closely with that of the distribution of PGW sites. The watershed region 

and the upper Doab would constitute what later came to be known as the land of the Kurus. North 

Pancala (north of the Ganges and east of the upper Doab) with its capital at Ahicchatra has produced 

PGW sites as has, to an even greater degree, South Pancala (south of the Ganges as far as the junction of 

the Chambal and the Yamuna) with its capital at Kampilya. The Dvimidha line may have been located In 

the Rohtak and Hissar region which is also associated with PGW. The break in descent after Bharata and 

the segmentation may well indicate a new cultural element in terms of the lineage record. The ceramic 

tradition of the PGW is from every point of view--fabric, firing, shape, design and function--a new 

feature and does not have any connections with the earlier ceramic tradition of this region. The 

associated wares and 
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other artefacts from PGW sites suggest a materially far more prosperous people than the authors of 

earlier cultures of the Doab. It would seem feasible that this material culture provided the base for the 

emergence of states with a monarchical system of government in which the control of agricultural land 

and rights to succession would play a major role. The excavation at Hastinapur shows an OCP occupation 

followed by a break and then the very substantial PGW occupation. It is clear that the potentiality for 



urbanization came with the PGW culture and not the earlier one. The segmentation and consequent 

migration of the lineage would coincide not only with the diffusion of PGW but also the consolidation of 

the emergent kingdoms beginning to exploit the newly introduced iron technology. 

 

The third phase of the genealogy is marked by the name of Kuru in the descent list. By now, relations 

between the Kurus and the Pancalas were established both through lineage connections as well as the 

occasional rivalry of neighbouring kingdoms. We are told that soon after this one of the Kuru kings, 

Vasu, branched off and conquered Cedi (on the southern fringe of the Yamuna) and Magadha (southern 

Bihar), both areas said to be previously in the hands of the Yadava tribes.24 If the Bhind district can be 

identified with the Cedi kingdom there is some evidence of the inter-mixture of PGW and BRW from 

surface collections; but the stratigraphical sequence awaits excavation.25 In Magadha, however, 

although BRW is known, PGW is absent. We are further told that Vasu’s five sons carved out new 

kingdoms, with Brhadratha founding a dynasty at Magadha, Kusa ruling the territory of Vatsa from 

Kausambi and the other three ruling the kingdoms of Cedi, Karusa and possibly Matsya. The sequence at 

Kausambi from the excavator's reports suggests that the earliest levels show an affinity with pottery 

from Navdatoli and western India and that the PGW marks the second culture phase.26 The date 

suggested for the founding of Kausambi by the excavator has been questioned as being too early.27 The 

important point for our purposes however is that the PGW should post-date the BRW, however small be 

the evidence of either. A late date would fit better with the lineage account. Karusa, generally identified 

with the Shahbad district of Bihar, provides evidence of a BRW settlement but no PGW, The Matsyas, 

often located in the Alwar-Jaipur region, may be indicated by the mixed BRW and PGW evidence but the 

stratigraphy is not clear,28 although the arrival of the PGW at Noh in the adjoining area appears to be 

late.29 If the lineage correlations 
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with archaeological cultures referred to so far have any validity then these kingdoms should relate to 

the period just prior to the NBP since they are mentioned late in the lineage. 

 

The suggested correlation of the Yadava lineage with the Chalcolithic BRW30 also needs to be examined 

closely. BRW unlike PGW had a much earlier start, in c. 2000 B.C., and in some of the sites in Saurashtra 

and Kutch is associated with the late Harappan (e.g. Surkotada, Amra, Bhatiravdi). If the white-painted 

BRW is of the same genesis as the plain BRW, then it can be said to have travelled from western India in 

two directions. One was along the Arayalli Hills, with a base in the Banas valley (c. 2000-1800 B.C. at 

Ahar), continuing in the direction of the Ganga-Yamuna Doab where plain BRW dates to c. 1200 B.C. or 



later (Atranjikhera Noh). At sites in this region where the BRW and the PGW occur mixed in the same 

stratum, either the BRW date will have to be made later or the PGW date somewhat earlier than c. 800 

B.C. In the few sites in the Doab itself where BRW occurs it is generally mixed with PGW.31 An 

unpainted, plain BRW is also found along the Yamuna as far north as the Indo-Gangetic divide and dating 

to the end of the second millennium B.C. The second direction in which the BRW appears to have 

travelled was along the Narmada valley and into Malwa and central India, largely following the river 

valleys and later going eastwards to Bihar, the middle Ganges valley and, ultimately, to the eastern 

Ganges valley (c. 1650 B.C. at Navdatoli, c. 1500 B.C. at Eran and c. 1200 B.C. at Mahisdal and Chirand). 

That there was a diffusion of the technique seems apparent. The further southward extension of the 

BRW via the west coast and through Vidarbha seems to have occurred later. The BRW therefore 

essentially skirts round the Doab and the substantial concentrations of this culture occur in Kutch, 

Kathiawar, and in the districts of Udaipur, Bhilwara, Bharatpur, Indore, Bhind, Ghazipur, Mirzapur and 

Varanasi.32 

 

This geographical distribution in terms of the traditional lineages would evidently point to the Yadavas. 

The association of the Yadavas with Kathiawar is mentioned more than once. The Puranas state that 

Raivata, the grandson of Anarta, was established at Kusasthali (Dvarka as it came to be called later) but, 

on having to be away at the court of Brahma, he returned to find that many centuries had passed.33 In 

the interval Kusasthali had been conquered by a Raksasa and Raivata’s brothers had fled in various 

directions. The Andhaka-Vrsni were now ruling at Dvarka. This story which suggests an original dispersal 

in 
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 various directions from the Kathiawar region would agree with the archaeological pattern. But the story 

of Yadu in the Puranas suggests that he came from the madhya-desa although he finally established 

himself in western India. 

 

The Rg Veda refers to Indra helping the Yadus across the flood.34 In one hymn they are said to have 

come from across the sea and in another from afar. This could be explained as their having come from 

Gujarat near the sea. The Rg Veda also associates them with wealth in cattle and horses and it is 

significant that among the earliest evidences for the horse are the remains from Surkotada.35 The 

Harivamsa states that Yadu had his capital at Anarta (Kathiawar) and that his maternal grandfather was 

the Raksasa Madhu whose territory, which extended from Anarta to Mathura, was conquered by the 

Yadavas.36 This would suggest a movement along the Aravallis towards the Doab. It would also imply 



that the Yadus had control over a part of the madhya-desa, namely Mathura,’which control in the 

Puranas is suggested as being of a late period with the emergence of the Andhaka-Vrsni segments. One 

of the important segments of the Yadava lineage was that of the Satvata from whom were descended 

three major clans--the Andhaka, the Vrsni and the Devavrdha. The emergence of these clans occurs 

fairly late, just prior to the third or Kuru phase of the Puru lineage, which, on the basis of the 

archaeological correlation suggested with the PGW, would date it at approximately c. 1000 B.C. or even 

a little later. The Andhaka and Vrsni are closely linked with the Mathura region from where they are said 

to have fled when attacked by Jarasandha of Magadha and finally settled in Dvarka. For this there is little 

archaeological confirmation since the presence of BRW is, so far at least, virtually absent at Mathura 

(barring a small amount at Sonkh) and the excavations at Dvarka have not as yet reached possible BRW 

levels.37 The lineage of Devavrdha is said to have been connected with the Parnasa river (the modern 

Banas) and the Mt. Abu region.38 In terms of archaeological correlation, the occupation of the Banas 

region by the Yadavas should have occurred earlier. 

 

The more adventurous group of Yadava lineages are those which come under the title of the Haihaya 

clans. These were in the main, five, all of whom called themselves Talajangha (perhaps with the palm 

tree as totem?).39 Among these were included the Saryata (whose ancestors had fled from Kusasthali), 

Bhoja, Vitihotra, Avanti and Tundikera. The Haihayas moved along the Narmada and are believed to 

have captured 
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Mahismati from the Karkotaka Naga and fortified it as an important settlement.40 According to the 

tradition the Haihayas are credited with attacking Kasi, presumably making their way through central 

India to the Son-Yamuna Doab. The BRW presence is attested to in these areas often at the earliest 

level. The Haihayas are also said to have overrun Ayodhya and to have come into conflict with Vaisali 

and Videha.41 From all these places, as from Kasi, the Haihayas are said to have been driven back. The 

evidence of BRW is not as yet available from Ayodhya and Vaisali but the extension of BRW to eastern 

Uttar Pradesh and Bihar is of a later date than its occurrence in Rajasthan and Madhya Pradesh. It was 

also a Yadava prince who is said to have wandered in the upper reaches of the Narmada and finally 

settled in the hills where the Ken rises. His son Vidarbha went in a southerly direction and established 

the kingdom of Vidarbha. The BRW from sites in Vidarbha (e.g. Paunar and Kaundanpur) is later than 

that from sites along the Narmada.42 

 

Thus the Yadava lands were Kathiawar and the areas drained by the Banas, Chambal, Betwa, Ken, 

Narmada and pockets along the Yamuna, all of which are areas associated with the migration of BRW 



people, provided that the north Indian variants in the BRW ceramic type can all be said to belong to one 

cultural foundation. The record of the Yadava lineage in the Puranas virtually terminates with the events 

of the Mahabharata war. The association of the Yadavas with Kathiawar however continued as late as 

the seventh century A.D. with the epigraphical reference to a Yadava family ruling at Simhapura.43 The 

medieval period sees a revival of the seeking of connections with the Yadava lineage. This is perhaps 

most insistent in the thirteenth century A.D. with the reference in the south Indian tradition to the 

eighteen Yadava clans who are believed to have migrated from the north to the Deccan and further 

south under the leadership of Agastya.44 The date for this 'event' has been calculated to the eighth 

century B.C. The Yadavas are said to have settled initially mainly along the west coast as far south as 

Kerala. It has been argued that the eighteen clans of the Velir of the Sangam period were Yadavas.45 A 

number of medieval dynasties of the western half of the peninsula--the Tuluvas, Rastrakutas, Hoysalas, 

Yadavas of Devagiri--claim Yadava descent.46 The Ay chiefs of Aykkudi of the ninth century A.D. claim to 

be of the Vrsnikula as also the Musaka kings who link themselves with Haihaya origins.47 Is this sheer 

fantasy, or is it an attempt to acquire status, 
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or does it reflect the persistence of descent (or supposed descent) even in very changed historical 

circumstances? The interest in this tradition lies in the coincidence of the diffusion of BRW associated 

with the megalithic culture in the peninsula during the first millennium B.C., an association which is a 

new feature. A detailed technical and comparative investigation of the BRW ceramic industry associated 

with the northern Chalcolithic and the southern Megalithic would go a long way towards clarifying the 

problem. As it stands there is at least a superficial similarity between the two ceramic industries but this 

may not be found viable on further analysis. 

 

The Yadu lineage has a greater tendency to branch off into segments and this process takes the 

segmented lineages over a larger geographical area than that of the Purus. The branching off starts 

earlier in the Yadu lineage with the Haihayas emerging in the eighth generation whereas the first 

segmentation of the Purus takes place as late as the fifty-first generation.48 This may in part be 

accounted for by the fact that the alluvial plains of the Doab could contain a larger population and the 

exploitation of agricultural resources could be confined to a more limited area as compared to Rajasthan 



and Madhya Pradesh where movement along the river valleys would be necessary for a growing 

population and demands on agriculture. The Yadava lineages do subscribe to a higher degree to one of 

the chief functional purposes of segmentary lineages, namely, predatory expansion.49 In a pastoral-

cum-agrarian society pastoralism would be more conducive to movement and would also provide the 

motive in the search for new grazing lands. The ability to segment suggests political flexibility and an 

economy not too deeply embedded in sedentary plough agriculture. Political flexibility and the absence 

of the social hierarchy of monarchical systems is reflected in the seemingly more egalitarian inter-clan 

relations of the Yadava lineage. Their pastoral economy is frequently referred to. Possibly the bull cult, 

evident from some sites linked with the BRW (Kayatha, Eran, Banas) may also have been a part of this.50 

In the movement from Kathiawar and Kutch via the Banas valley to the edge of the Doab the migration 

might have been along the copper producing areas of the Aravallis especially as the Ahar copper 

artefacts appear to have been produced from local ore.51 The culture may have lost its momentum 

when it arrived in areas already familiar with copper technology such as the Ganga-Yamuna Doab. The 

search for new settlements would also have brought them into conflict with microlithic and neolithic 
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cultures already occupying these lands, such as the Bagor culture or the earliest phase of the Malwa 

culture. These would be food-gathering and herding groups or agriculturalists at a pre-metal age. Can 

these be identified, as has been suggested, with the Nagas, Pulindas, etc., which are mentioned in the 

literary sources?52 The archaeological remains of these would be difficult to locate as most of them 

would have been absorbed into the Chalcolithic culture. 

 

The ecological context of most BRW sites, barring those of eastern India, suggests a more generalized 

reliance on a subsistence economy, with pockets of a more advanced economy. There appears to be a 

tendency to remain within a similar ecological bracket, with settlements on elevated plateau regions of 

lightly wooded vegetation cover, huts with pot-holes and wattle and daub walls, large-sized or multiple 

hearths and a substantial meat diet: This would in part explain the gradual succumbing of the BRW 

Chalcolithic to the iron-using PGW in the mid-first millennium B.C. and it would be worth investigating 

whether the extension of the BRW into a new ecological area in the eastern Ganges valley was due to 

association with iron technology. Indeed it might also explain, in reverse, how the more advanced iron 

technology of the peninsula Megalithic cultures (whatever may have been their origins) withstood for a 

considerable period the advance of the northern cultures. Was the migration of the Yadava clans into 



the peninsula (if the tradition is correct) carried out on the backs of the newly emergent Megalithic 

culture, or can the continuity of the Yadavas and their traditions be explained by assimilation into the 

existing megalithic culture? 

 

The attempt to link the Puru and Yadava lineages with certain archaeological cultures as examined in 

this paper has resulted in some echoes of identification, but nothing more definite than that can be said 

at this point. The identification remains speculative and requires both more information and more 

analyses before anything conclusive can be stated. Even this suggested identification raises a number of 

problems. The first of these is the problem of chronology. The start of the lineage is indirectly connected 

with the Flood. If the flood referred to is to be related to the only known major flood of the 

protohistoric period, the flood on the Indus, then it would date to c. 2000 B.C. and, even assuming a 

MASCA correction for Indian sites, can, at most, be taken back to 2400 B.C. This is still very much later 

than one of the dates which is associated with the start of the lineages, 3102 B.C. 
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Was the flood in the lineage records mythical and borrowed perhaps from the Sumerian king-lists where 

the flood plays a dominant role and is archaeologically not entirely speculative? 

 

Further, if the Kuru section or the third phase of the Puru lineage is to be identified with the PGW, then 

the date of the Mahabharata war cannot be earlier than c. 800 B.C. and was probably later. This would 

again conflict with the traditional chronology where the minimum time-span between Mahapadma 

Nanda and Pariksit is 1050 years which would place Pariksit in approximately the fifteenth century 

B.C.53 This lack of fit between chronology, archaeology and genealogy can perhaps be partially resolved 

if it is assumed that the listing of the generations was not meant to be a precise time-reckoning (in 

which case regnal years would have been mentioned), but rather a means of providing an approximate 

notion of the chronological framework. This is also indicated by the fact that not all the names listed in 

the genealogies are personal names (or even used in later times as personal names): some are quite 

clearly geographical place names and others are tribal names. Furthermore, it is as well to keep in mind 

that the tradition was compiled as a conscious attempt to record the past many centuries after the 

events referred to. As in all such records there would be a strong element of reorganizing the material to 

suit contemporary needs. The tradition itself therefore needs to be looked at more analytically. Many 

scholars have pointed out that the tradition is the end result of a series of encrustations and until these 



can be prised apart the tradition cannot be accepted as an entity. With reference to the Mahabharata 

war, one view among scholars maintains that the original war was fought between the Kurus and the 

Pancalas.54 It is not impossible that the original Bharata referred to in Vedic literature55 and 

differentiated from the Mahabharata may have concerned an earlier section of the Puru lineage and 

may have referred to a battle fought some time in the second millennium B.C. and that this katha may 

have been appropriated by a later epic concerning the Kuru-Pandava conflict. Sukthankar’s analysis of 

the Bhrguisation of the Mahabharata, for example, shows clearly that attempted synchronisms from 

traditional sources are not as simple as they may seem at first glance.56 

 

The second major problem raised by the identifications examined in this paper is the inevitable question 

of identifying the Indo-Aryan speakers. Undoubtedly the simplest solution would be to say that all the 

archaeological cultures were Indo-Aryan speaking: yet the contradiction 
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is that the language of the Rg Veda shows evidence of non-Aryan elements, which evidence grows 

stronger in the later Vedic literature, suggesting that the substratum cultures were non-Aryan 

speaking.57 The older Purus (whom we have tried to identify with the OCP) are described as Asura 

Raksasa, yet it is their descendants (if the lineage is correct)-the Kuru-Pancalas- in whose land the best 

Sanskrit is spoken.58 If Puru was a distant figure of the past as he appears to have been to the Later 

Vedic literature and there was a break in the lineage after Bharata, then Puru may well have been called 

an Asura Raksasa by more recent cultural groups such as the people of the PGW. The PGW could well 

reflect the arrival and settlement of a group such as the Indo-Aryan speakers since there is a hiatus 

between the OCP and the PGW and the latter is technologically and otherwise more advanced. This 

could be a neat hypothesis but for two problems: firstly, the Rg Veda would have to be dated to the 

start of the PGW period (c. 800 B.C unless an earlier period can be suggested for the Punjab river 

valleys), which would seem late for the Rg Veda; and secondly, the origin of the PGW culture would have 

to be traced and this remains an enigma. Lin with Iran suffer from an absence of any well-defined 

migratory route. So far, the possible link seems to be via the Swat Valley Grave cult! (Ghaligai V and 

Timargarha II and III),59 and that too assuming that there was a major change in pottery type and other 

cultural facets on arrival in the Punjab, a change conditioned by local needs. This remains very tentative 

evidence at best. (In tracing such migrations or cultural continuities it might be worthwhile to examine 

the substratum pottery such as the grey ware and the red ware which occur as associate wares with 

more noticeable ceramic types.) 

 



If the Rg Veda is sought to be equated with the post-Harappan cultures of the second millennium B.C. 

(and on linguistic grounds it ca be taken any earlier) with a geographical focus in north-western India 

conforming to the sapta-sindhava of the text, there is a striking absence of uniformity in any of the 

cultures variously identified as ‘Aryan’, i.e. the Jhukar, Cemetery H and the Gandhara Grave Culture.60 

from lack of uniformity there is also an absence of any group of common traits--settlement patterns, 

artefacts, weapons, burial customs--which could be said to indicate a related culture. There are only 

isolated artefacts suggesting connections with west Asia. On the question of the diffusion of the Indo-

Aryan language there are two other possibilities which merit attention. One is the very useful distinction 

drawn by 
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Hawkes between primary diffusion and secondary diffusion.61 The first refers to the physical entry of a 

new people bringing an assemblage of new cultural traits. The second refers to the assimilation of the 

cultural traits of one group by another contiguous group without the first physically imposing itself on 

the second. The assimilation of cultural traits can be the adoption of the material culture where 

artefacts would register a difference, or the adoption of selected items such as language where the 

difference would not be easily recognizable, or both. In such an understanding of diffusion the element 

of invasion could be quite limited and it would be some aspect of dominance through technology, trade 

or some similar feature which would lead to the acquisition of new cultural traits. Another possibility is 

that the diffusion of Indo-Aryan in India followed a pattern similar to that of Hittite and Phrygian. The 

Hittites adopted the higher material culture of the people whom they conquered but kept their own 

Indo-European language.62 Thus the material culture of Anatolia during this period does not declare the 

arrival of a new people to the extent that the cuneiform inscriptions indicate the arrival of a new 

language. 

 

From recent work in linguistics it is clear that invasion is not the only method of accounting for the 

spread of a language. On the diffusion of Indo-European for instance, the earlier model of Indo-

European replacing the existing languages in many parts of west Asia is now giving way to the notion of 

there being periods of bilingualism and relationships between the various languages of a particular 

language. area. Thus it has been suggested that Uralic is cognate with Indo-European and also with 

Dravidian and more recently the theory has been put forward that Elamite is cognate with Dravidian.63 

If these relationships can be finally established then the nature of the diffusion of Indo-European will 



undergo a change and it may not be necessary to look for uniform, superimposed cultures in the 

archaeology of north-western India to identify the arrival of Indo-Aryan speakers. 

 

If language diffusion is seen in these terms, then it would be possible to argue that there could have 

been small nuclei of Indo-Aryan speakers prior to the PGW who may have adopted the material culture 

of the previous settlers but retained their own language, thus initiating a period of bilingualism.64 The 

continuity of cultures contemporary with Harappan, such as the OCP and the white-painted BRW, 

indicate that elements of survival from the Harappan have to be conceded. Against this background the 

introduction of the new technology of iron if controlled 
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by the Indo-Aryan speakers, would have provided this group with the required political and economic 

edge, reducing the need for extensive conquest. Some of the religious rituals and practices of the 

indigenous culture would be Sanskritized and the new rulers would seek social legitimisation by being 

incorporated into the earlier elite lineages (a process which, incidentally, occurs repeatedly in later 

centuries of Indian history). The lineages would then be recorded as continuing in an unbroken line of 

descent from the earlier to the later period (which is again a characteristic of the vamsavalis of the early 

medieval period). New ruling groups would thus ‘latch-onto’ the existing lineages and become socially 

acceptable as well. The archaeological culture of the PGW and its literary counterpart the Later Vedic 

literature would then be an evolved culture reflecting the indigenous as well as the later elements,65 

and ‘aryan’ would refer not to an ethnic group but to a social group identified by status, language and 

conformity to a particular cultural pattern, which certainly seems much closer to the connotation of the 

word ‘arya’ as it occurs in the Later Vedic literature. The heartland of the PGW where it had the 

maximum impact, i.e. the Doab and its fringes, would remain the aryavarta. 

 

This process of acculturation can perhaps be more clearly visualized with reference to the BRW cultures. 

The association of BRW sherds with late Harappan levels in the same site and its subsequent diffusion 

would have made it a carrier of Harappan survivals to a far greater extent than the cultures 

contemporary with the Harappan in the upper Sarasvati and upper Doab. In the case of the BRW there 

was no hiatus either. The movement of the white-painted BRW culture along the copper route in 

Rajasthan may further suggest that despite the decline of the Harappan cities there may still have been 

a modicum of the copper trade with west Asia of which the BRW culture of Rajasthan and Kathiawar was 

the inheritor. The movement into the Narmada valley may also have been in continuation of an earlier 

source of timber and carnelian for the west Asian trade.66 



 

However, should the identity of the Chalcolithic BRW with the Yadava lineage be acceptable, it raises its 

own problem, namely, that the Yadavas were unlikely to have been Indo-European speakers. The 

occurrence of black and red ware in the ancient middle east is generally not associated with Indo-

European speakers. Similar pottery is found in Egypt and Nubia (going back to fourth millennium B.C.) 

and some traces in the Arabian peninsula have been suggested.67 Archaeologically 
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there is until now no connection between Egypt/Nubia and the west coast of India, apart from some 

traits in the first millennium megalithic culture of the peninsula. It is also not certain that the black and 

red of Egypt/Nubia is of the same ceramic type as the Indian megalithic black and red. It has been 

suggested that references to the Land of Punt in the Egyptian sources may be to trade connections with 

India, but even these were very sporadic, with long time intervals and the maximum contact was during 

the fifteenth century B.C.68 A variety of what seems to be the black and red ware, the Khirbet Kerak 

ware, reported from Palestine, northern Syria and Anatolia has been under discussion as a possible ware 

associated with Indo-European speakers.69 But the dates of this ware, c. 2600-2400 B.C., precede the 

earliest indications of the arrival of possible Indo-Europeans in Anatolia, the Luwians in c. 2300 B.C. In 

any case, the distribution of this ware ceases east of the Euphrates. Once again the links between the 

BRW in India and in west Asia remain enigmatic. There is a single shape which might indicate some 

connection and that is the channel-spouted bowl which occurs in white painted BRW and resembles in 

form a type from Sialk, Tepe Hissar and Tepe Giyan.70 But this is again tenuous evidence. 

 

Even from literary evidence the Yadavas are clearly not a primarily Indo-Aryan speaking group. The Vrsni 

and Andhaka are referred to as vrdtyas.71 The inhabitants of Anarta and Surastra are described as 

belonging to the sankirna jatis.72 The Yadava kinship system shows traces of a matrilineal structure 

which is alien to the Indo-European kinship system.73 If the nila-lohita referred to in the Atharvaveda is 

to be taken as BRW as suggested, then it is evident that the text disapproves of the practices of those 

who use this pottery.74 It would seem that the continuity and survival of cultures going back to the early 

second millennium B.C. in Gujarat would not only have preferred more of the third millennium culture 



but would also have modified the impact of linguistic and cultural Sanskritization in these areas. It is 

significant that the survival of the Harappa script, in the form of a few recognizable pictograms, occurs, 

so far as is known to date, as graffiti on the black and red pottery of the peninsula megalithic.75 It is also 

curious that Gujarat is listed as one of the panca-dravida lands in a late Buddhist text.76 

 

Attempts at correlating Puranic lineages and archaeological cultures are beset with speculation and 

suppositions. It would seem that the 
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identification of the Yadava lineage on the whole appears to fit the archaeological evidence better, 

provided that the white-painted and plain Chalcolithic BRW cultures can be said to emanate from a 

common source or at least be closely related. The identification of the Puru lineage is far more complex 

owing to the more pronounced changes in the archaeological cultures of the OCP and PGW. With the 

literary sources there is not only the problem that the Puranic texts were compiled many centuries after 

the events referred to, and even in the most meticulously maintained oral tradition chronological 

discrepancies are bound to enter thereby changing the concordance of the event and its record; there is 

also the problem that the Vedic and Puranic texts are sometimes in serious disagreement even with 

regard to the order of succession of the various descent groups. For example, Divodasa and Sudasa are 

mentioned in the Rg Veda as approximate contemporaries of Purukutsa and Trasadasyu. Yet in the 

Puranic genealogies the latter two occur fairly early in the list of kings of Ayodhya and the former two 

are listed late as kings of North Pancala, thus indicating a substantial time difference between the 

two.77 

 

If archaeological evidence suggests that the Aryan speaking people settled in India in the post-Harappan 

period, then a more fundamental question connected with the historical tradition has to be posed. Does 

the tradition record personalities and events related only to Aryan culture or has it assimilated into its 

own tradition those names and events which might refer to non-Aryan and pre-Aryan times? In a period 

of bilingualism for instance, it could be assumed that non-Aryan names from an earlier tradition would 

be rendered into Sanskrit. If there is evidence of archaeological survivals from the Harappan culture, 

then some survivals within the tradition must also have persisted and these may not have been confined 

only to religious practices. 



 

Perhaps at this stage it would be best to work towards a more precise definition of the evolution of 

archaeological cultures through more intensive excavation in an attempt to give greater clarity to the 

chronology, distribution and socio-economic structure of the various groups of people who were the 

authors of these cultures. Once the archaeological picture is more clearly defined and the information 

arrived at placed on a firmer footing, then the correlation with the historical tradition from literary 

sources might be more meaningful. 
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The Tradition of Historical Writing in Early India 

  

It has long been maintained that the ancient Indians were a people lacking in a sense of history, since 

they do not appear to have kept an accurate record of past events. Comparisons are made with the 

ancient Greeks, whose history was recorded by a series of historians, and the Chinese who have 

traditionally maintained chronicles of various dynasties and rulers. The Indian tradition until the seventh 

century A.D. lacks any literature which can be specifically described as historical writing. Historical 

records are embedded in various kinds of literature which are not historical documents per se. From the 

seventh to the twelfth centuries A.D. there are a number of historical biographies and some histories of 

kingdoms, which can certainly be included in the category of historical literature. But many of these are 



not treated as serious historical documents, since the required critical assessment of events is often 

lacking, and, except on rare occasions, it is said that historical causality in these texts, is not frequently 

based on rational, empirical argument. 

 

Since much of the argument hinges on the definition of a sense of history, let me begin by suggesting a 

definition. A sense of history can be defined as a consciousness of past events, which events are relevant 

to a particular society, seen in a chronological framework and expressed in a form which meets the 

needs of that society. It may be argued that this is too restricted a definition and that history implies a 

concern with political events and, in addition, involves the analysis of past events by suggesting causal 

relationships based on rational explanation and which, therefore, assumes a critical judgement on the 

past by the historian. It is, however, debatable whether this extension of the definition of an historical 

sense is not a product of modern thinking, and where such historical writing does exist in ancient 

cultures (as indeed it does even in the Indian tradition at a later period), 
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it is not a consciously thought-out philosophy of history but the result of an individual and rather 

analytical mind applying itself to historical narrative. 

 

If the above definition of a sense of history is acceptable, then the historical tradition can be culled from 

existing literature, whether specifically historical or not. Every society has a concept of its past and 

therefore no society can be called a historical. Furthermore, historical memory is frequently recorded in 

a chronological order. Therefore, the most significant aspect in studying the historical tradition of a 

society is to understand why certain. events are regarded as the most relevant and worth recording. The 

form in which the record is maintained (and this can range from mythology to critical narrative) will 

depend to a large extent on the type of events recorded. I would like to suggest in this paper that the 

Indian historical tradition, particularly in the period prior to the seventh century A.D., was not 

concerned primarily with keeping a record of essential political events, since they were not always 

believed to be the most relevant by those who were responsible for maintaining the historical tradition. 

To this extent, the form in which a sense of history was expressed in ancient India must be judged by the 

literature of other ancient classical cultures. What is perhaps more important is to try and understand 

what was regarded as relevant and why. 



 

The first part of this paper is a survey of the sources and literature which either include the historical 

tradition or form part of it. The latter part of the paper deals with the three main constituents of the 

historical tradition, namely, mythology, genealogy and historical narrative. An attempt is made to 

explain why these three factors constitute the historical tradition and the way in which they can be 

related to a sense of history. This will also serve to reveal the patterns and meanings in the flow of 

events as seen in ancient India. A distinction is made between the existence of a historical tradition and 

a philosophy of history. It is perhaps as well to keep in mind that although an awareness of a philosophy 

of history may make historical narratives more meaningful, they do not necessarily thereby express 

greater historical veracity. The historical tradition may not concern itself primarily with purpose in 

history but may well be an equally authentic record of the past. 

Sources and Literature of Historical Tradition  

 

The nearest equivalent term for history used in Sanskrit literature is 
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Itihasa - which literally means ‘thus it was’ or ‘so it has been’. By extension, the term came to refer to 

legend, history and accounts of past events. The purpose of itihasa was to refer to the events of the past 

in such a manner as would relate them to the goals and purposes of the Hindu tradition.1 The historical 

tradition grew out of a variety of literary forms current during the Vedic period. Of these the most 

significant were the gathas (songs), narasamsi (eulogies of heroes), akhyana (dramatic narratives), and 

Purana (ancient lore). These were very often the compositions of the priest-poets attached to the 

various tribes. The original tradition was oral and the compositions were recited at gatherings. The 

written records of the tradition came considerably later. 

 

The two epics, the Ramayana and the Mahabharata, include elements of the historical tradition which 

arose largely from attempts to provide antecedents in order to connect the origins of tribes and 

geographical locations with the heroes of the epics and, in the genealogical sections, to indicate 

relationships at various levels between the gods and the heroes. 

 



The work of collecting this information and composing it in a literary form was the special function of 

the sutas and the magadhas, the bards and the chroniclers. They were probably originally drawn from 

the priest-poet families of the Vedic period and were at this time accorded an important status.2 Their 

work was to preserve the genealogies of the gods, the kings, the rsis and the heroes, and to compose 

the royal panegyrics and eulogies as the occasion demanded. In a context of new settlements and inter-

tribal warfare, the genealogies of kings became the nucleus of the historical tradition, since these were 

maintained, among other things, for the functional purpose of proving legal rights and social status, not 

to mention the preservation of tribal identity. 

 

Throughout the period from the rise of the Mauryan empire in the fourth century B.C. to the 

establishment of the Gupta kingdom in the fourth century AD. there is, as far as we know, no evidence 

of any purely historical writing, and this, in spite of the fact that the period was germane to the 

evolution of the major political and social institutions in ancient India. We can only assume that the 

sutas, the magadhas and the official archivists quietly pursued their activities. For it is the material which 

they collected and put into literary form which is incorporated in the Puranic texts which were compiled 

or rewritten from the time of the Guptas, i.e., the fourth century A.D. The word 
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Purana literally means ‘old’ and was used for a body of literature consisting largely of traditional history 

and aspects of social and religious life which it was thought should be preserved. It was claimed by the 

authors of the Puranas that Puranic literature was handed down from very ancient times. 

 

The earliest surviving written evidence of at least a part of the itihasa tradition such as is found in the 

Puranas therefore dates to the fourth century A.D.3 This is a period much later than that of the original 

composition and relates to a changed socio-cultural milieu. The original material must have undergone 

considerable modification in the process of being incorporated into the Puranas. If, as Pargiter suggests, 

the genealogies were preserved originally in Prakrt and when rewritten in the Puranas were translated 

into Sanskrit with occasional metrical and grammatical lapses which give a clue to their Prakrt origin, 

then clearly the original was further diluted. Moreover, in the days when the tradition was still an oral 

one, various mnemonic devices were used--the most common being legends--and these were also the 



most easily incorporated into the tradition. It is to the Puranas that we must turn next in our search for 

the historical tradition. In this paper the Visnu Purana has been used as a model. 

 

The historical material in the Purana is not to be found in a clearly defined and separate section. The 

genealogical matter is certainly kept distinct, but it is seen in the context of mythological and 

cosmological material, not to mention laws relating to social behaviour and ritual. The historical value of 

the Purana as records of the past is limited by the fact that they were consciously and deliberately 

rewritten at a particular period subsequent to the events described and the rewriting was not by the 

sutas and the magadhas who had earlier been the custodians of the tradition. Authorship was now 

ascribed to a variety of ancient and almost legendary sages. In fact the texts were compiled by various 

brahman families. The attempt was to collect from the heralds and chroniclers, ‘the scattered traditions 

which they had imperfectly preserved.’4 This material was largely the genealogies of royal dynasties and 

descriptions of the universe. It is interesting that by now the social status of the suta and the magadha 

had been considerably reduced, for both are described in contemporary law-books as the offspring of a 

mixed-caste marriage and therefore very low in social scale.5 

 

As long as the tradition was oral it would require professionally skilled memorizers; once it was written 

down, then the work of these 
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bards became less valuable. Those with access to formal education tended to take over the records. 

Thus the brahmans who had access to formal education appropriated the genealogies and became the 

keepers of the records. The fact that the records were rewritten in the Puranic form was, however, the 

result of a variety of historical reasons. 

 

Clearly there was a realization at this time of the importance of the historical tradition and it had 

therefore to be incorporated with the priestly function and not left to mere genealogists and 

chroniclers. This in turn was the consequence of the delicate balance of sacred and secular control. The 

concept of divinity was no longer a dominant aspect of the Indian political tradition. During this period, 

status by birth became a much more important factor. Within the caste structure, political power, 

although theoretically confined to the ksatriya caste, was in fact open to all. This is evident from the 



number of dynasties drawn from the non-ksatriya castes, to which even the legal texts had to admit. 

Had this continued unchecked, the status of sacerdotal power would have been reduced to a minimum 

in political functioning. With the increasing importance of the brahmans in the Gupta period it became 

customary for dynasties of the non-ksatriya castes to seek legitimization by acquiring a fabricated 

genealogy from a brahman author. The same process of legitimization was also utilized by foreign 

dynasties aspiring to roots in India. The brahmans took over the records and genealogies of the sutas 

and the magadhas and provided the new rulers with legitimate links with the gods and kings of 

antiquity. The keeping of genealogies provided social status to both the subject of the genealogy and the 

record-keeper. 

 

The attribution of the authorship of the Puranas to the sages was an attempt to claim both antiquity and 

authority for the texts. This is further emphasized in the genealogical sections where the dynastic lists 

are given in the form of a prophecy using the future tense. This has the advantage for us today of 

providing a rough clue to the date of compilation of the Puranas since the prophecy would have to 

terminate with contemporary events. The geographical location of the Purana, though theoretically 

extending over the entire sub-continent, was in fact largely focused on the Ganges valley and the fringe 

areas of this valley, with the central point being the kingdom of Magadha. 

 

Although historical material is woven into the various sections of the Purana, this is not done in a totally 

arbitrary manner. The format of the Purana does suggest a framework which reflects a fairly integrated 
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view of the past, in spite of the fact that this view is somewhat obscured by mythology, cosmology and 

the unfolding of the Vaisnavite tradition. The aim of the Purana was to consider subjects relevant to the 

nature of creation, the relationship between men and gods, the maintenance of social institutions, the 

genealogies of kings and heroes, the legends relating to the Krsna-avatara of Visnu and the eventual 

destruction of the world at the end of the Kaliyuga. The Purana therefore presents an integrated world-

view from a Vaisnavite brahmanical perspective. Seen in this light, the historical tradition becomes a 

part of this world-view. The limitations ensuing from the rewriting of this tradition and the consequent 

weakening of its historicity, are perhaps compensated for by its having now acquired a socio-cultural 



context and a philosophical base. The Visnu Purana may not reveal a critical and causal analysis of the 

past but it certainly does provide evidence of a consciously formed image of the past. 

 

From the seventh century A.D. onwards the historical tradition as expressed in the idea of itihasa and 

purana underwent a process of enlargement. The genealogical aspect of the tradition was not only 

maintained but intensified in the various vamsavalis or family chronicles maintained in many kingdoms. 

In addition, the tradition gave rise to a new genre of historical writing, the historical biography. This was 

due to a number of reasons. The emergence of small, regional kingdoms, based on a feudalistic pattern 

of functioning, led to the development of local loyalties and interests and a more-strongly defined 

association of a locality with its history. Together with this, the centre of historical interest had moved 

from the tribe to the king and his court. The heroic tradition had given way to the court and the focus of 

the court, the king. The suta receded into the background and the court poet became central to 

historical writing. 

 

A number of historical biographies of royalty were written in the period from A.D 600 to 1200. Among 

these the better known are the Harsa-carita of Bana, the Vikramankadevacarita of Bilhana, the 

Kumarapala-caritas, and the Prithvi-raja-vijaya attributed to Jayanaka. Occasionally the biographies of 

important ministers were also written. These clearly demonstrated an increasing interest in secular 

power. These works were written within the framework of the Indian courtly perspective on the world, 

emphasizing the values of chivalry, heroism and loyalty A recognizable literary form, with well-defined 

phases of introduction and climax of plot and theme, was used. The authors 
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being sophisticated court poets, they did not hesitate on occasion to sacrifice historical veracity to an 

elegant turn of phrase or to dramatic analogies. Furthermore it was often frankly admitted that the 

purpose of the biography was eulogistic. The author was seeking patronage and the subject was seeking 

immortality. The departure from the earlier historical tradition lay in the fact that these works focused 

attention on a particular person or on a single dynasty and therefore covered a far smaller time-span 

and concerned themselves with a precisely defined geographical area. The historical frame was now 



much smaller and allowed of greater detail. The link with the itihasa and purana tradition was 

maintained both indirectly when the court poets used these earlier texts as source material and more 

directly by associating the subject of the biography with the earlier heroes and legends. This was largely 

an attempt at literary ornamentation, and at continuing the itihasa tradition. 

 

The authors of the biographies were familiar with the historical tradition. The heroic tradition may have 

given way to the courtly one but it had not died. Unfortunately, modern historians have tended to 

dismiss the historicity of these biographies largely because of the literary ornamentation. The close 

affinity between the Purana and the historical biography was also due to the fact that the authors of 

these texts, generally Brahmans, not only came from the same social background but had an almost 

identical education. Sections of the earlier Puranas would have formed a part of the syllabus in the 

education of the court poets. 

 

The last of the major works which can be included in this survey is the famous history of Kashmir, the 

Rajatarangini written by Kalhana in about 1149. Kalhana's historical writing, although it owes a great 

deal to the itihasa and purana tradition, is nevertheless a departure from it. It covers the history of 

Kashmir from the mythical past to the twelfth century A.D. Kalhana uses as evidence not only the earlier 

tradition but much more so the local religious and secular literature, inscriptions and historical remains 

from an earlier period. From the point of view of Kalhana’s handling of historical events, the 

Rajatarangini can be divided into three main sections. The first, dealing with the mythical past, borrows 

heavily from the itihasa purana tradition. In the second section, he begins to gather information from a 

variety of sources and there is a greater degree of historically verifiable material. The last section deals 

with the history of Kashmir from the eighth 
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to the twelfth centuries and is by far the most accurate and interesting. It is largely on the basis of this 

section that Kalhana's significance as a critical historian can be established. Here his concern is not 

merely with chronicling events but also in seeking for causal explanations ranging over a wide variety of 

factors. There is a noticeable change in the character of causal relationships between the first and last 

sections, where super-natural elements give way to rational, secular explanations, sometimes based on 

empirical observation. The fact that Kalhana and his family were intimately associated with the politics 

of Kashmir during the eleventh and twelfth centuries may in part account for this change. The 

Rajatarangini is often regarded as somehow outside the Indian tradition because of its highly developed 

historical sense. Attempts are made to try and explain this by attributing it to the influence of the 



Greeks--a thousand years prior to the writing of the book--or to the influence of the Turks in Central Asia 

who, because they were converted to Islam, are immediately endowed with a historiographical 

tradition. The fact remains that if the Rajatarangini is seen in the context of the evolution of early Indian 

historical writing, then it appears well within the Indian tradition. If however indirect influences have to 

be found, then perhaps it would be more worthwhile to consider the influence of the Buddhist tradition 

on Kalhana. 

 

Historical biographies in Sanskrit declined after the conquest of many parts of northern India by the 

Turks and Afghans. Now the majority of the court poets were-Muslims who wrote in Persian. 

Nevertheless, even in these areas poets continued to write biographies of the Sultans in Sanskrit, but 

since many of them were not court poets of the first rank, these biographies often degenerated into 

vapid works of little literary or historical interest. In other parts of the country the historical tradition 

was continued in Sanskrit with greater success. Perhaps the most impressive work of the twelfth and 

thirteenth centuries were those of the Jaina teachers of western India.6 These were mainly historical 

biographies stylistically favouring the model of the courtly tradition mentioned earlier. However, in 

these works by Jaina authors the courtly values were subservient to a strong moralistic under-pinning in 

the narrative. The historical tradition was preserved by the Jainas in two categories of literature. One 

was the continued writing of the prabandhas, connected narratives relating to royalty, which were 

maintained by itinerant Jaina monks who made these texts the excuse to moralize on the actions of 

reigning kings. This writing coincided with an attempt 

  

  

  

245 

  

by Jaina teachers to reform the Jaina religion during this period. The other literature consisted of 

genealogies and chronicles pertaining to the local kings and states. In fact it would not be incorrect to 

say that the Jaina religious teachers and monks displayed a considerable and particular interest in the 

historical tradition. 

 

The mention of monks associated with the historical tradition brings me to the final category of 

literature which I would like to include in this survey--the Buddhist Chronicles of Ceylon, commonly 

known as the Pali Chronicles. These were written in an area outside the geographical limits of India 

proper, nevertheless their association with the Indian historical tradition justifies their inclusion. 

Although smaller in number than the Sanskrit texts, in the context of historiography they are equally 



important as they reflect the Buddhist attitude to history or, to be more precise, the attitude of the 

Theravada Buddhist sect. Of the many chronicles, the ones most pertinent to this survey are the 

Dapavamsa and the Mahavamsa. These chronicles began as an oral tradition and were recorded in 

writing at a later period, their present form dating to about the fifth and sixth centuries A.D. Of the two 

texts, the Dapavamsa is more narrow in its interests as it narrates the history of the island. The 

Mahavamsa on the other hand claims to be the introduction to the chronicle of the Mahavihara 

monastery--an important Buddhist monastery in Ceylon and its authorship is attributed to a monk called 

Mahanama. The narrative winds its way through both the history of Ceylon and the history of Buddhism 

on the island, with cross-references to important events in the history of Buddhism taking place in India. 

A variety of sources are used such as royal records, monastic records, histories of relics and shrines, 

legends, folk-lore and the personal experience of those who have witnessed events. The Mahavamsa is 

given to literary embellishments and a ready incorporation of mythological and legendary material. The 

destruction of the Mahavihara monastery in the fourth century A.D. disrupted the records. It has been 

suggested that the material was then collated from various monastic sources. The purpose in writing the 

chronicles was partly historical and partly didactic since they were also intended for the edification of 

the Buddhist Order, the sangha. 

Main Concepts of the Historical Tradition 

 

So much for a survey of the historical tradition and its manifestation in various types of literature. I 

would now like to examine the various 
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concepts which went into the making of this tradition and to consider whether such concepts constitute 

an idea of history. These concepts were based on a wide range of assumptions acceptable to Indian 

society. Before discussing these assumptions it may be as well to look at the characteristic forms of the 

historical tradition in which the concepts are implicit. There were three major forms, genealogies, myths 

and historical narrative, and these three are frequently interwoven in the texts. 

 

The core of the historical tradition was the genealogical records. These have remained constant in the 

Indian scene throughout the centuries and in fact up to the present day. In the Puranas, the genealogies 

are carefully preserved and follow an historical order. With the kingdom of Magadha as the base and 

extending to the fringes of the Ganges valley, an attempt is made to trace the antecedents of the more 

important dynasties. The record begins with the great flood from which only Manu and his family and 



seven sages survive. Manu returns to Jambudvipa--after the flood has subsided. Of his many children, 

the tenth is an hermaphrodite. This child gives birth to the two royal lineages. From the female half 

comes the Lunar family and from the male half comes the Solar family. From this point on most later 

dynasties are said to belong to either the Lunar or Solar line. The text then provides us with the 

genealogies of the three major dynasties, the Pauravas of Hastinapur, the Aiksvakus of Ayodhya and the 

Brhadrathas of Magadha, and these form the bed-rock of the genealogical records. The geographical 

movement eastwards from the upper Ganges valley to Magadha follows a historically attested direction, 

although the details of the king-lists cannot always be verified by cross-evidence. The records continue 

with the more important dynasties of Magadha, for whose historical existence, there is cross-evidence, 

such as the Sisunagas, Nandas, Mauryas, Sungas and the Guptas, with others such as the Andhras, Sakas, 

Yavanas, mentioned in the outlying areas.7 

 

Had the Puranas been only a series of genealogical records, they would have received more respect as 

historical documents from modern historians. But since these genealogical sections are embedded in a 

larger whole made up of myths, cosmological theories and social and ritualistic laws, there is a tendency 

to dismiss the entire text as fanciful. It is interesting that the formal structure of the Puranas appears to 

have been maintained in modern Indian genealogies such as the vahivamsas and the pothis or the caste 

Puranas maintained in many parts of India 
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today, by both bards and family priests. These generally consist of two sections: the factual, where the 

genealogies are recorded and brought up-to-date at regular intervals, and the mythical.8 The latter 

consists partly of traditional mythology drawn frequently from the classical Puranas and partly of what 

has been called the ‘mythical-historical section’, where the bard tries to relate his patrons to the heroes 

and historical events of the past. Whereas the mythical section is kept fairly intact, the genealogical 

section is continually ‘telescoped’ in order to make its preservation more manageable. This telescoping 

inevitably results in the pruning of the record, where often only the bare bones of names and 

relationships are left: these being regarded as the most significant to social needs. Thus where once 



there might have been a narrative or an explanation accompanying the genealogy, in its final form it was 

pared down to just the genealogy. The same ‘telescoping’ process is used by the family priests who 

maintain family records in the various Hindu centres of pilgrimage. Taken as a whole, the Puranas came 

to be regarded both as historical records preserving information on the continuity of dynasties and as 

socially necessary documents establishing a community's roots in the past and, more narrowly, 

becoming the basis for the enforcement of legal claims and providing status and antiquity to those 

seeking political and social status. 

 

Genealogies are also useful as records of time. The span of time can be calculated through the 

generations in the genealogies. Similarly a record of regnal years can indicate the time-span of a 

dynasty. The ‘telescoping’ of the genealogical material did not affect the calculation of the time-span as 

long as the relationship between generations was clearly maintained. In cases where the regnal years of 

a succession of kings are mentioned, as is often the case in the Puranas, the genealogy becomes the 

basis of the dating system as well. 

 

The process of ‘telescoping’ does however raise one obvious problem. Unless a very careful check is 

maintained in recording names and relationships referring to earlier parts of the genealogy, there is a 

possibility of names lapsing and getting dropped out. Only the record of the generations remains and 

this has then to be completed with a fabricated genealogy. It is not surprising that in the genealogies of 

both the Puranas and the Pali Chronicles, the more recent genealogies are the most accurate. The 

genealogical information in the Mahavamsa can be divided into two parts. The early genealogies up to 

the period of king Devanampiyatissa in the third century B.C. appear to be largely 
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fabricated. We are even told of one group of kings who ruled for the mystic number of 84,000 years (7 X 

12 X 1000). With the accession of Tissa, the record becomes much more accurate and reliable. The king 

lists are more carefully maintained from this period until the destruction of the monastery. In all these 

genealogies the major concern from the point of view of historical records was with the immediate past 

and not the remote past. 

The second characteristic of the early Indian historical tradition was the inclusion of myths. Here the 

pertinent question is that of the relevance of the myths to the historical world-view of the authors of 

these texts. 



 

The Puranic myths referring to the origin of the two royal lineages has a fairly obvious meaning. The 

great flood caused the total destruction of the world and this is a recognized stage in the cyclic time 

concept. The beginnings of history therefore emerge from a condition which has no antecedents: it is in 

fact symbolic of the very beginning. The birth of the two royal lines from a hermaphrodite suggests a 

variation of idea of twins as parents, indicating the purity of the lineage. The choice of the two lineage 

names-the Sun and the Moon--is equally significant. Perhaps a structuralist would see in this the bi-

polarity of male and female, day and night, and a series of other opposed pairs. Perhaps the myth was a 

memory of the dividing of the tribes into two rival groups. Alternatively, it was an attempt to weave the 

many dynastic strands into two main currents and finally to a single origin. It is not surprising that the 

word Manu provided the generic base for manavameaning ‘mankind.’ 

 

Let us briefly consider a well-known myth from the opening section of the Mahavamsa--the story of the 

birth and arrival of Vijaya in Ceylon--and see whether it contains any historical assumptions.9 There was 

once a princess in the land of Vanga (eastern India) whose father had her married to a lion. She gave 

birth to a son and a daughter. But she remained unhappy and homesick. So when her son grew up she 

talked him into killing his father the lion. The princess with her two children returned to her home. But 

the children soon left her and wandered away to a place where they got married to each other, built 

themselves a city, and soon established a kingdom. The marriage resulted in sixteen pairs of twin sons of 

whom the eldest was Vijaya. He was so evil that he had to be exiled but was allowed to take 700 

attendants with him. He travelled at first to western India and finally arrived 
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in Ceylon with his 700 attendants on the same day as the Buddha's death. He eventually subdued the 

demons which inhabited the island, sent to India for wives for himself and his followers and became a 

virtuous king. 

 

The geographical area of the story is very wide, starting with eastern India, going to western India, 

whence Vijaya takes ship and sails for Ceylon. This may well have been the normal route taken by 

people travelling south. The overland route certainly went via western India. The fact of his unusual and 

supernatural origin is amply emphasized. He is the grandson of a lion, the son of an incestuous marriage, 



the eldest of sixteen twin brothers, and the conditions of his birth serve to underline the purity of his 

ancestry. His social status is well taken care of by his royal antecedents both in the animal and human 

world. Royal antecedents also provide him with the economic wherewithal to travel the long distance 

from Vanga to Ceylon together with his attendants. The exile was presumably necessary to explain why 

anyone would travel all that way to an island inhabited only by demons. It is appropriate that the man 

who founded the human population of Ceylon should arrive on the auspicious day of the Buddha’s 

parinirvana. 

 

From the more narrowly historical point of view, the legend attempts to explain the derivation of the 

name of the island--Sinhala--associated with lion. It strongly hints at an early and close connection with 

India. This connection is also seen at another level. It is interesting that some of the important events 

narrated in this myth appear to be stereotypes in myths referring to the origins of certain republican 

states in northern India in the seventh century B.C. as described in other Buddhist literature.10 The 

incest theme and the reference to the sixteen pairs of twins are common to many of these origin-myths, 

a case in point being the origin of the Sakyas as described in the Mahavastu of the northern Buddhist 

tradition. The Sakyas being the tribe which produced the Buddha, it is possible that the author of the 

Mahavamsa, being familiar with this myth, wished to associate similar conditions with the emergence of 

Ceylon. That the Buddhist monks were not only familiar with the northern Buddhist literature but also 

with the legends of a Hindu cult is evident from the story of the birth and life of Pandukabhaya in a 

further chapter of the Mahavamsa.11 This story approximates to that of the birth and life of the god 

Krsna-Vasudeva so closely, that one wonders whether the author of the Mahavamsa may not have been 

well-acquainted with the Visnu Purana. The details of the story are too similar even to 
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allow of any Jungian explanation of the identical myth. 

 

Unlike the Visnu Purana. with its limited amount of historical narrative, the Mahavamsa provides a 

reasonably equitable balance between myth, genealogy and historical narrative. The narrative is partly 

fanciful and partly factual. But the logic of events is maintained and there are comparatively few 

inconsistencies once the assumptions are accepted. It has to be kept in mind that the chronicle is the 

work of Buddhist monks and is concerned with the history of Buddhism in Ceylon. Thus the Buddha is 

brought to Ceylon. This may be factually incorrect but in the historical perspective of the Buddhist 

monks it makes sense since the Buddha was the pivot of their history. The arrival of the Buddha is 

almost completely enveloped in supernatural occurrences which may suggest that the author was aware 



of the dubious historicity of this event. However, having made this concession to an ideological position, 

subsequent events develop in a more probable manner. 

 

In the early part of the chronicle the location moves alternately between northern India and Ceylon 

since events significant to the early history of Buddhism took place in India. The Buddhist Councils held 

in India to clarify the doctrine are described presumably as a background to explaining why a particular 

doctrine came to be the accepted one in Ceylon. The broad outlines of Mauryan history are indicated, 

since it was a Mauryan prince in the third century B.C. who first initiated the people of Ceylon into 

Buddhism. The scene then shifts to the island itself with the coming of Vijaya and the establishment of 

his rule and the narrative is brought forward to the reign of Tissa in the third century B.C. with a cross-

reference to the Third Buddhist Council held in northern India. At this point the two locations and the 

many facets of the story meet with the arrival of Mahinda, the Mauryan prince at the court of Tissa, sent 

by the Third Buddhist Council to propagate Buddhism in Ceylon. From this point on the history is 

essentially that of Ceylon and the references to persons and events in India, although frequent, are 

essentially subordinate. There are historical inconsistencies, but these are on the whole minor as 

compared with the overall logical framework within which the narrative unfolds. 

 

Historical narrative often contains the core of historical explanation. In seeking to understand the nature 

of historical explanation it is necessary to examine some of the ideological assumptions implicit in 

historical narrative. For our purposes, perhaps the two most significant assumptions are first the notion 

of time, and secondly the role of man in shaping 
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history, and the two are inter-related. 

 

The measurement of time changes and evolves in keeping with the historical changes in a society. In its 

earlier phases time is measured on the basis of natural phenomena which occur regularly. It is generally 

cyclical and the lunar reckoning becomes the obvious basic measure. For purposes of historical memory, 

genealogies are maintained where the chronology relates to regnal years and not to a central date. Time 

periods are often reckoned not according to a calendar but by some important event. Even when the 

measurement of time becomes more precise with advances in mathematical and astronomical 

knowledge and the adoption of the solar calendar, a variety of time-reckonings can continue to co-exist 



within a society. Such was the case in ancient India, where the lunar calendar was frequently used for 

everyday activity, and the solar calendar was used by the priests for keeping accurate records and 

ascertaining dates, etc. A luni-solar calendar comprising both systems of reckoning was also known. The 

lunar calendar continued to be used widely perhaps because it is easier to use and perhaps because 

much of the ritual associated with time-reckoning had already been established on the basis of the lunar 

calendar. 

 

In historical terms the use of a calendar also suggests the use of eras. In India the earliest evidence of 

the use of an era dates to first century B.C., the previous reckoning having been in regnal years. The two 

commonly used eras of this time were the Krita or Vikrama of 58 B.C. and the Saka of AD. 78. From the 

Gupta period onwards there is flowering of eras all over the subcontinent. This was no doubt due to the 

emergence of numerous feudalistic kingdoms as well as the proliferation of knowledge in mathematics 

and astronomy. The reference to the Mahabharata war in the Hindu tradition, generally calculated by 

modern historians to circa 3102 B.C., appears to have been a late attempt at finding an historical focus 

which could be used as the basis of an era. The fact that even this date was seldom used as an era date 

is obvious from the continued reckoning in regnal years and generations in texts such as the Puranas. 

The Buddhists, on the other hand, did have a recognizable central point in time--the Buddha’s death--

which even if it did come into use somewhat later was nevertheless regularly used as an era date. The 

selection of a particular date for an era is in itself interesting. In India both religious and secular events 

were used as the basis of eras, and these eras were used concurrently. 

Calendars and eras are the more functional aspect of time reckoning. 
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The wider question is that of the concept of time. In early India the concept of time was generally a 

cyclical concept, where the movement of time according to some was in the form of a circle and 

according to others in a series of waves. The Hindu tradition as recorded in the Puranas saw time as 

moving in a cycle- the Mahayuga-the great cycle which lasts for 43,20,000 years. The cycle was divided 

into four parts decreasing in size according to arithmetical progression. These four are the krita, treta, 

dvapara and kaliyuga, of which the last is the smallest consisting of 4,32,000 years. The kaliyuga is the 

current period of time in which we are living and it began, if modern calculations are correct, in about 



3102 B.C. At the end of the great cycle comes total destruction and out of this destruction arises a new, 

fresh cycle. 

 

The most commonly used word for time is kala. This is derived from the root kal--‘to calculate’, and was 

therefore originally used in the sense of a means of measurement. By extension and presumably under 

the influence of the cyclic theory it also came to mean ‘destruction’, It is interesting that by the first 

century B.C. when the Bhagavad Gita was composed, kala is described in this text as ‘the imperishable’. 

 

The figures given for the cycle and the parts thereof are not entirety arbitrary. They are based on the 

numbers 7, 12, 27 and 72, which are frequently used in the study of astronomy.12 Furthermore, the fact 

that many of these figures had counterparts in the astronomical calculations of the time suggests a 

borrowing of at least the numbers from astronomy In spite of the fact that the concept of the great 

cycle is mythologica it was nevertheless of the highest concern to the authors that in it! details it should 

be, ‘. . . a mathematically ordered, astronomically referred notion about the relationship of man and the 

rhythms of his life on earth not simply to the seasons, the annual mysteries of birth death and 

regeneration, but beyond those to even greater, very much larger cycles--the great yyears . . . 13 At 

heher end of the scale meticulous care for the exact moment in time measurement was maintains in the 

association of ritual with time. The measurement of time was frequently in spatial terms. 

 

The theory of the Mahayuga was not merely a concept of cyclical time. It also subsumed the idea of 

changing morals as is sometime the case with cyclical time theories. The beginning of the cycle is a 

period of pristine bliss and an abundance of virtue. But gradually; virtue gives way to evil until finally the 

kaliyuga, the last of the four parts of the cycle, becomes an evil age per se. Evil is uprooted in 
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the final destruction and the new cycle starts afresh with a period of virtue. The usefulness of such a 

theory to society is that the existence of evil can be, if necessary, explained away in a fairly simplistic 

manner. Evil must be tolerated since it is inevitable in the kaliyuga. But there is hope and succour for 



those battling against evil, for Visnu manifests himself in a series of incarnations and comes to the aid of 

the genuinely virtuous. Taken literally, the immensity of the time span leading to the eventual uprooting 

of evil would tend to dwarf man and make human activity almost meaningless. This was, however, 

countered by the dominant religious belief that salvation--freedom from rebirth--was available to every 

human being within a life-time. 

 

Comparisons have been made between the Hindu cyclical concept of time postulating a golden age at 

the start of the cycle and retrogressive movement into time, with the Judaeo-Christian and Islamic 

concept of time, which is seen as a linear movement where the messianic tradition and the symbolism 

of the new heaven and the new earth provide a forward looking perspective with Divine Will giving a 

progressive direction to historical events.14 It has been suggested that the association of time with 

destruction and with retrogressive movement inhibits the idea of a purpose in history. This is partially 

true. But the Hindu cycle concept is essentially a cosmological concept. It did not prevent the recording 

of the past in a form considered socially relevant and necessary to the present and the future. Such a 

cyclic concept emphasized continual change. Thus there was an implicit rejection of the idea that history 

repeats itself: or to be more exact, that history can repeat itself within the time-span of one cycle. 

Nevertheless, it was maintained that the past can and does teach lessons, usually moral lessons. Since 

the individual is concerned with his own salvation, the lessons of history may be of some use.15 

 

According to the Buddhists, time was also seen as being of incalculable length.16 The Buddhists 

presupposed as movement of time in waves, beginning with a golden age and utopian condition and 

gradually degenerating into evil which is finally overcome by a slow return to a Utopian state. The 

continual stress was on escape from rebirth which was seen as the only and ultimate release. The death 

of the Buddha became the focal point in time and this also placed the Buddha himself in a historical 

process. The concept of the Buddha Maitreya--the Buddha to come--with its messianic undertones gave 

a forward looking perspective to Buddhist historical thinking. Buddhism became a proselytising religion 

with a 
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sense of mission. This underlined the idea of its historical role. The major institution of Buddhism was a 

well organized monastic system. The need to maintain chronicles of the monasteries, of the succession 

of monks, as also the need to maintain records of sectarian groups, all heightened the idea of historical 

continuity. Attempts are made to align the history of Ceylon with the more important events in the 

wider world of the history of Buddhism. The authors of the Pali chronicles maintained that Ceylon had 

been intended by the Buddha for the propagation of Buddhism, which would necessitate historical 

events moving in this direction--surely an excellent example of theological determinism. The 

understanding of the historical role was emphasized by the idea of causality which was basic to much of 

early Buddhist thinking. 

 

Had the theme of causality been allowed free play, the nature of historical explanation would have been 

different in the Indian tradition. But into historical explanation were interwoven the two concepts of 

dharma and karma which at two levels introduced elements of historical determinism as well as the idea 

of the responsibility of the individual in history. Dharma was seen in the historical context as the socio-

religious ordering of society. Society was theoretically supposed to be so well-regulated that historical 

events should almost automatically follow the laws of the social order. Events were thus illustrations of 

the religious, moral and social maxims which went into the making of the dharma system.17 In a scheme 

where each man has a place and each man should be in his place, theoretically, historical inevitability 

would tend to overrule the search for varied historical explanation. However, this concept was an ideal 

model and consequently the application of the deterministic explanation was rare. 

 

The concept of karma concerns the actions in the life of an individual which condition his next birth. It is 

closely associated with the idea of punya or merit, for the merit accumulated from the activities of the 

previous births can provide an explanation for the facts and events of the present birth. Thus the 

continuity from the past is both relevant and significant. The historical purpose of man is to perform 

merit-earning actions and thus arrive at salvation. The most meritorious actions are those which are 

carried out in conformity with the laws of dharma. This relationship between dharma and karma could 

well have degenerated into fatalism, but interestingly enough, this rarely happens. The concept of 

karma frequently provides the channel for historical explanation. 
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From the perspective of historical explanation the concept of karma has an almost dialectical position 

vis-a-vis that of dharma. No model of social structure can be so rigid as totally to exclude human free-

will, for it would then be too unrealistic even for theoretical functioning. By conceding the concept of 

karma, ultimately man’s control over his own actions was also conceded. The significance of this attitude 

in relation to the question of purpose in history can perhaps best be demonstrated by the fact that the 

period which saw the popularization and widespread acceptance of bhakti teaching (which emphasizes 

the relationship of the individual to his deity and the idea of karma) coincided with an increasing output 

of historical literature. There were, as has been suggested earlier, other reasons as well for this 

development in the post-Gupta period but the influence of this teaching cannot be ignored. 

 

The acceptance of the more extreme idea of Fate or Destiny over which man has no control is 

interestingly enough not usually attributed to the belief in karma, but to the direct intervention of the 

supernatural. Men die and on occasion are restored to life by the will of the gods.18 Famines, 

pestilences and times of trouble can also be attributed to the will of the gods.19 Divine retribution 

against evil actions or divine intervention in battle are not unknown.20 

 

One of the more significant applications of the theory of karma in a political sense is the belief that the 

karma of the king is integral or else intimately related with that of his people. Thus a people gets the 

king it deserves. This is particularly relevant in a society where the office of the king was nearly co-

extensive with the functions of the state. 

 

Theories concerning the origin of government and forms of political structure have a bearing on 

historical explanation, since historical records are most often concerned with political power. Here the 

difference between the Hindu and Buddhist tradition is worth commenting upon. The Buddhist tradition 

postulates a remote Utopian period when there was a natural social harmony and the necessity for 

government did not exist. However, the desire for possessions resulted in disharmony and confusion. 

Therefore people gathered together and elected from among themselves one man who would maintain 

law and order.21 Thus the primary political institution is man-made and in origin is contractual. The 

contractual element was an important factor in the forms and institutions associated with the 

Buddhists. 

 

The early Hindu theories explain the origin of kingship as being 
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essentially the need for a tribal leader, particularly in war.22 Although the contractual element is 

implicit, and in some sources it is actually stated, this element is counter-balanced by the equally strong 

stress on divine intervention in the appointment of the king: and indeed the implicit divinity in the office 

of the king cannot be overlooked.23 Where kingship is associated with some form of divine interest, 

there historical explanation presumably must also make concessions to divine interests. Where kingship 

evolves out of entirely human attempts at political organization, there the option to associate the gods 

with historical explanation is open to the historian. 

Conclusion 

 

To-sum up: In the first part of this paper I have attempted to describe the texts which can be said to 

constitute an historical tradition. The core of this literature consists of the itihasa-Purana tradition which 

is scattered and largely undocumented in the pre-Gupta period, but which is re-written, modified and 

enlarged in the post-Gupta period. In spite of its continuity it is not a static tradition, for the form in 

which it is used changes over the centuries. It was an important part of the Hindu cultural form of the 

Puranas which ensured its preservation and transmission, since the Puranas acquired the status of 

sacred literature. Historical changes of various kinds in the post-Gupta period led to the emergence of 

historical writing which was always regarded as secular literature although it had links with the Purana 

tradition. 

 

The itihasa-Purana tradition had three main constituents -myth, genealogy and historical narrative. The 

remote past was described in the form of myths and probably fabricated genealogies. There is so far no 

means of checking the authenticity of these genealogies. The more immediate past was recorded almost 

entirely in the form of genealogies filled out with historical narrative. Some of these genealogies can be 

checked with other sources to establish their historical authenticity. The historical literature of the post-

Gupta period is almost exclusively historical narrative, but the authors of this literature show a 

familiarity with the itihasa-Purana tradition which is frequently used as the source for references to 

myths and genealogies. Inscriptions of the post-Gupta period referring to the antecedents of local kings 

also make the connection with the itihasa-Purana tradition. 

 

History is generally seen as the record of the activities of socio-political status groups. In societies where 

political power was the criterion 
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of status the sequence of political events was of prime importance in recording the past. Individuals 

became historically important when they acquired political status. In Indian society, the criterion of 

status was birth, and mobility was possible only through a group. Historically therefore what was 

relevant was the lineage and chronicle of the group: hence the importance given to genealogies. 

Continuity was seen not in the sequence of political events but more often in the sequence of a lineage. 

Political history was not therefore the pivot of the Indian historical tradition as it was perhaps in the 

Greek historical tradition. It did however gradually become important in the historical literature of the 

post-Gupta period. 

 

Historical explanation was influenced by certain ideological assumptions current in the society and 

which tended to produce historical thinking rather different from that in other classical cultures. In 

discussing the historiography of ancient India a distinction has to be made between the historical 

tradition and historical literature. The historical tradition is that which I have called the itihasa-purana 

which is available to us now in the Puranas and which has been placed in an essentially socio-religious 

context by priestly authors. The sources which they used are no longer available to us. Historical 

biographies, family chronicles and regional histories, later in date, are the more secular extension of this 

tradition and form the main corpus of historical writing. This, however, is not the only distinction. A 

further distinction has to be made between the Buddhist and the Hindu tradition vis-a-vis historical 

writing. Clearly the Buddhists were familiar with the itihasa-purana tradition, but their historical 

literature takes on a different development. Both these distinctions are relevant to the earlier question--

that of the relation between the historical tradition and a philosophy of history. In the context of early 

India it can be said that the concept of meaning in history appears to be rudimentary and the evidence 

for a well-developed philosophy of history, as compared for example to the Judaeo-Christian tradition, is 

certainly limited. Nevertheless, this does not preclude a historical tradition which forms a significant 

part of the cultural ethos. 
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Origin Myths and the Early Indian Historical Tradition 

 

The organization of a historical tradition revolves around two related components--the purpose of 

action and the agency of action. Both of these are implicitly present irrespective of the form which the 

tradition may take, whether it is expressed as a myth or as an historical narrative. These components are 

by no means of equal importance but an element at least of each resides in all historical traditions. By 

the purpose of action is meant that the recording of what is believed to be history has an aim, either to 

moralize, as was often the case with traditional historical writing, or else to explain why and how past 

events happened, as is frequently the case with modern historiography. The agency of action is 

ultimately human (even if sometimes claimed to be divinely inspired); but it is of interest to discover 

which group of men are regarded as the actors in history and to what extent they function 

independently of any other agency, as for example, the gods. 

 

Past events have to be related in a chronological order but the time sequence can be part of a much 

larger concept of time. Events concerning the more remote periods often take the form of a myth. Myth 

is in a sense a prototype history since it is a selection of ideas composed in narrative form for the 

purpose of preserving and giving significance to an important aspect of the past. Although myths cannot 

be used as descriptive sources on the past, their analysis can reveal the more emphatic assumptions of a 

society. Myths record what a people like to think about their past and to that extent even some modern 

histories are not always free of an element of myth-making. 



 

Mythos is defined as an ‘utterance’, often a tale recited in association with a religious ceremony. In that 

sense the narratives of the Puranic tradition were myths, since the akhyana was recited on ritual 

occasions and the purana is explained as relating to an ancient lore which would 

 

D. Chattopadhyaya (ed.), History and Society, (Calcutta, 1978), pp. 271-94, Essays in Honour of Professor 
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tend to be preserved in mythical form. The myth involved archetypal or elemental characters, themes 

and symbols. It may be differentiated from the folk-tale by its focus on the ‘grand events’ of the past--

the creation of the world, the origin of man and of the gods, the justification of kingship--whereas the 

folk-tale is concerned with more restricted social pre-occupations generally not involving any grand 

designs. 

 

The interpretation of myths has resulted in diverse explanations.1 Early interpreters saw in them 

symbols of natural phenomena and most myths were nature myths.2 Others tried to see them as 

attempts at explaining the real world but couched in symbolic form.3 Another view held that myths had 

an intrinsic relationship with ritual and could only be explained in terms of ritual origins, a view which 

conjured up the world of Frazer’s Golden Bough.4 A major re-orientation came about with Malinowski’ s 

view that myths were essentially charters of validation in which the aim was very often to provide a 

sanction for current situations.5 This analysis encouraged an interest in the social under-pinnings of 

myth. The notion of myth as charter was reconsidered later when the emphasis shifted to the structural 

study of myth and the relation of this to the structural study of society.6 The notion of myth as an 

archetype and as a primary cultural force has also remained a dominant trend.7 Partially associated with 

this is the theory of Mircea Eliade that myths reflect a nostalgia for the origins of human society and try 

to evoke a return to a creative era.8 More recently it has been suggested that myths are connected with 

liminality and arise in transitional situations, thus explaining how one state of affairs became another, or 

how things came to be what they are.9 Specific to Indo-European mythology have been the attempts of 

Georges Dumezil to analyse these myths on the basis of the ‘tripartite ideology’, a pattern which even 

for Vedic myths is not always beyond question.10 

 



This brief survey of the possible range of paradigms which can provide interpretations of myths is not an 

attempt to establish any priorities of interpretation. It is provided only to emphasize that in choosing to 

limit this study to origin myths, and that too in the context of the itihasa-Purana and related historical 

tradition, there will implicitly be a delimiting of the range of interpretation. 

 

Myth is at one level a straightforward story, a narrative; at another level it reflects the integrating values 

around which societies are organized.11 It codifies belief, safeguards morality, vouches for the efficiency 

of the ritual and provides social norms. It is a rationalization 
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of man’s activity in the past although the expression may take on non-rational forms. It remains socially 

important as long as it is a charter of belief, but becomes ineffective when seen as a myth. As a charter 

of belief it serves to protect cultural continuity and provides through its theme a point of cultural 

equilibrium. In a historical tradition therefore the themes of myths act as factors of continuity. 

 

The analysis of the structure of a myth can reveal (to a lesser or greater extent) the structure of the 

society from which it emanates. The analysis may centre on one of two perspectives: either the 

sequence and the order of events or the schemata and organization of the sequences at different levels. 

Ultimately the myth is concerned with the quest for understanding the significance of nature and 

culture. The action of the myth is usually the narration of sacred history which is believed to be a true 

event which has taken place in the past. Since these primordial events are often associated with 

supernatural beings they also tend to take on the character of models for action and for ritual. Most 

myths being explanatory (whether explicitly stated as such or not) they are related to the origin or the 

commencement of a particular event or action. Myths made the past intelligible and meaningful, but it 

was intelligibility and meaningfulness which related to the present, for the continuity of myth is largely 

with reference to the present. 

In societies (and this would include most pre-modern societies) where the oral tradition rather than the 

use of literature is the more functional means of communication on a large scale, myths become one of 

the means of passing on information. There is therefore a process of constant adjustment, and myths 

from earlier periods are recast in conformity with the social assumptions of later periods. The repetition 

of the same myth, with perhaps some modifications, from age to age is partly to ensure 'the message' 



getting through and partly to indicate new nuances. Myths therefore have a widely over-arching 

relationship to all aspects of society and each major myth could be the subject of an expansive analysis. 

The attempt here is not to provide a complete analysis of each myth but to recognize and point up the 

historically significant aspects of certain myths, i.e., those aspects which had some role in the 

propagation and continuity of the itihasa-purana tradition and its main concerns. But this is not to deny 

that even within those aspects there may well be other layers touching on different facets of early 

Indian society. Further, the attempt is not to ascertain the historical authenticity of the myth but rather 

to probe the reason for its acceptance 
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in as much as it relates to social validation. As validating charter myths have a close connection with 

social organization, not only representing, as they do, the assumptions about the past but also under 

pinning the social relationships of the present. 

 

The myths which are the most closely related to the itihasa-puram tradition are available in the core of 

the tradition, that is, the genealogical sections, vamsanucarita, of the major Puranas. A variant of these 

may be seen from the somewhat different perspective of the Buddhist historical tradition, the sources 

for which have to be culled from various texts These will form our primary sources. In both cases the 

earliest occasion for the recital of these myths would be in association with ritual and ceremonies. The 

Puranas were recited over a period of many day in connection with a religious ceremony. The 

genealogical section in particular were preserved by the suta and the magadha, the professional bards 

and chroniclers, who recited them in association with the epic and the heroic ballads at royal courts. In 

the Buddhist case too the literature would initially be preserved as part of the oral tradition o monastic 

centres. This does not however imply that there was any integral correlation between the ritual and the 

purpose of the myth It seems more likely that the association with ritual occasions would serve to 

heighten the importance of what the myth was meant to convey for with the compilation of the texts in 

a literary form, making then accessible to literate members of society, the association with ritual 

perceptibly weakens. The texts referred to above were in the mail compiled and edited by about the 

middle of the first millennium A.D but earlier versions of the myths and narrative stereotypes are know 

from earlier texts, some of which go back to the first millennium B.C. There was therefore both time and 

incentive to recognize the narrative and the symbols of the myths for changing social contexts. The text 

drew in the main from the earlier oral tradition and were transferred to a written form in the first 

millennium A.D. In spite of this Purana. were frequently treated as part of the oral tradition with the 

reciting of the texts to large audiences. Both categories of sources came into prominence during the 

period when Buddhism and Vaisnavism, in addition to their religious role, were performing the function 



of being agencies of acculturation for those for whom the Great Tradition had hitherto been 

inaccessible. Such texts reflected the social concerns of the preset even though they treated of the 

social concerns of the past. The significance of this lies in the fact that it is also by the mid-first 
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millennium A.D. (and in later centuries) that these texts--and the Vamsanucarita section of the Puranas 

in particular--are used for the more secular purpose of providing lineage links and genealogical 

connections for the families which gave rise to the multiple dynasties of the time. 

 

In a historical tradition origin myths play a crucial role as they provide a point of commencement. In the 

itihasa-Purana tradition the origin myth referred to or implied is that of the Flood. It occurs first in the 

Satapatha Bhahmana and is found again in the Mahabharata and Puranas, there being a substantial 

difference of time between the first and the last version.12 The Satapatha Brahmana version relates 

that Manu, primaeval man, was performing his morning ablutions when a fish came into his hands. It is 

asked to be reared and protected and promised Manu safety from the deluge in return, explaining to 

Manu that the gods had decided to punish mankind by unleashing a massive flood to destroy all 

creation. The fish grew larger in time. On the eve of the flood it commanded Manu to build a ship for 

himself, in which Manu escaped from the flood. The ship was tied to the fish who swam through the 

waters and lodged it on the northern mountain. When the water subsided it glided down the mountain 

slope and returned Manu to Jambudvipa. Manu being alone and desirous of sons performed a sacrifice 

to the gods from which a woman was born as a result of which she was called Ida (or Ila in other 

versions). Through her Manu generated this race. 

 

The story is repeated in some of the Puranas but with certain significant additions. In the Matsya Purana 

the fish is described as an incarnation of Visnu--the Matsya-avatara. Ila is a hermaphrodite, hence called 

by the cognate Ila-Ila, and is the progenitor of one of the two royal lineages, the Candravamsa or lunar 

lineage. Manu’s eldest son Iksvaku was the progenitor of the Suryavamsa or solar lineage. In some texts 

however the male Ila is referred to as the eldest son who was inadvertently changed into a woman, Ila. 

To these lineages belonged all those who came to be regarded as legitimate ksatriyas. Manu being the 



originator of the lineages framed the rules and laws of government and collected one-sixth of the 

produce of the land as tax. The Visnu Purana omits the story of the flood in the vamsanucarita section 

but refers to the birth of Ila as the daughter of Manu and states that through the goodwill of the gods 

she was able to switch her form from female to male and back as occasion demanded.13 
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The flood assumes the primary precondition of water from out of which the known creation arises. The 

great flood caused the total destruction of the world and this is a recognized stage in the cycle of the 

time concept, what Eliade would call the abolition of profane time.14 The beginnings of history 

therefore emerge from a condition which has no antecedents: it is in fact symbolic of the very 

beginning. However, the negation of antecedents is not absolutely total since Manu is not created out of 

the flood but exists prior to it. Further creation follows from the flood. Repetition occurs frequently in 

myths of renewal such as the story of the flood and in such cases the abolition of profane time is a 

marker separating mythical time from historical time. The latter emerges from a condition of renewal 

where the vestiges of the old have been destroyed. 

 

The choice of the fish as the saviour is obvious since the fish alone could survive the flood and this is 

used to good effect in the Puranic version where it is referred to as the Matsya-avatara. The myth is 

brought into service as a means of exalting the deity Visnu and introducing him into what was an old and 

well-established myth through the mechanism of the avatara. This endows Visnu with antiquity and 

enhances his image as the deity who was willing to take on the lowly form of the fish in order to save 

man. It might be worth mentioning in passing that the Sumerian god Enki, who in the Sumerian version 

of the flood myth saved Ziusudra, the Sumerian counterpart of Manu, is often represented as a fish in 

later Mesopotamian mythology in which capacity he acts as a saviour deity.15 

 

That Manu procreates through his daughter possibly reflects a patrilineal emphasis known from other 

myths of such societies where an incestuous relationship also occurs in origin myths.16 More plausibly it 

may indicate the symbolic insistence of the purity of lineage, that ultimately the mother-father of the 

founders of the lineages was the child of Manu and created from a sacrifice. The derivation of the 

Candravamsa lineage from a hermaphrodite suggests a variation on the idea of twins or siblings as 

parents, stressing again the purity of lineage. It is significant that in the widely accepted description of 

the Utopia, the land of the Uttara Kurus, people are born as couples, thus eliminating the need for 

physical procreation.17 The Puranas repeat the idea in the story of the evolution of society whore it is 



said that Brahma created the earth and then four sets of human beings, each consisting of a thousand 

couples.18 Life was idyllic and easy. But this did not 
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last, for ultimately decay set in together with the emergence of the four varnas and a general falling off 

from the Utopian beginnings. Yet in a late section of the Rg Veda the theme of rejecting sibling incest is 

associated with the god of death, Yama, and his sister, Yami, suggesting that the idea was being 

questioned by some.19 However, in Puranic sources Yama is sometimes contrasted with Manu 

(associated with life), both being sons of Vivasvat.20 That one of the royal lineages was born from a 

female form was obviously rather galling in later times when women were of low social status and on 

par with the sudras. This is sought to be explained away in the Visnu Purana by the statement that 

during the course of the sacrificial ritual there was an inaccuracy and, although Manu had been 

performing the sacrifice for the obtaining of sons, a daughter was born.21 The situation was retrieved 

somewhat by Mitra and Varuna permitting the daughter to become an hermaphrodite. In actual fact the 

male-female distinction was necessary for the purpose of the myth and was required as a distinguishing 

feature of the two lineages. 

 

In terms of the bi-polarity of symbols the lineages were separated by the one being associated with the 

sun and the other with the moon.22 Evidently the lineages had to be kept distinct. This is evident from 

the structure of the lineages for the two groups. The Candravamsi or Aila appears to be a segmentary 

lineage system where each male child and his male progeny is treated as a separate segment of the 

lineage and the descent group of each is recorded.23 Such a record inevitably covers a wide 

geographical area--central, western, northern and parts of eastern India. The Suryavamsi or Iksvaku 

lineage on the other hand records only the descent by primogeniture of a few lines and is far more 

limited in area as well as being confined chiefly to the middle Ganges valley. The difference in the 

structure of lineages may also indicate the more sedentary settlement of the Iksvaku as against a society 

more given to migrating groups among the Aila. 

 

The choice of the two lineage names, the Sun and the Moon, are significant as the dominant planetary 

pair. Perhaps the myth refers to a belief in an early division into moieties of the tribes or two rival 

groups. Alternatively it could have been an attempt at orderliness on the part of the compilers of the 



Puranas, to weave the many dynastic strands into two main currents and finally to a single origin. It is 

not surprising that the word Manu provided the generic base for manava meaning mankind. 
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The variation between the early and later version of the myth as in the Satapatha Brahmana and the 

Puranas shows the manner in which it was used for two purposes pertinent to the new concerns of the 

later period. The readjustment of the myth to Vaisnava religious purposes is self-evident in the idea of 

the Matsya-avatara. The latching on of one of the two royal lineages to Ila-Ila and Iksvaku, the children 

of Manu, and thereby indirectly to the flood story, was an effective means of giving both antiquity and 

prestige to the lineages. The historical attested dynasties from the fourth century B.C. onwards appear 

to have had little interest in proclaiming their lineage origins. The concern with lineage and genealogical 

connections involving either the Suryavamsa or the Candravamsa are more marked in the early 

centuries A.D. and become quite obsessive in some parts of India after the mid-first millennium A.D. This 

concern may have necessitated the adaptation of earlier myths to new interests. Information on what 

was believed to be the ‘history’ of the lineages would have been preserved asp; of the oral tradition by 

the suta and the magadha. It is believed that this oral tradition was taken over, probably by priestly 

authors, in t process of the compiling of the Puranas, some of which date to the middle of the first 

millennium A.D.24 The neat arrangement of the lineages and their segments could well have been 

worked out in the process of adjusting the earlier myth and the new version would then provide the 

validation for the new lineage connections. The reference to Ma framing the laws and collecting the tax 

would have underlined the legitimacy of these two functions for those who were the descendents of 

Manu. 

 

Curiously, there is a striking parallel to this in the Mesopotamian tradition. The story of the flood from 

Sumerian texts is remarka1 similar to the version of the Satapatha Brahmana in its details. Deli myths as 

the genesis of cultures are by no means rare. What is interest however is the particulars in which the 

versions seem to agree It is now well-known that the Sumerian myth found its way via Babylonian 

version into the Bible story of Noah’s ark.25 It has a been argued that the Greek version in which Zeus 

sends a flood punish mankind and the survivor from the flood is Deucalion, the of Prometheus (or in 

later versions Ogygus), is a myth derived ft the Mesopotamian original, since the occurrence of the flood 

and attitude of the gods towards man are not in keeping with the Greek stereotypes regarding natural 

calamities and the deities.26 The Sumerian 
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flood myth is sometimes associated with the archaeological evidence of the massive flooding of a group 

of cities in the delta of the Tigris-Euphrates valley, an event generally dated to the end of the fourth 

millennium B.C.27 Is it possible that the Sumerian myth found its way to the Harappans and via the 

Harappans entered the Vedic tradition? What is even more curious is that in the late third millennium 

B.C. the Sumerian flood myth is worked into the story of the king-lists of ancient Mesopotamia.28 These 

refer to the mythical seven pre-diluvian kings, then the coming of the flood and the survivor who is 

associated with the descent of kingship on the various cities of ancient Mesopotamia. Indian sources 

also refer in sequence to the seven pre-diluvian Manus, the flood and then the royal lineages which 

succeeded. It would seem that the Mesopotamians made the same use of their earlier Sumerian flood 

as did the Indians in searching for an earlier sanction to an existing situation of a later period. 

 

The genealogical sections of the Puranas, with their recital of king-lists and descent groups, are 

punctuated with myths relating to the supposedly more important personalities. The narration of the 

Candravamsi lineage in the Visnu Purana is a case in point and is interspersed with stories. This was in 

part a mnemonic device as well as an attempt to embellish the otherwise rather dry narration of 

succession-lists. What is more important from our point of view is the fact that the two ancestral figures 

from whom the main Candravamsi lineage segments trace their origin--Pururavas and, of a later 

generation, Yayati--are in each case introduced through a well-known and frequently repeated myth.29 

Pururavas has the female Ila as his mother and Soma, the moon-god, as his grandfather. That his 

descendents were the progeny of Soma would further strengthen the nomenclature of Candravamsa. 

This idea is echoed in at least one Candravamsiroyal family of the early medieval period, the Candella, 

who claim the moon-god as one of their original ancestors.30 

 

The legend of Pururavas and Urvasi is related in full, following in detail the version earlier recorded in 

the Satapatha Brahmana in preference to the variant in the Mahabharata. The earliest version of the 

myth in the Rg Veda reads as an inversion of the Cupid and Psyche story.31 The king Pururavas falls in 

love with the apsara Urvasi who has been banished to earth for a temporary period. She agrees to live 

with him on condition that she should never see him in the nude. After some time the Gandharvas 

decide to call her back to the celestial 
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regions and arrange one night for her pet rams to be stolen. As Pururavas rushes after the thief there is 

a flash of lightning which reveals him in his nudity to Urvasi, whereupon she vanishes. The distraught 

king wanders for many years in search of her and eventually finds her. She does not return to him but 

does bear him a son. The Rgvedic version appears to be incomplete and there may have been more to 

the story. In the version recorded in the Satapatha Brahmana, Pururavas is anxious to join the 

Gandharvas and thereby live permanently with Urvasi.32 The Gandharvas require him to kindle three 

fires and perform some sacrifices, after which he is accepted into their world. In the Mahabharata the 

king is killed by the brahmans whom he disturbs during their sacrificial rituals.33 

 

The myth has in the past been interpreted as a solar myth with Pururavas representing the sun and 

Urvasi the vanishing dawn.34 A more plausible interpretation suggests that the latter two versions are 

mythological variants of each other, the significance of the action being that Pururavas is being 

sacrificed.35 The sacrifice of the male, symbolized by his kindling three fires and then being taken to the 

world of Gandharvas, was associated with certain matriarchal mother-goddess cults. The myth therefore 

would represent the transitional phase to patrilineal society. It is further argued that Pururavas having a 

hermaphrodite parent is not only an attempt to link him with Manu via Ila but is also indicative of a 

transition to a patrilineal society from an earlier matrilineal one, But as we have seen, the symbolism of 

a hermaphrodite does not necessarily indicate such a transition. The repeated occurrence of the myth in 

a variety of texts points to the mythological significance attached to Pururavas as the founder of the 

Candravamsi lineage. Its occurrence in a lineage context as well gives added status to the descent of 

Pururavas’s progeny from an apsara. Of the many sons whom Urvasi bore to Pururavas, two received 

particular attention. The eldest was Ayus through whom the main lineages of the Candravamsi 

descended; and the other was Amavasu whose line included Parasurama, the destroyer of the ksatriyas, 

suggesting thereby a balancing of lineages. 

 

Of Pururavas’s sons, the main lineage goes via the eldest son Ayus to his eldest son Nahus whose eldest 

son Yati declined the throne whereupon it went to his younger brother Yayati, the emphasis being on 

primogeniture. At this point there is the famous myth of Yayati who in old age seeks to exchange his 

years for the youth of one of his sons.36 He asks each one in turn, starting with the eldest, Yadu, 
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who refuses, as indeed do each of the next three, Druhyu, Turvasa and Anu. These three are cursed by 

Yayati with the statement that none of their progeny shall possess dominion. The youngest, Puru, 

readily agrees to the request of his father and takes upon himself his old age. Ultimately, after many 

years, when Yayati is exhausted with his youth, he accepts his old age from Puru. Before dying he 

appoints Puru as his successor and gives him sovereignty over the main kingdom, the madhya-desa (in 

the main the Ganga-Yamuna Doab), which should otherwise by rights have gone to Yadu. The eldest son 

Yadu is sent to territories to the south-west of the madhya-desa, and the other three to the south-east, 

the west and the north. The Visnu Purana states that Puru was made the supreme monarch of the earth 

and his brothers governed as viceroys.37 The Mahabharata has an elaborate version of the myth and 

explains further that from Yadu there descended the Yadavas, the Turvasa produced the Yavanas, the 

Druhyu produced the Bhojas and the Anu a variety of mleccha peoples, i.e. those regarded as socially 

inferior.38 This version takes the story further, involving Yayati’s attempt to enter heaven. 

 

The Yayati myth has been the subject of a lengthy analysis in which the emphasis has been on an 

explanation of the symbolism of not only the youth-age syndrome associated with the Yayati-Puru 

relationship but also the expression of values such as valour, sacrifice, riches and, above all, truth.39 A 

more narrow interpretation linked to the requirements of the historical tradition indicates two obvious 

emphases. Firstly, the myth explains the lack of observance of the rule of primogeniture where the 

eldest son is sent to a distant area and the youngest son succeeds to the throne. Secondly, it highlights 

the supremacy of the Puru lineage as being the superior one among the ksatriyas since Puru inherits the 

sovereignty. The Druhyu, Turvasa and Anu lineages tend to die out or else get merged with the Puru and 

this takes care, genealogically, of an otherwise impossibly wide distribution of descendants. 

Significantly, the superiority of the Puru lineage is contrasted with the low status of the others where in 

the Mahabharata, as we have seen, they are regarded as mlecchas. The Yayati myth also provides an 

explanation for why non-ksatriya groups are not recorded in the genealogies. Subsequent to this myth, 

the narrative of the Candravamsi lineage becomes substantially that of the descendants of Yadu and 

Puru. In a sense, the events of the Mahabharata war suggest a kind of reversal of the relationship 

between these two descent groups, where it is the offspring of Puru 
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who seek the help of the offspring of Yadu and the latter play the dominant role. The myth also serves 

to explain the migration and settlement of tribes. The Purus in Vedic literature are associated with the 

Sarasvati region and the Punjab.40 The Yayati myth would account for a possible migration into the 

madhya-desa and perhaps the reorganizing of the settlement in that area. Similarly the Yadus are also 

associated with the Punjab and their appearance in western India would have to be explained.41 



 

The emphasis on primogeniture is continually underlined in many texts. This after all is the crux of the 

events which form the core of two epics, the Mahabharata and the Ramayana. Where the law is not 

observed the breaking of the law has to be justified. This is clearly set out in an earlier section of the 

Visnu Purana in the myth of Prthu the son of Vena, a myth which also occurs in other texts.42 We are 

told that among the early kings of the earth was Vena who obstructed the sacrifices. His opposition to 

the Vedic sutras and yajnas provoked the antagonism of the rsis who put him to death by piercing him 

will stalks of the kusa grass. In the absence of a king there was now a threat of total anarchy. So the rsis 

churned the left thigh of Vena and there sprang up a short, dark, ugly man whom they called Nisada a 

name derived from the command of the rsis who told him to ‘sit down’ (ni-sada). The rsis were unhappy 

with what they had produce so they banished him and he became the ancestor of all the mlecchas and 

the wild tribes such as the Kirata, Pulinda and Sahara. The rsis then churned the right arm of Vena and 

there sprang up a beautiful man whom they called Prthu (the broad or expansive one). He was righteous 

in his manner, introduced cattle-rearing and the plough, and his reign was so prosperous that the earth 

was named Prthvi in memo of him. 

 

The wickedness of Vena is ascribed to the usual reason that objected to the teaching of the Vedas. It is 

significant that he c be put to death only by the rsis, who alone have the power to assassins kings. His 

death is caused by the kusa grass used in the sacred rituals of Vedic ceremonies. The fear of revolt 

against and assassination legitimate kings is evident from the fear of resulting anarchy. This sentiment is 

in conformity with the concept of matsyanyaya as explained in the Mahabharata where, in a condition 

of anarchy, the large fish devour the small fish.43 The legitimacy of succession has to be maintained by 

producing a successor from the body of Vena. It is the left side 
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of Vena which produces the ungainly, primitive successor who has to be exiled and the right side which 

produces the appropriate successor, conforming to the symbolism of the left being impure and the right 

pure. The association of Nisada with the wild tribes, food-gatherers perhaps, is juxtaposed with the 

introduction of agriculture by Prthu and it is through the latter that the earth prospers. That the elder 

son was banished in favour of the younger could only be justified by pointing to the inadequacies of the 

elder. The contrast however is so extreme that one almost suspects an association of guilt with the 

usurpation by the younger son. Could this myth have symbolized the overpowering of the legitimately 

settled food-gathering cultures by the agriculturalists, in a period which saw the gradual encroaching of 



agriculture into new lands via the grants of land to religious donees and secular officials, when the 

former cultures would henceforth always be associated with the dark and the ugly and the latter with 

that which is beautiful and prosperous? Vedic sources mention Nisada and Prthu but in unrelated 

contexts. Nisada appears to have been the general term used for non-Aryan tribes and Prthu was the 

first of kings and associated with the invention of agriculture.44 It is from the sacrifice performed at the 

birth of Prthu that there emerged the suta and the magadha who are told that their function is to 

eulogize the king and praise his actions.45 Perhaps historical consciousness (to the extent that this is 

embodied in bards and chroniclers) was believed to coincide with the development of agricultural 

society. 

 

Another myth relating directly to primogeniture occurs at a later stage in the Candravamsi lineage, in 

connection with the brothers Devapi and Santanu of the Puru lineage.46 For twelve years there has 

been a drought in the kingdom and this is explained as arising from Santanu, the younger brother, ruling 

in place of the elder, Devapi who has gone into the forest. The situation can be righted only if Devapi 

can be brought back. When Santanu’ s minister hears this he despatches some heretics to the forest 

who instruct Devapi in anti-Vedic doctrines. This annoys the brahmans who declare that Devapi is 

degraded and unfit to rule, whereupon there is rain. Earlier versions of the myth in the Rg Veda and 

Nirukta attribute the supercession of the elder brother to his becoming an ascetic or his suffering from a 

skin disease, both perfectly legitimate reasons for supercession.47 In these versions Devapi rejects the 

throne when offered to him and performs a ritual which results in rain. In the Puranic version the Vedic 

story is readjusted 
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so as to highlight the importance of primogeniture. 

 

Myths emphasizing primogeniture are relatively rare in the Suryavamsi sections of the genealogies for 

these record descent only of the eldest son or the legitimate successor. In the Candravamsi lineage the 

stress on primogeniture was required from time to time so that the senior descent group in the 

segmentary system could be clearly demarcated. Where the procedure was reversed it had to be 

explained. The myth would serve both to legitimize a junior line which might have become more 

powerful, as is suggested by the Yayati myth, and also to ensure that technically at least the core 

kingdoms remained with the ‘senior’ lineages. 

 



Mythology in the Buddhist sources relates essentially to two mail areas, origin myths of tribes and places 

and the legend of the lift of the Buddha. In later Buddhist texts there are myths connected with the 

Theras and the Sangha, but these are often derivative of the earlier myths. The earlier myths tend to be 

fairly traditional and are often either borrowings from the Puranic tradition or come from a common 

source of myths which supplied both the Puranic and the Buddhist texts What is of interest are the 

similarities in the origin myths as recorded in the two traditions as well as the deviations. 

 

The most important of the tribes is of course that of the Sakyas to which the Buddha belonged. The 

Sakyas are traced back to the Iksvaku lineage or the Okkaka as it is called in the Pali sources.48 In one 

text we are told that king Okkaka had five sons and four daughters by his chief queen. On her death the 

king married a young woman who, when she bore the king a son, wanted her son to be the heir The king 

was persuaded to exile his elder children and the five brothers and four sisters travelled to the 

Himalayan foot-hills. Here they mi the sage Kapila who advised them to build a city and settle in that 

region. The city therefore was called Kapilavastu. The eldest brother remained unmarried and the other 

four brothers married their four sisters and from them there descended the tribe of the Sakyas. The 

Mahavastu a text of a later period, has a variation on this, in that there are five brothers and five sisters, 

the name of the Okkaka king is Sujata, and it is his concubine who wishes her son to be king.49 

 

The Sakyas had a close relationship with the Koliyas according to another version of the origin myth of 

both.50 The Sakyas in this case consisted of five sisters and four brothers. Since the degradation of the 

race had to be prevented it was decided to appoint the eldest 
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sister as the mother and the remaining brothers and sisters paired off. The eldest sister developed 

leprosy and was therefore put into a deep pit in the forest where she was one day threatened by a tiger. 

She was rescued by Rama, the king of Banaras, who had also been exiled because of leprosy but had 

managed to cure himself. He therefore cured her as well and married her and they lived in a city which 

they had built. They sent their sons to Kapilavastu so that they could marry their maternal uncles’ 

daughters. The young men kidnapped the Sakya princesses and were not prevented from doing this 

since they were related to the Sakyas and the kidnapping was almost customary. It was from these 

marriages that the Koliya tribe descended and was so called because their city of origin was established 

at a place where a large kol tree was growing. The Mahavastu version states that the princess suffering 



from leprosy was left in a forest where she was discovered by the royal sage Kola who took her to his 

hermitage.51 Sixteen pairs of twin sons were born and were called the Koliyas and were sent to 

Kapilavastu from where they obtained their brides. The settlement of the Koliyas adjoined that of the 

Sakyas and the two were separated by the river Rohini, the waters of which, used for irrigation, were 

the cause of dispute between the Sakyas and the Koliyas.52 

 

In a late text the Moriyas (Mauryas) were also associated with the Sakyas.53 They are described as those 

Sakyas who fled from Kapilavastu when Vidudbha, the king of Kosala, attacked the Sakyas for having 

deceived him into marrying a maid-servant rather than the princess who was promised to him. This 

group of Sakyas settled in a pipal forest, the Pipphalivana, which abounded in peacocks--mayura/mora--

from which their name was eventually derived. This appears to have been a later attempt to link Asoka 

Maurya with the family of the Buddha. 

 

The origin of the Licchavis again relates them to the royal family of Banaras.54 The chief queen gave 

birth to a lump of flesh which was put in a box and floated down the river. It was picked up by a hermit 

who nurtured its contents until eventually the lump of flesh changed into a twin boy and girl. They had 

such a translucent beauty that they appeared to have no skin, hence the name, nicchavi; or 

alternatively, everything seemed to get absorbed into them and thus they were called linacchavi. 

Eventually they came to be called Licchavi. The children were adopted by local cowherds but as they 

proved to be totally undisciplined they had to be abandoned (vajjitabba). An area was demarcated and 

given over to them and this was called Vajji, 
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an obvious attempt to explain the name of the confederacy of eight clans commonly referred to as the 

Vrjji or Vajji confederacy. The boy and girl were married and had sixteen pairs of sibling twins. Since the 

city in which they lived had to be continually enlarged (visalikata) they came to call it Vesali/Vaisali. The 

Licchavis were to become a powerful tribe and were the main contenders for the control over the 

Ganges valley against the kingdom of Magadha. Although defeated at this juncture they continued to 

maintain their status in the Terai-Nepal area, for not only does Candragupta I make much of his 

marriage to Licchavi princess55 but they also provided an early and important dynasty in Nepal. In some 

of the later vamsavalis of Nepal the lineage of the Licchavis is not only linked to the Iksvakus but the 

actual descent is given via Raghu, Aja, Dasaratha, eight other kings and then the Licchavis, but the 

Buddhist origin myth is not repeated.56 



 

The origin of the Sakyas is related in fuller detail in the biographies of the Buddha from the northern 

Sanskrit Buddhist texts, some of which have been collated in a Chinese version.57 This version makes 

the same points as the earlier one but underlines the emphases more strongly. In the dynasty of the Fish 

king was born a ruler called Ta-man-tso. Not having a son he became an ascetic and gave his kingdom to 

his ministers. When he was old and incapable of looking after himself, his disciples, if they had to leave 

him alone for any length of time, would place him in a basket and bang the basket from a tree. This 

would safeguard him against wild animals, snakes and the like. One day a hunter shot him by mistake. 

His disciples, full of grief, cremated his body. But two drops of blood had fallen from the wound onto the 

ground. Out of these drops of blood sprang up two stalks of sugarcane (iksa) which on maturing burst 

asunder and revealed a boy in one and a girl in the other. The children were taken to the ministers who 

agreed to recognize them as the children of the late king. The boy was called Iksvaku and Suryavamsa 

and girl Subhadra. They were married and a son Janta was born to them. Iksvaku had four sons by a 

later, second marriage, all of whom were fine, manly young men. Subhadra was now concerned that her 

son, who was not as attractive, would be overlooked for the succession. She therefore plotted to have 

the four boys banished. They went into exile and travelled north across the Bhagirathi and into the 

Snowy Mountains, accompanied by their four sisters. They arrived in a beautiful valley where the sage 

Kapila dwelt and settled there. So as not to pollute their race they married their sisters and 
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founded the city of Kapilavastu. Because they were able (saknoti) to govern well they came to be called 

Sakyas. The story then continues to trace the lineage of descent from the princes down to Suddhodana, 

the father of the Buddha. 

 

This sample of origin myths indicates certain characteristics which provide some clues to social 

concerns. In each case the myth attempts to explain not only the origin of the tribe but also the city 

associated with that particular janapada or territory where the tribe eventually settled. The inclusion of 

the city seems to have almost equal importance as indeed the cities of the janapadas in the latter part of 

the first millennium B.C. had considerable political and economic importance. In the janapadas with the 

sangha or gana system of government (i.e. what is generally described as oligarchic government or 

republic in modern writing on that period), the city was the nucleus of political life and would inevitably 

be seen as arising almost coterminously with the janapada. 



 

The attempt to explain the name of the tribe is a striking feature of these myths if only because the 

etymologies are so patently false. The survival for example of the extremely far-fetched etymology for 

Licchavi is quite remarkable. It would seem that the original etymology for these names was either 

forgotten or lost and clumsy attempts were made in a later period to invent an etymology. This would 

also account for the variation in the explanation. Thus Sakya is derived from Saknoti (to be able), the 

saka tree and sakahi (with reference to their marrying their sisters). Totem worship may be suggested as 

a possible explanation but this would be a plausible theory only if there had been a consistency of 

association with a    single object in each case. 

 

The selection of tribes whose origin and genealogy are considered worthy of record are invariably those 

janas which had sangha and gana systems of government. These gave prominence to the ksatriya 

families of the jana since they were the ones who had the right to be represented in the santhagara or 

assembly-hall. The ksatriya members of these janapadas were frequently inter-related and their 

territories lay in geographical proximity to each other. The ksatriya families were again those who were 

associated with the Buddha, Mahavira and other heterodox teachers. None of these origin myths are 

concerned with the genesis of the neighbouring kingdoms where monarchy prevailed, even though the 

Buddha after his enlightenment preached more frequently in the kingdoms of Magadha and Kasi. 
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The insistence on siblings or, even better, sibling twins as the procreators of the jana is explained in the 

myths as necessary for maintaining the purity of lineage, where the lineage can be traced back to those 

of identical blood. Related to this was possibly also the idea that sibling marriages would be the closest 

simulation of the situation which prevailed in the Uttara-Kuru Utopia, which Utopia was equally 

acceptable to the Buddhists and to the brahmans. Periods of genesis would inevitably be associated 

with the earliest golden age or Utopia from where the origin myth would begin. The occurrence of the 

sixteen pairs of twins makes a rather special number. It may perhaps be explained as a multiple of two 

(2X2X2X2) where the base of two would again covey the sense of a twin or couple. The sibling marriage 

symbolism is so strong that in the Dasaratha Jataka, Rama and Sita are described as brother and sister 

and finally marry each other, a distinctly Buddhist transformation of Rama-katha.58 

 

The prevalence of cross-cousin marriage would also seem apparent, especially that involving the 

maternal uncle’s daughter. This may reflect an actual social situation or it may be symbolic. In the 



Chinese account, the marriage is not only mentioned but is explained as being prevalent by the pointed 

reference to there being no objection to it. This might perhaps indicate that in later periods the sytem of 

cross-cousin marriage had to be explained or that the audience for this particular text was unfamiliar 

with the system. 

 

The reference to cross-cousin marriage in the Pali texts and that in the Epics, Puranas and other 

literature, raises the question of the prevalence of the system. These references are a contradiction of 

the sastric rules on the observance of sapinda and sagotra limitations with regard to marriage. Some 

late dharmasastras refer to the legitimacy of cross-cousin marriages by quoting a few ambiguous 

passages from Vedic literature, but far more forcefully by arguing that where it was a customary 

practice, as for example in the southern regions, it was a permitted relationship even for brdhmans.59 It 

has recently been suggested that the references to cross-cousin marriage in texts pertaining to northern 

India may be traces of an earlier Dravidian substratum culture, particularly as the texts appear to have 

been composed in areas where cross-cousin marriage was the prevalent pattern, as in the case of the 

Pali canon edited and compiled in Ceylon.60 That the acceptability of the system was doubted in cases 

other than those occurring in the 
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Buddhist texts is evident from the attempt to find an explanation for it or to treat it somewhat 

contemptuously.61 In such cases the reference to cross-cousin marriage may well be a memory of an 

earlier social custom which gave way later, under the powerful impact of Indo-Aryan social structure, to 

the sapinda and sagotra observances, at least among the elite groups of northern India. 

 

In the Buddhist tradition however there appears to be more than either the memory of a substratum 

culture or the influence of southern social usage. There is a deliberate attempt to associate cross-cousin 

marriage with elite groups. This would heighten the antiquity of the custom as well as the exclusive 

character of the groups involved. It has been argued that, in order to prolong the relationship 

established by marriage between kin-groups, two techniques were used to record the relationship.62 

One was that the original relationship could be traced back to sibling incest, thereby emphasizing the 



close blood tie; the other was the frequent introduction of cross-cousin marriage at appropriate points 

in the genealogy among the related lineages. It is evident that at least the Sakyas and Koliyas were 

closely connected by kinship and the use of both these techniques in their records may have been an 

attempt to emphasize the connection. The techniques would be identical for both matrilineal and 

patrilineal groups so that cross-cousin marriage need not indicate, as it was once thought to, the 

precondition of a matrilineal society. At another level incest is a logical explanation of how two people 

could found a lineage. That the questioning if not the tabu on incest had crept into some of the later 

Buddhist texts is evident for example from the reference to the Sakyas being rebuked by the Koliyas for 

cohabiting with their own sisters.63 

 

The ksatriya status of the tribe is both assumed and made implicit in the fact that the origin is always 

from an established royal family either of the Iksvaku lineage or from the king of Banaras. The Iksvaku 

lineage would make these tribes off-shoots of the Suryavamsi. The repeated theme of exile would either 

point to their being dissident groups or else that they migrated from the family base, generally a 

kingdom along the Ganges river or the middle Ganges plain, to the foothills of the Himalayas. The theme 

of exile would also become necessary where a major social tabu, that of sibling incest, was being broken 

even if only symbolically. Possibly, these were groups of cultivators in origin, belonging to the jana (but 

perhaps not to the rajakula or the landowning groups), who had migrated in search of new land and, 
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on becoming prosperous, adopted the ksatriya genealogy of the jana from which they came. Equally 

possibly, they could have been local tribes, who, on becoming agriculturalists and acquiring 

landownership and status, sought links with the prestigious Iksvaku tradition and invented the myth of 

exile. 

 

That there was some element of discordance is evident from the fact that, in spite of the Buddhist 

insistence on their ksatriya status, these tribes are never listed in the Puranic genealogies. If it was 

merely a question of discounting those who were the fountain-head of heterodox movements, then 

surely the Puranic genealogies would have deliberately included them and described them either as 

vratya ksatriyas or else given them sudra status.64 The disavowal of monarchy as the accepted political 

system may in part explain their exclusion from the Puranic lists. In the case of Vaisali for example, the 

period of monarchy is referred to in the Puranic genealogies but there is silence with regard to the 

period when it was the nucleus of the Vrjjian confederacy. Even though the Sakyas and Koliyas in their 

myths emanate from royal families, they do not appear to have repeated the experience of monarchy 



and their political organization seems more often to have been oligarchic, the emphasis being on 

political egalitarianism extending to at least the ksatriya families. The reference to sixteen pairs of twins 

can be interpreted as an attempt at the symbolic diffusion of power within a small but powerful social 

group. In a monarchical situation, presumably, there would have been a single pair of twins. That 

substantially the same myth is related for all these janas suggests that they formed a separate group; 

probably in origin an extended kin group settled in geographical proximity of each other. Alternatively, 

the use of a similar origin myth may have been deliberate; to emphasize a similarity of political and 

social culture and an exclusivity which separated them from the more common monarchical janapadas. 

 

The expanded version of the myth in the Mahavastu seems much more elaborate with an implicit 

attempt at providing explanations. Thus the name Iksvaku is introduced through the reference to the 

sugarcane stalks and the association with the Suryavamsa lineage is also made clear. The location of 

Kapilavastu is more explicitly described as being north across the Bhagirathi and into the Snowy 

Mountains, presumably the proximity to the Himalaya. This explanation would be necessary for the new 

audiences for Buddhist literature who would be unfamiliar with northern India. 
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The theme of the exile of princes carries echoes of the Ramayana. It would seem from the frequent 

references to this theme and to that of the abduction of princesses in Buddhist literature that exiled 

princes may well have been a stereotype of the folktale. The Dasaratha Jataka suggests the possible 

existence of an earlier Rama-katha, the events of the Jataka being a Buddhist version of the story of 

Rama. It is not without significance that the events of the Ramayana also concern the members of the 

Iksvaku-Suryavamsi lineage. 

 

The importance of the ksatriya in society is also apparent from another myth which relates to the origin 

of government.65 When the Buddha was asked about the origin of government he explained that to 

begin with the world was of a Utopian order where no one laboured and time was passed in pleasant 

leisure. Gradually this golden age began to tarnish and evil crept into the ways of man. The cause of the 

decay was man’s desire for possessions and this was reflected in the emergence of the family as a social 

institution with the possession of woman by man, and in the notion of personal property where fields 



were demarcated and were claimed by individuals. Ultimately the situation became so chaotic that 

people gathered together and elected one from among them (the great elect or the mahasammata) in 

whom they invested the power to make laws and maintain order and to whom as recompense for 

performing this unenviable task they agreed to pay a percentage of their produce. 

 

The story apart from its strikingly rational assumptions reflects early thinking on the origin of the 

ksatriyas. A demarcation is made between the period of common ownership of land and the later 

evolution of private ownership. Out of a non-stratified society there first arose the stratification of 

occupations. Subsequent to this, those who owned land were set apart and the establishment of the 

family is also associated with the cultivation of land. Ownership of land accelerates dispute and 

disequilibrium which can only be tentatively corrected by the imposition of an authority which lay above 

and beyond that invested in ordinary persons. The crux of the story relates to the two areas of ksatriya 

interest, landownership and the exercise of political authority. 

 

The readjustment of the format of the Buddhist origin myth of the Sakyas and the Koliyas to changed 

social conditions in a later period becomes apparent in the myth regarding Vijaya and the early history 

of Ceylon as recorded in the Mahdvamsa.66 A princess of Vanga, too arrogant to accept a human 

husband, is married to a lion. She gave 
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birth to a son Sihabahu and a daughter Sihasavali but remained unhappy and homesick. Ultimately she 

persuaded Sihabahu to kill his father, the lion, whereupon the princess with her two children returned 

to her father's kingdom. But soon after this the children left her, wandered away to a distant place 

where they married each other, built themselves a city and established a kingdom. The marriage 

resulted in sixteen pairs of twin sons. Among these Vijaya was regarded as the eldest. He was however 

so evil that he had to be exiled but was permitted to take seven hundred attendants with him. He 

travelled at first to western India and finally arrived in Ceylon together with his attendants on the very 

day of Buddha’s nirvana. The island was inhabited only by yakhas and yakhinis whom he subdued. He 

sent to India for wives for .himself and his attendants and not only made the island fit for human 

habitation but became himself a virtuous king. 



 

The myth seeks to introduce all the elements of the traditional origin myth of the Buddhist texts. There 

are also, underlying the story, many levels of assumptions. The geographical area of the story is very 

wide, starting with eastern India, moving to western India and from there to Ceylon. This is not the 

compact region of the earlier myths. At the time of the compilation of the text both eastern and western 

India were in close contact with Ceylon. The western contact is attested to linguistically, the Pali of the 

Chronicles having an affinity with the western prakrt of India. The eastern link may have been 

introduced to established as close a connection as possible with the Buddhist homeland. The myth is 

replete with assumptions regarding the social order. Vijaya’s unusual and supernatural origin is amply 

emphasized: he is the grandson of a lion, the son of an incestuous marriage and the eldest of sixteen 

pairs of twin brothers. Incest in this case again points to purity of descent. Uniqueness is further 

stressed by the sixteen pairs of twin brothers, although here the eldest stands out since the context is 

monarchy and not oligarchy. His social status is indicated by his royal antecedents both in the animal 

world and in the human. Royal antecedents also provide him with the economic means to travel the 

long distance from Vanga to Ceylon together with his attendants. The story of the exile was necessary to 

explain why anyone would travel such a long distance to an island inhabited only by demons. It is 

appropriate that the man who founded the first human colony in Ceylon should arrive on the auspicious 

day of the Buddha’s parinirvana. Such a connection would be virtually inevitable in the Mahavamsa 
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which after all was the Chronicle of the major Buddhist monastery of Ceylon, the Mahavihara. The 

etymological interest is also clear from the attempt to explain the derivation of the name of the island--

Sinhala-- associated with a lion. The earlier origin myths had by now almost become archetypes. The 

story of Vijaya does not occur at the start of the Mahavamsa but in the sixth chapter. Nevertheless it 

marks the commencement of the narrative of the history of Ceylon. Earlier chapters relate the story of 

the Buddha’s visit to Ceylon and the conversion of Asoka which prepares the ground for the arrival of 

Buddhism. This structure makes the narrative more purposive and strengthens the notion of the mission 

of Buddhism to Ceylon. 

 

The social function of these origin myths in the context of the early Indian historical tradition appears to 

be four-fold: to establish kinship links, to emphasize the legitimacy of succession, to indicate the 

migration of important groups and to provide social status to those who had acquired political power. 

The recognition of kinship links among the ksatriya families in the mid-first millennium B.C. was central 



to the question of rights of land-ownership and ultimately political authority. In the first millennium 

A.D., with new claimants to ksatriya status and political power in the many dynasties of the period, the 

kinship links were revived through the search for actual or fabricated genealogical connections.67 

 

The legitimacy of succession was implicit in the genealogical links requiring ksatriya antecedents. In the 

monarchical system there was the additional need to stress primogeniture. That this was a real concern 

is evident from other literature which stresses not only the need for hereditary succession but also the 

rights of seniority within it.68 It is not surprising that this question crops up repeatedly in the literature 

of the mid-first millennium A.D. and later, wherein plays such as the Devicandraguptam and in historical 

biographies such as the Harsacarita and the Vikramankadevacarita, there is an elaborate justification for 

the transgressing of the rule.69 

 

The theme of migration, often disguised as exile, sets the geographical dimensions of the social group 

and can be used to establish the rights and priority of a particular group over a particular region. This 

assumes significance in periods when new groups are moving in as entrepreneurs in either previously 

occupied areas or in newly opened up lands: the entrepreneurs in the mid-first millennium A.D. being 

the recipients of grants of land. Those who succeeded in establishing new dynasties would either have 

to link themselves genealogically with the descent 
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groups, who were already associated with the area or else would have to introduce the idea of 

migration. The Sisodia Rajput link with the Suryavamsi lineage and the migration of one of their 

ancestors from Lahore (associated with Lava the son of Rama) to Rajasthan would form a case in 

point.70 Puranic sources refer to the dispersal of the Haihayas (a sub-lineage of the Yadavas). This 

provided a useful peg for many early medieval dynasties to hang their genealogies on, such as the 

Kalacuris of Tripuri71 and the Musakavamsa of Kerala.72 Exiled princes also provide one of the 

mechanisms by which local tradition can be hooked onto the 'classical' tradition and vice versa. 

 

In both the itihasa-purana tradition and the Buddhist tradition, as far as origin myths are concerned, it is 

in the main the ksatriya status which is sought to be validated. The origin myths of the ksatriya tribes in 

Buddhist literature are attempts to provide status for those who played an important part in the events 

relating to the establishment of Buddhism, and are the counterparts to the lineage myths in the Puranic 



tradition, both sets of myth endorsing the groups in political authority at the time. Nor is it coincidental 

that this search for validation through myth is systematized and recorded at the time when dynasties 

claiming ksatriya status rose to political control and, in the Buddhist case, sectarian institutions of the 

Buddhist sangha were involved, albeit not always directly, in political authority. 
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Genealogy as a Source of Social History 

 

Historical interest in the genealogical sources of the ancient per of Indian history became a serious 

concern with the publication in 1922 of what has since come to be regarded as the classic work of F. E. 

Pargiter, The Ancient Indian Historical Tradition This was essentially an attempt to ascertain the 

chronology the beginnings of Indian history by correlating the genealogical information from the 

vamsanucarita material from the various Puranas. Having worked out what he thought was the most 

acceptable chronological and genealogical reconstruction, Pargiter then tried to identify the various 

lineages with what were believed to the predominant racial-linguistic groups of the time--the Arya 

Dravidians, Mundas, etc. Later work on the same subject has on the whole, continued to emphasize 

chronological and dynastic reconstruction1 which inevitably has led to a considerable juggling with  the  

lists  of descent groups and  succession. 

 

It is proposed in this paper to move away from chronological reconstruction, on the assumption that 

traditional genealogies rarely faithful records of times past. Their primary function and purpose perhaps 

lies elsewhere. This is not to deny their chronological dimension for, obviously, in a measuring of 

generations, the element of time is important; but, rather, to suggest that genealogies provide elements 

of other facets of society as well2 and these facets have often been ignored in the study of genealogical 

mate from Indian sources. Genealogies relate to the past and claim to be records of succession, yet very 

often their preservation (or even their fabrication) is dependent on the social institute of the period 

when they were put together and for which they provide legitimizing mechanisms. They are often 

encapsulate of the migration and movement of peoples in time and to t extent are associated with a 

geographical locale. However, 

 

From The Indian Historical Review, vol. II, no. 2, January 1976, pp. 259-281. 
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genealogical record is not based on a region but on the distribution of the lineage3 which may or may 

not coincide with geographical region. 

 

As records of social relations, they were concerned only with particular social groups, namely, those 

who were members of the lineages and had access to political and social status. Lineages of those in 

authority even in tribal society had to be maintained with as much concern as those of kings. This was 

even more pertinent in conditions of frequent warfare or in new settlements of land where the 

genealogy became a reference point for legal rights and status. When other groups began to participate 

in social and political power, such as religious teachers and priests, then their genealogies had also to be 

maintained. Thus, lists of succession do not pertain only to dynastic  descent of kings. 

 

The keeping of genealogies becomes important with the emergence of property, for the right to 

ownership or participation in property can be proved by lineage links. In pre-agricultural food-gathering 

societies the right to ownership of property (other than personal) was, for a variety of reasons, faintly 

defined and flexible. The right to property was subordinate to the right to status. In agrarian societies, 

particularly with the emergence of ownership of land, whether group or individual, the notion of 

property became stronger. Whereas in non-agrarian or early agrarian societies it is largely the lineages 

of the clan chiefs which are remembered, in more developed agrarian societies other groups may also 

come to be recorded in lists of succession. The record of ownership and status can extend not only to 

rights over land and livestock but also rights to women in the form of marriage alliances between 

lineages,  and  to other  resources. 

 

Succession is another form of the transfer of property and office from one person to the next and 

therefore involves a small segment of society through a hierarchy of restricted and inter-linked roles.4 

What is recorded in the genealogy is the social system of -succession, namely, the office to which 

succession is made, the relationship between the successive office holders, the procedure of selection, 

and the time when it occurs. The choice of the successor is often determined by the social system. 

 

Since genealogies are arranged chronologically this provides the dimension of the measurement of 

time.5 This may be represented 
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either by reference to cyclical occurrences or much more directly by reference to age groups, kinship 

(father-to-son or uncle-to-nephew) or by regnal years. Reckoning by generations also provides an 

approximate time scale. But regnal years and generations should not in every case be taken literally. 

Significant spans of time are usually demarcated by some important event and are pointers to the 

historian that the interrelationships recorded have undergone some fundamental  change. 

 

Most traditional genealogical records carry two types of information. The core of the genealogy consists 

of the succession lists or the lists of the descent groups and this has been called ‘the fixed tradition’. 

However, even this is subject to considerable fluidity should the situation demand it. Interspersed with 

this is the narrative tradition which is added to and changed by the genealogist more freely. The ‘fixed 

tradition’ was perhaps less tampered with, although it was often ‘telescoped’ where only the essential 

names and events were memorized and other matter dropped as long as the genealogical record was an 

oral one.6 The narrative tradition, consisting of legends or the description of incidents, inevitably 

changed more easily when the social norms changed or when new requirements demanded fresh 

comment. Into the Puranic genealogies are interwoven such narratives. The inclusion of genealogies in a 

body of literature reflects both a desire to freeze the tradition on the assumption that it will continue to 

serve a social purpose as well as the taking over of the tradition from professional memorizers by 

literate groups. It has also been suggested that where a number of genealogies are coalesced this 

indicates the collation of various literary traditions.7 That genealogies become a part of literature at 

some point is inevitable. The keepers of such records in the oral tradition were respected as sources of 

sanction for status. When the record was embodied in literature, not only this respect and power 

transferred to those who were keeping the written record but, by collating the different segments of the 

tradition, it facilitated the control over these  records  as  well. 

 

Keeping these aspects of genealogical records in mind, the ancient Indian tradition can be seen as a 

useful source of data. The earliest attempts at lineage records and succession lists are to be found in 

Vedic literature. Those relating to kings are almost 
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incidental since they merely refer to connections of about two or three generations and that too not in 

any genealogical form. The two dominant tribes of the Rgvedic period--if we are to go by the mention of 

lineages--were the Bharatas and the Purus in whose families it is possible to trace minimal descent 

links.8 In Later Vedic literature these two families are replaced by reference to the Kuru-Pancala descent 

groups and a more eastern centre of interest, Videha, is also introduced.9 These two regions, the Ganga-

Yamuna Doab and its fringes and the middle Ganges plain, remain the focus of much of the earlier 

genealogical material of the Puranas as well. What are however referred to with greater interest in the 

Later Vedic texts are the succession lists of Vedic teachers.10 The preservation of these lists was due to 

the need for the ritual to be handed down orally and the record of those connected with it in the past 

was maintained by recording the names of the teachers and the brahman gotras. These succession lists 

were made a part of the sacrificial ritual to ensure that they would be memorised.11 It is significant that, 

whereas the succession lists of those in political power went almost unrecorded, there was a deliberate 

formulation of lists of those who had status through ritual actions and the careful maintenance of such 

lists. 

 

The proliferation of the ritual may also have required its demarcation by association with particular 

groups of teachers and priests. Further, the Vamsa or succession lists help to maintain a record of gotra 

and pravara relations and these were of fundamental importance to the brahmans as an indication of 

social and ritual identity. The gotra, a patrilineal, exogamous, sibship whose members trace their 

descent to a common ancestor, was, to begin with, an institution recording kin and social relations only 

among the brahmans.12 Later, it extended to other varnas as well.13 The pravara, a stereotyped list of 

names of ancient rsis believed to be the remote founders of families, had a similar function. The gotra 

was crucial to marriage and property since members of the same gotra (sagotra) were not permitted to 

marry within the gotra but they could, in the absence of an heir, claim rights to the property owned by 

one of their fellow members. The lists of vamsas and gotras therefore served a distinct social function 

and underlined the status of the brahmans and indicated that the knowledge of ritual was 
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a crucial aspect of social status if not (indirectly) of property. By the period of the srauta-sutras there are 

systematic lists of gotras and pravaras, but sometimes subject to inconsistencies and contradictions.14 

Notwithstanding the latter, it would seem that at the point where it became socially necessary there 

was probably a rush to systematize the lists and connections. For the brahmans the maintenance of such 

a system was necessary when new members had to be recruited who were not from the old kinship 

groups. Thus tribal priests in new areas or the conferring of brahman status on the priests of cults 

assimilated into Vedic religion would require the records of such families of priests.15 Doubtless the 

gotra system was useful both to incorporate the new brahmans into the varna and assist in their being 

absorbed into kinship groups where this was desired, or equally, the preservation of a subtle barrier 

between the new and the old if this was preferred. 

 

The major texts for the recording of lineages were the Puranas with their vamsanucarita sections 

claiming to be authentic records of the ksatriya vamsas. Not all the maha puranas record the 

genealogies in detail. In most of the standard ones, such as the Visnu, Brahmanda, Vayu, Matsya and 

Bhagavata, there is broad agreement in most sections of the genealogies.16 An attempt was evidently 

made to arrange and organize all the vamsas and janapadas which, as tribes and states, were known in 

northern India and provide them with a history via the genealogies. That the genealogies agree broadly 

suggests that it was a concerted effort. It is not unlikely that some sections of the lists were historical 

and others were added to fill out the genealogy and to cover the known geographical regions. Some 

were contemporary and others were given antecedents so as to introduce an order into the structure, 

which is in fact extremely orderly. That genealogical information was a well-known part of the tradition 

and that the genealogies at least were maintained in the fourth century B.C. if not the Puranas is evident 

from the statement of Megasthenes quoted by Pliny17 that the Indians count one hundred and fifty-

four kings up  to the time of Alexander. 

 

The original oral tradition was kept by the bards and chroniclers, the sutas and the magadhas. There are 

various myths describing how Vyasa  taught the  itihasa-Purana  tradition to his  disciple, 
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the bard Lomaharsana.18 The latter in turn taught it to his disciples who were brahmans. Does this 

perhaps indicate the taking over of the tradition by the brahman authors of the Puranas? Originally the 

suta and the magadha had a high social status and were seated in proximity to the king on ritual 



occasions.19 Curiously, with the incorporating of the genealogical records into the body of literature, 

the Puranas, in the early first millennium A.D., the social status of the original keepers of the tradition 

was lowered.20 

 

For a detailed analysis, the vamsanucarita section of the Visnu Purana (Book IV) provides the necessary 

source material. The genealogy covers a long span of time, starting with Brahma and continuing as far as 

the dynasties of the early first millennium A.D. It appears however to be divisible into three distinct 

sections which seem to represent social and political changes (see Table at the end). The first is 

avowedly mythical and acts as a preface to the later sections. The details are not given in the 

genealogical section but are discussed in the earlier part of the text concerning primary and secondary 

creation (the sarga and pratisarga sections). Descent is traced from the gods, starting with Brahma and 

continuing via Daksa, Aditi and Surya to Manu Vaivasvata. Earlier in the text we are told that there were 

six Manus prior to him, the earliest being Manu Svayambhu.21 In the Matsya Purana the Great Flood 

occurs at the time of Manu Vaivasvata and Visnu in the form of the Matsya incarnation saves Manu.22 

The period of the Manus has no specific geographical location except that of Jambudvipa in a general 

way and the time spans associated with the Manus are enormous. In all this there is a distinct echo of 

the Sumerian king-list.23 The pre-diluvian list is recognizable in that virtually no attempt is made to try 

and give  it authenticity. 

 

The children of Manu, born after the flood, initiate the second section (which is described in Visnu 

Purana IV. 1-22) which, whether historical or not, is cleanly carefully constructed and probably 

represents the collation of many floating genealogical traditions as kept by the sutas and magadhas. It is 

concerned primarily with the distribution and descent of the Iksvaku and Aila lineage and terminates in 

the Mahabharata war. The lineages descended from the other children of Manu are referred to but tend 

to be dismissed  after a brief description.  Iksvaku, a son 
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of Manu, is the progenitor of the Suryavamsa lineage in direct line of descent from Aditi and Surya. The 

Candravamsa lineage was descended from the daughter of Manu, Ila. She was created from a sacrifice 

offered by Manu who desired a son, but owing to a mistake in the ritual a female child was born.24 The 



situation was somewhat ameliorated by her ability to change her sex on occasion and she is therefore 

referred to by the cognate Ila-Ila.25 Ila gave birth to a son fathered by Budha the son of the moon deity, 

Soma. Thus the lunar element in' the name of the lineage is introduced. The second section covers a 

span of approximately ninety-six generations as computed by Pargiter.26 The Mahabharata war at the 

end of this period is for genealogical purposes quite evidently a time-marker, virtually terminating the 

record of the descent of the two lineages. Almost all the lineages are involved in the war and the 

ultimate victory of the one is bitter in the light of the destruction of the many. In the second section of 

the genealogy, the lineages are not cordoned off into dynasties and are recorded merely as descent 

groups. The term used is vamsam rajnyam where vamsa should be seen more appropriately as lineage 

rather than as dynasty or royal family or race. There is a reference in the opening section of the 

vamsanucarita to the members of the lineages being bhupalas or kings, but the term vamsa is used 

more frequently in other chapters of this section. The same term vamsa is used for lists of teachers and 

therefore it may be taken to mean a descent group or lineage not always related by blood. Thus the 

second section is a record of lineages, some of which may have been royal lineages, others those of the 

ksatriyas in the sense of landowning clans. The definition which we are assuming for ksatriya is the one 

given by Panini as referring to the ruling clans both in monarchical and oligarchic systems.27 We hope to 

show that the structure of the vamsas as described in this section makes it apparent that it is politically 

important lineages which are being recorded and not dynasties. 

 

In the third section of the genealogy (Visnu Purana IV.22-24) which follows the Mahabharata war, 

dynasties are mentioned by name and their members are listed. The geographical focus shifts to 

Magadha. Regnal years are introduced for the successors of Vrhadratha of Magadha in some of the 

Puranas and this is 
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a new feature. The assassination of Ripunjaya by the minister Sunika terminates the lineage of 

Vrhadratha and one suspects that the assassination was yet another, less dramatic time-marker. Sunika 

usurps the throne and there is a succession of dynasties at Magadha, which are listed. Ultimately the 

genealogical record includes other dynasties of northern India. 

 



There is of course a continuing debate on the historical authenticity and chronology of these 

genealogical sections. In this paper we are not primarily concerned with either. It is assumed that the 

genealogical section was constructed at the time of the compiling 

of the  Visnu Purana  and it is this construction which needs to be  analyzed.  It  is not the veracity of the 

lineages which is being investigated but the social and political forms which they reflect. As  regards  

chronology  it can only be  suggested that one may go from the known to the unknown. Of the 

dynasties, the Sisunagas are the earliest attested from other sources as well and date to circa fifth 

century B.C. They are preceded by approximately twenty kings which would give a rough date of the 

early part of the first millennium B.C. for the Mahabharata war. (The regnal years given for the kings 

could well be arbitrary.) This is of course assuming that  such a date was of any significance to 

the makers of the genealogy. The importance of the war seems more symbolic than chronological. The 

distance of a round sum of a hundred generations prior to the war would substantially relate  to the  

second millennium  B.C.  and  a little  earlier. But 

the chronological reconstruction remains at best extremely tentative.  

 

The three sections of the genealogy which we have described are of course not demarcated clearly in 

the text but seem to us to be implicit in the way in which the genealogy has been put I  together. Of 

these three sections, the first can be set aside as not 

' providing any worthwhile evidence on the social background. But the second and third sections offer a 

series of contrasts and are suggestive of recording a major shift in emphasis through social and political 

change.  The most obvious indication of this is in 

the form of the genealogical record itself. It claims to have been recorded immediately after the 

termination of the Mahabharata war, during the reign of Pariksit. The references to descent groups prior 

to the war are in the past tense.  Subsequent to this the record 

is in the form of a prophecy and therefore uses the future tense.   
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This grammatical change has a further interest. In the pas tense  the succession  is listed in four different 

ways,  thus:28 

B was  the son of A 

B was  ‘of A’  (the use of the  genetive) 



B was  ‘from’ or  'after' A (the use of ablative) 

B was  heir of A 

In the first two cases it can be assumed that B was the child of A.  The most commonly used phraseology 

runs thus, 

Turvasor-vahnir-atmajo-vahner-gobhanu-statca- 

traisamba-stasmaccakarandhama .  .  .  29 

 

The son of Turvasu was Vahni, Vahni’s son was Gobhanu, h son was Traisamba,  his son was 

Karandhama  .  .  .  

 

The second two cases are however ambiguous and leave the relationship  in doubt;  all  that  is  certain is 

the  succession of B after A. Such a form would be more appropriate to non-monarchic systems, where 

hereditary succession was not inevitable, or tribal systems, where adoption is very often the only form 

recruitment into the tribe. 

 

After the Mahabharata war the statements are made in the future tense,  thus, 

 

atah parambhavisyanahambhupalan kirtayisyami...30  

 

I will now enumerate the kings who will reign in future periods This enumeration  takes a  form  such  as, 

.. .asyapi-putro-bindusarobhavisyati-tasyapya-sokavardhahastatah- suyasas-tatsca-dosaratha-.  .  .31 

 

... his son will be Bindusara, his (son) will be Asokavardhana, his (son) will be Suyasas, his (son) will be 

Dasaratha., The change to the future tense and the prophetic form points to a major event in time and 

the past being viewed as essential the period before the Mahabharata war. This might explain I 

attempts to shift the start of the Kaliyuga from the time Manu Vaivasvata to the period after the 

Mahabharata war. The inconsistency in the prophetic form is evident. All the mahapuranas profess to be 

prophetic, yet their standpoint in time is not identical. The Visnu Purana makes it clear that the 

genealogy is be narrated by Parasara to Maitreya in the reign of Pariksit. But Parasara was the father of 

Vyasa and was therefore dead k before the battle or the birth of Pariksit. The purpose of prophetic  form  

coming  at this point was to draw attention 
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the Candravamsa lineages in their peak period of glory, prior to their supersession by the emergence of 

powerful dynasties. In the case of the Visnu Purana the attempt may also have been to highlight the role 

of Visnu (as Krsna Vasudeva) both at the battle and subsequently. The genealogy was in any case 

organized with a certain bias in favour of the Candravamsa lineage since the central event which 

separates the historically verifiable section with what came before  is the war. 

 

The second section of the genealogy records the distribution and descent of the Suryavamsa and 

Candravamsa lineages, both ultimately claiming Manu as an ancestor. The choice of names is curious. 

Vedic literature refers to Iksvaku and to Ila in separate contexts and the former is associated with a 

lineage. But the more commonly used terms, Suryavamsa and Candravamsa, occur in the epics and the 

Puranas and appear to be later appelations, perhaps of the period when the genealogies were being 

collated. To name the lineages after the planets seems in no way peculiar and was probably an obvious 

choice. It may however be mentioned in passing that the symbolism of the sun and the moon reaches 

across to a number of cults and groups of early Indian society. Its frequency in Tantric and Yogic texts, 

together with the reference to Agni which in the early medieval period was adopted as the appelation 

for another group of lineages, might suggest some connections in the symbolism. The sun and the moon 

are said to symbolize the two main nerve centres to the right and the left of the human body and their 

union is sought in certain yogic practices.33 The construction of the lineages is suggestive of this 

pattern. Might the inclusion of the ancestors for the Candravamsa also be attributed to similar 

influences? One of the characteristics of the Puranas was the assimilation of certain substratum cults. 

 

The connection of the epics with the two major lineages is also of some interest. The Ramayana focuses 

on the Suryavamsa-Iksvaku lineage and the Mahabharata on the Candravamsa-Aila lineage. The 

structure of the epics relates closely to the social formation suggested by the lineages. This would in 

part account for the popularity of the epics which would be associated with those who in later periods 

as well linked themselves to the earlier lineages. It is perhaps also worth keeping in mind that early epic 

literature, constructed out of the fragments of bardic traditions, 
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is often the literature of the transitional phase of the declining of tribal society and the  emergence of 

kingdoms.34 

 

The most striking feature of the Suryavamsa or the Iksvaku lineage is not only the fullness of the names 

where practically every generation is represented but also the relatively stable location for these 

lineages with little evidence of branches migrating in various directions. Iksvaku we are told had three 

sons, Vikuksi who established the kingdom at Ayodhya, Nimi who established the kingdom at Videha, 

and Dandaka who- migrated south to the Dandakaranya. Dandaka appears to- have been a later 

addition and was probably included when some contact was established between the janapada of 

Kosala with the lands to its south-west. This may have originally been a migration from Kosala to what 

came to be called Daksina Kosala.35 Basically the Iksvaku lineage consists of the ruling families of Kosala 

and Videha. These were contiguous regions perhaps settled at the same time by groups which had 

either travelled along the Himalayan foothills or up from the Ganges river along the northern tributaries 

of the Gandhak and the Gaghra. At one point, therefore, the families of Raghu and Janaka were seen as 

moieties. The Iksvaku lineage would conform to what has been called a linear descent group with 

descent going from father to eldest son. Younger sons are not mentioned, barring certain exceptional 

cases such as Purukutsa, the son of Mandhatri, the sons of Dasaratha or the mention of Kusadhvaja, the 

brother of Siradhvaja (Janaka) whose descendents are listed as the inheritors of that branch of the 

Suryavamsa. Even in cases where younger sons are mentioned it seems that they did not migrate to new 

areas but remained as junior members of the family in the two states. The .emphasis therefore was on 

genealogical seniority where the first-borns are given highest rank. In such a system the right to 

succession of the eldest son would be unchallenged and thus the events of the Ramayana take on many 

different levels of meaning, even within the sphere of social and political life. Patrilineal descet would 

also be heavily underlined  in such a  system. 

 

The Ramayana preserves lengthier lists for the descendants of both Vikuksi and Nimi as compared to the 

Visnu Purana.36 Clearly the latter has resorted to telescoping for the first few generations, whereas the 

Ramayana tends to reduce the generations 
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immediately preceding Dasaratha. The Puranic list also suggests a connection between Ayodhya, Kasi 

and the Narmada region. Purukutsa, the younger son of Mandhatri marries Narmada and the main 

lineage then descends through him. This is also the geographical locale of the epic. That the Puranic list 

may have been conflated is suggested by the repeated occurrence of some names, such as Yuvanasva, 

and the use of other names such as Sindhudvipa, Asmaka, Ilavila which do not inspire much confidence 

as the personal names of ksatriyas. The need for conflating was probably to emphasize the stability of 

the lineage as well as to relate it chronologically to the other major lineage of the Candravamsa. The line 

of Nimi in the Purana is very sparse as compared to the epic until the period of Janaka, after which the 

epic lineage stops but the Puranic continues. The lineage is traced through Kusadhvaja ruling at Kasi, 

thus suggesting a connection between Kasi  and Videha. 

 

The linear descent of the Iksvaku lineage may indicate a stable political system probably based on a 

developed agrarian economy, the existence of the state and an established monarchical system. This is 

of course clearly reflected in the Ramayana where the kingdoms of Ayodhya and Videha stand in 

contrast to the Dandakaranya, Citrakuta and Kiskindha where the technology is relatively primitive.37 

The contrast may well have been motivated in part by poetical fancy but the consistency with which it is 

adhered to in the many versions of the story would suggest that it carried some implicit notions of a 

technically more advanced society being associated with the Suryavamsa lineage. It is also strange that 

the Puranic genealogy eliminates totally any reference to the gana-sahgha tribes and oligarchies in the 

regions adjoining Kosala and Videha and whose lineages are referred to at some length in Buddhist and 

Jaina sources. The only trace of any of these is the inclusion of the names Sakya, Sudodhana and Rahula, 

towards the end of the Iksvaku lineage.38 Curiously the Videha lineage also seems to terminate with 

Siradhvaja (Janaka), after which the record of descent shifts to his brother Kusadhvaja who is associated 

not with Videha but with Kasi. Was this an indication that, after Siradhvaja, Videha also changed to a 

gana-sahgha form of government? Buddhist literature mentions Videha as one of the two important 

principalities of the Vajjian confederacy.39 
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The connection between Videha and Kasi is also referred to in the Jataka literature.40 This would also 

point to the Purana recording only those lineages in the middle Ganges valley which conformed to a 

monarchical system of government. The early termination of the lineage of Vaisali in the Purana may 

reflect the change which occurred here from  monarchy to oligarchy.41 

 



The Candravamsa lineage presents a different pattern of descent and has a wide geographical 

background. Unlike the Suryavamsa it records the descent of all the sons and each forms a segment of 

the main lineage. The migrations of -the various segments take them over a large geographical region 

including central, western and northern India. Of the sons of Pururavas the eldest, Ayus, inherits 

Pratisthana (Prayag) and two others rule from Kanyakubja and from Kasi. The latter two gradually merge 

into the first. The main line goes from Ayus to his eldest son Nahusa and again to his eldest son Yayati. 

At this point the listing by primogeniture is dropped and the segments are recorded. Yayati has five sons 

of which the eldest Yadu and the youngest Puru are the most important. Their lineages are described at 

length and form the major part of the Candravamsa. Puru inherits the madhya-desa (the core and hence 

the most important part of the kingdom) from his father and since this is contrary to the rule of 

primogeniture a myth is invented to explain how this happened.42 The Yadus move to the south-west 

and from this point onwards there is a considerable migration of segments in various directions. One 

line of Yadus via Satvata, Andhaka and Vrsni migrate to Dvarka in Kathiawar. Another line through the 

Haihayas (whose descendants included the five Talajhanga lineages) settles along the Narmada valley 

(with possible branches going up to Malwa) and finally spreads through central India to the mid-Ganges 

valley where its advance is stopped by Sagara of the Suryavamsa lineage. A third group taking the name 

of Cedi and Vidarbha migrate to those regions (Bundelkhand and Berar). The main line of the Purus were 

more sedentary and remained in madhya-desa. There seems however to have been a break in the main 

line after Bharata who is said to have adopted the son of Bharadvaja.43 Was this perhaps a reference to 

the amalgamation of tribes in the formation of the Kuru-Pancala janapadas? The only migrations are to 

contiguous areas by the descendants of Hastin who founded 
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the states of North Pancala and South Pancala. The main line rules at Hastinapur and after the 

Mahabharata war and the flooding of the city moves south to Kausambi. 

 

Of the segments descended from the other sons of Yayati, Anu and Druhyu move northwards, and the 

Turvasa fairly soon merge with the Puru line. The Druhyu are associated with Gandhara and the line 

terminates within a few generations. The Anu continue for longer and divide in an interesting fashion. 

One branch, the Usinara move to the Punjab and Sind and their descendants are the Yaudheyas, the 



Krimi, the Ambastha and the Sivi. The latter in turn give rise to the Sauviras, Kekeyas and Madras. The 

other branch of the Anus descended from Titiksu move into eastern India (carefully by-passing the 

middle Ganges valley) and are known as the Anga, Vanga, Kalinga, Punara and Suhma. The latter seems 

almost obviously an attempt on the part of the Puranic genealogists to fit eastern India into the main 

genealogical pattern, as indeed the distribution of the Haihaya lineages in central India seems  to  be  

motivated by the  same  concern. 

 

The Candravamsa genealogy is less a listing of kings and more a description of tribes and clans. Many of 

the names are of tribes and were later bequeathed to the regions where the tribes settled. The 

Suryavamsa list in comparison has far fewer tribal and place names. The Candravamsa therefore 

includes references to the migration of tribes. The major migrations are those of the Pauravas and 

Yadavas. There is mention of at least one conflict between them concerning the acquisition of Magadha 

where ultimately the descendant of the Paurava lineage succeeds with the establishment of Vrhadratha 

as the founder of the kingdom of Magadha. On the whole however the areas settled by the two main 

lines are distinct and the conflicts among them are few. 

 

The nuclear area is that of madhya-desa. The expansion is along the rivers and more so in the fringe 

uplands along the Yamuna from where the migrations move out in widening circles to the north-west, 

the west and the south-west. The north-east remains walled off, presumably because the Iksvakus were 

settled in that area. The Haihayas, incorporating the Surasena, the Talajhanga and the Cedi are 

ultimately associated with the Narmada region. The Madhavas and the Satvatas span out into the 

Andhaka and 
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the Vrsni who are finally based in Kathiawar. The Mahabhoja are also associated with the Andhaka but 

their location seems to have been a little closer to the Malwa region. In areas where cultivable land is 

not freely available (and this would be the case in elevated regions of low scrub) to those who could 

claim it by rights of lineage or kinship, there would either be a redistribution of land which may involve a 

conflict or else the need for junior segments to settle new lands. The central Indian region would tend to 

see quick migrations whereas the Doab would encourage more sedentary groups with smaller 

geographical extensions. The Puru lineage remains remarkably compact until the splitting off into the 

Ajamidha, the Dvimidha and the two Pancala segments which seem to suggest a major change (perhaps 

technological) or a population pressure requiring expansion into contiguous areas. Elsewhere I have 

suggested that this may have coincided with the introduction of iron in the western Ganges valley.44 In 



the case of the Purus the area of migration is relatively limited and it is possible that the area was 

settled by branches of the main lineage. In the case of all those claiming (ultimately) Yadava descent, the 

distribution is so wide that one is led to believe that some of the central Indian lineages associated with 

the Haihayas were perhaps not actual segments of the Yadava lineage but were separate groups who 

were either conquered or else were later integrated into the Yadava lineage in a period when such 

integrations became a means of acquiring social status. This part of the Yadava lineage could then be 

seen as an attempt to include central India into the political geography of northern India. The 

segmentary lineage system would then apply more to the other lineages of Yadava descent than of 

those from the  Haihayas. 

 

A comparison of the Puru lineage as given in the Purana with those of the Mahabharata45 again 

suggests that either the epic has telescoped the generations or else the Purana has conflated them. The 

list from the Purana is more detailed and carries a number of intermediate names. Telescoping would be 

expected in the literary text where the tendency would be to record only the important names. The 

order of names is also not identical. But the main discrepancy is a block of names which, as a group, 

occur earlier in the epic list. This again is not a major difference. 

 

The Yadava-vamsa presents certain features of what has been 
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called the segmentary lineage.46 This is essentially confined to societies at a tribal level for it is absent 

both in small bands as well as in a state system. Its main thrust is predatory organization in conflict with 

other tribes. It is most suited to tribes which are both pastoralists and agriculturalists but not advanced 

agriculturalists. The transition to the formation of a state and the decline of the tribal structure leads to 

the collapse of the system. Tribal segments such as those of the Haihaya and the Andhaka and Vrsni 

tend to be equal in status with political and economic autonomy. The legends interspersed in the 

genealogy suggest that leadership remained in the segment. Thus the authority of Krsna Vasudeva is 

largely restricted to the segments relating to the Andhaka and Vrsni and does not effectively extend to 

those of the Haihayas. Relationships between the groups are very often determined by lineage links--as 



is evident from the story of the Syamantaka jewel.47 The Satvata segment is more closely related to the 

Vrsni both in the lineage and in the narrative and this permits of easier political consolidation and closer 

sociability. In situations of conflict segment alignments are carefully balanced and this is reflected in the 

participation of the lineage in the Mahabharata war. The strength of the lineage depends on the number 

of segments identifying with it. The pattern of the segmentary lineage system is one of expansion 

outwards and the conquest and assimilation of other tribes which requires the continual adjustment of 

new tribes in the lineage. In theory therefore the lineage has a wide geographical reach. The conquests 

of the five Talajhangha segments of the Haihayas, in the Narmada valley against the Nagas, in central 

India and in the middle Ganges valley against the Suryavamsa, is eventually contained by Sagara of the 

latter lineage.48 One of the most remarkable features of the Yadava lineage is precisely its wide 

geographical reach, both in terms of segments distributed over northern India, which according to the 

Purana are ultimately traced back to the Yadava ancestry, as well as the number of tribes and royal 

families in the peninsula which in the historical period claimed Yadava connections.49 Clearly many of 

these were tribes adopted into the Yadava lineage. As against this the  Puru  lineage remains noticeably  

compact. 

 

The distribution of the segments suggests a period prior to the emergence of stable kingdoms and the 

political forms would 

  

  

302 

 

be more in the nature of chiefdoms. The economy appears to have been pastoral-cum-agrarian with 

references to the tending of large herds of cattle. Both the search for fresh pasture lands as well as 

potentially cultivable lands would lead to migrations. It is perhaps worth noting that the distribution of 

the lineages follows river valleys and areas of optimum elevation and fertility for cultivation, such as the 

west bank of the Yamuna, the Malwa plateau, the Banas valley, Gujarat, Kathiawar and the Narmada 

valley. It reflects a period of intrusion into new areas, some of which may have already been inhabited 

although probably by people with a more primitive technology. Inter-segment conflict is therefore 

reduced since there is an outlet in migration. Political consolidation becomes possible through identity 

with a lineage without the need for an over-arching state. 

 

With the increasing adoption of agriculture and the emergence of sedentary societies the rights over 

land assume greater proportions in social and political life. The records of status groups then primarily 

pertain to recording which families had rights over which land; the name of the land owning clan and 

the geographical region of its ownership become the prerequisites of historical and legal records. This 



more or less conforms to the kind of evidence contained in what we have called the second section of 

the genealogy. In a society moving from a fairly flexible tribal organization to an agrarian structure 

incorporating caste, records of kinship would have to be kept since kinship relations among exogamous 

and endogamous groups would have to be known. Cutting across the kinship line was the notion of 

ritual ranking (varna). The sanctioning of the rank was dependent on proving a kinship connection. Thus 

the Puranic genealogies listing lineages came to be seen both as historical records preserving 

information on the continuity of succession, as well as socially necessary documents establishing a 

community's roots in the past. More narrowly, they also become the basis for legal claims apart from 

providing status and antiquity to those seeking such status. The sanction of rank could always be drawn 

upon by new groups who had acquired political, power but lacked the appropriate social rank. Thus the 

genealogies were not limited to actual lineage relations of the past but also included the listing of those 

who had successfully ‘latched onto’ a lineage and thereby succeeded  in  claiming status and power. 
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It has also been suggested that the segmentary lineage system allows for the easy accumulation of cults 

and deities. The cult of every segment is sooner or later incorporated into the all-encompassing religion 

of the lineage. On an impressionistic view at least it would certainly seem that Bhagavatism, so closely 

associated with the Yadavas, was an assimilative religion facilitating the process of absorbing cults and 

deities. Taking this argument a step further one might suggest that the epic of the Candravamsa, the 

Mahabharata, in which the Yadavas play the role of one of the protagonists but at the wings, could 

perhaps be regarded as a compendium of the many bardic epics and fragments of the various Yadava 

segments, and other Candravamsa descent groups. 

 

Since the movements of the lineages are recorded in the form of genealogies there is a time dimension 

as well. Pargiter has computed ninety-five generations from Manu to the Mahabharata war.50 In the 

first decade of generations, Videha and Ayodhya are established, the sons of Yayati are aligned in 

various directions and the Haihayas have branched off from the main Yadava line. The second decade 

sees their positions in the north-west and in eastern India. In the fourth decade the Kanyakubja line 

comes  to an end.  The Cedis break away from the Yadavas and the Druhyu and Turvasa  lines  are 

terminated  in the  fifth decade. The Pauravas split into the Dvimidha, Ajamidha and the Pancalas in the 

sixth decade. In the seventh decade the Cedi line comes  to an end, the Andhaka and the Vrsni become 

prominent and I the lineages  of the  north-western Anavas are  terminated.  The I next decade sees the  



establishment of Vrhadratha at Magadha  and the emergence of the Kurus in the Paurava lineage. In the 

I last decade  the  major event  is  the war. 

 

The Visnu Purana lists the lineages as vamsam rajnyam but I some of these are ranked as distinctly low 

in the smrti literature. Thus the Andhras, the Satvatas and the Ambasthas are placed   by Manu in the 

category of Sudras.51 The Andhras are particularly despicable even though they are a respected clan in 

the Purana. Panini refers to the Andhaka and the Vrsni as being of the ksatriya gotra and having a 

sangha form of government.52 Other I groups mentioned in this context include the Bharatas (although 

the Kurus are associated with a kingdom), the Yaudheyas, the 

  

 

  

 

  

  

304  

 

Dasarha and the Satvata.53 The distribution is therefore in northern and western India and includes 

some of the segments of the Candravamsa. The Mahabharata describes the Anus as the ancestors of the 

mlecchas and the Yavanas (who are also vratya-ksatriyas) as the descendants of the Turvasa.54 It would 

seem that these groups ranked as sankirna-jatis (mixed castes) in the dharma-sastras were politically 

important and had been inducted into the jati structure since their sudra status indicates a varna 

ranking. A lineage system based on a segmentary structure would have facilitated this process. The 

genealogies therefore also reflect the transition from jana to jati since the reference to them as ksatriyas 

was a concession to their political power and the conferring of legitimacy. Thus the spread of a social 

system was also being recorded. Assignment to a particular lineage would probably have depended on 

geographical proximity, the political authority and status of the new group and the loyalty and closeness 

to the group  of the  brahman who was  making  the lineage link. 

 

Not surprisingly, therefore, this section of the genealogy also refers, although somewhat obliquely, to 

the distribution of priestly families and their links with the various segments. The most powerful of 

these families were the Bhrgus and the Vasisthas.55 The relationship between the Haihayas and the 

Gujarat Bhrgus for example, even if highly exaggerated, still suggests close ties. The genealogy therefore 



becomes a record of both the ksatriya family, using ksatriya in the sense of clans owning land and 

moving towards the creation of states, and motivated brahmans involved  in  the acculturation of these  

clans. 

 

The problem of legitimacy can be seen not only in the discrepancy between the Puranic lineage and the 

caste ranking of these in the dharmasastra literature, but in two other areas as well. One is the concern 

for primogeniture and the second is the almost inadvertent references to what appear to be non-

patrilineal systems. Primogeniture refers both to the eldest son as well as to the rights of the senior-

most descent group in a segmentary system. The right of succession to the eldest son is claimed in a 

variety of sources.56 It is applied relatively easily in the Saryavama. That there were some problems 

with primogeniture in the Candravamsa is indicated by the legends interposed in the genealogies 

relating to the succession by the younger brother, where, in each case, elaborate justifications had to be 

invented for this seeming departure 
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from the norm, as for example, in the story of Yayati and the succession of his youngest son Puru rather 

than the eldest Yadu,57 or the story of Devapi and Santanu58 or indeed the central events in the two 

epics which revolve around the attempted supersession of the eldest son. Primogeniture is closely 

associated with societies where land rights have been established and ambiguities relating  to this form 

of succession would suggest a flexible situation  in relation to land rights. Primogeniture has also been 

seen as  necessary in a situation where there is a divergent inheritance/ descent system such as the 

establishment of a patrilineal system in a matrilineal region.59 In the matrilineal system, lateral 

succession would be acceptable and the ousting of the elder brother may carry a memory of such a  

succession. 

 

It is perhaps worth noting that there appear to be traces of   matrilineal, or at least non-patrilineal, 

elements in the Candravamsa. Ila, the ancestress of the lineage, was regarded as sufficiently 

unconventional for the Visnu Purana to have to provide an explanation. Was this a reflection of the 

integrating of a matrilineal descent system, where the original ancestress could not be replaced by la 



male ancestor, and had to be retained in the story and, therefore, an explanation was required for an 

audience more familiar with  the patrilineal system? Incest prohibitions include the younger sister of the 

wife and this may in part explain the problem which Yayati had with his wife Sarmistha when he begat 

children Bon Devayani, although they were not actual sisters but had once Been as close as sisters.60 

The major evidence however which Has been frequently cited is that of cross-cousin marriages among 

the lineages. These have recently been collated and discussed Bin detail.61 It has been argued that most 

of these references come from texts which have originated in south India or Ceylon or which were re-

edited and compiled in the southern region. Therefore the incidence of cross-cousin marriage, which is 

characteristic of the Dravidian kinship system and therefore quite normal to these regions, was 

introduced into the texts. The frequency of this form of marriage in the Bhagavata Purana can be 

explained by the text having a southern location, and the references in   Buddhist literature are due to 

its having been edited in Ceylon. Or, alternatively, mention is made of this form of marriage in relation 

to Gujarat and western India, which also subscribed to this custom, being included in the area of the 

Dravidian kinship 
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system. In dharmasastras cross-cousin marriage is prohibited except to the people of the south where it 

is recognized as customary practice and therefore legal.62 In the Visnu Purana, the Vrsnis are associated 

with cross-cousin marriage63 and this has been explained as due to their location  in western India.64 

 

In the unexpurgated version of the Mahabharata there is a reference to matrilineal succession in the 

land of the Arattas associated with the Vahikas on the north-western borders of the Indian sub-

continent.65 This certainly would riot come into the geographical area demarcated for the normal 

practice of cross-cousin marriage and matrilineal descent. There are two other practices which are 

sometimes suggestive of matrilineal societies and these are referred to fairly frequently in connection 

with the Candravamsa. One of these is bride-price which is essential to the Asura form of marriage (one 

of the eight forms recognized by the dharmasastras) and the other is forceable abduction or the Raksas 

form of marriage.66 Of the bride-prices mentioned the most interesting was the demand from Ricika of 

a thousand white horses each with one black ear for the hand of Satyavati the daughter of Gadhi.67 The 

event is followed by the narration of a story involving Satyavati and her mother in which there is a veiled 

reference to the rivalry between the son and his mother’s brother. Interestingly, Satyavati is the mother 

of Jamadagni and the grandmother of Parsurama. What is significant is that the Puranas generally 

associate the Yadava lineages with cross-cousin marriage (irrespective of the provenance of the text). 

Whereas there is no conclusive evidence on this point, it would certainly seem that the Yadava lineage 

retained some features of matrilineal descent. 



 

The discussion on the possibility of matrilineal descent is often vitiated by the notion that there was an 

evolutionary development from matriliny to patriliny, or alternatively that there has been a consistent 

practice of either one or the other. That the two systems can be juxtaposed and maintain separate 

practices or can act on each other and can modify each other, is also a possibility.68 Perhaps the Yadava 

lineages retained matriliny for a longer period in western India than elsewhere and that both systems 

continued to exist at various levels in different parts of western India at this time, if the genealogical 

section of the 
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Purana is seen as a reflection of the social systems of the period. It may also be suggested that forms of 

descent may vary among different strata in the same society. Thus if some of the elite follow a 

patrilineal system but matriliny is common in the rest of society then there may well be traces of the 

latter in the former.69 The gradual erosion of cross-cousin marriage would be expected not merely 

because of the increasing influence of the patrilineal  society but also because migrating groups require 

a wider network of kinship. Interestingly, the occurrence of cross- cousin marriage is most frequent in 

those Yadava segments which are located  in  Saurastra  suggesting that this was the  area of 

concentrated settlement. The system weakens as the segments migrate away from it. If the 

geographically more distant segments (were not originally of the lineage but were ‘latched on’ to the 

lineage then their social system would have currency. Saurastra may have retained the custom, whereas 

the assimilation of tribes to the east with the Yadava lineage would have brought in those who were not 

familiar with the custom. It is not surprising that the Vrsni and Andhaka are referred to as vratya in the 

Mahabharata70 or that the inhabitants of Saurastra are described as sankirna-jatis.71 One of the 

features often associated with matrilineal descent Is absent, namely, the use of matronymics. This is 

noticeable view of the fact that the vamsas of the teachers in the Brhadaranyaka Upanisad list forty 

sages with matronymics.72 The association of matronymics with western India is however attested to in 

later historical sources with reference to the names of some of the kings of the   Satavahana   dynasty.73 

 



The Suryavamsa shows hardly any trace of such customs. Yet, the Buddhist literature of the post-

Buddhist period when speaking of the origin of the tribes of the middle Ganges plain and the Himalayan 

foothills, has unmistakable references to the matrilineal system. We are told that many of these tribes, 

e.g. the Sakyas and Licchavis, originated from Iksvaku lineages (the term Suryavamsa m not used), 

generally associated with Kasi, and migrated north where they settled.74 The references to sibling incest 

among the ancestors of the tribe and the custom of cross-cousin marriage points to matrilineal 

influences. The Mahavamsa version may Bell have been influenced by the prevailing social system in 

Ceylon. But the same features are to be found in the Chinese 
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version of the rajavamsa, or the genealogy of the Sakyas.75 Later historical references to the genealogy 

of the Licchavis describes them as ksatriyas of the vasistha gotra, as of the Suryavamsa, and their 

descent is traced from the Puranic Iksvaku lineage-- even though they are excluded from mention in the 

Puranas. The consistency with which matrilineal features are associated with these tribes in the 

Buddhist tradition suggests that their social organization may have had to do with a matrilineal structure 

and that this cannot be explained only as due to the imposition of a southern social structure onto these 

texts. If this is so, then this may have been an additional reason for excluding these tribes from the 

Puranic genealogies. Their social structure and mythology, as evident from Buddhist texts, being so 

markedly non-patrilineal, it would not have been so easy to explain it away as in the relatively lighter 

traces of the same in the Candravamsa lineages. The Buddhist genealogies indicate an Iksvaku origin for 

these tribes but make no attempt to try and associate them with the Iksvaku lineages. This association, 

where it occurs, comes from the later non-Buddhist literature of Nepal, as in the case of the  Licchavis.76 

The termination of the second section of the genealogy revolves around the Mahabharata war. This was 

inevitably a turning point in social and political life, for its immediate motivation is Ike claim to land 

rights, and not merely the claim to ownership of land but the right to rule. The monarchical system had 

by now come to stay and this was one of the crises in the system. Monarchy involved the right to 

enforce law and order and the right to collect revenue, as the many explanations on the origin of 

government indicate.77 It involved therefore much greater control over the economy and political 

authority. The law of primogeniture as applied to kinship was stressed in order to prevent frequent 

battles over succession. Legitimate succession was dependent on seniority of birth and purity of blood, a 

deviation from either having to be justified by a myth. That the reference to the war in the genealogical 

record has a strong symbolic content is suggested from the fact that the two contenders for the right to 

rule the kingdom, the Kauravas and the Pandavas, are neither of them related by blood to the Puru 

lineage. The lineage as a patrilene ends with Bhisma. Both Dhrtarastra and Pandu are of lesser stock 
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claiming their connection with the Puru lineage via their grandmother Satyavati, who was associated 

with the fisher-folk. The legitimacy of their connection with the Puru lineage is sometimes defended by 

reference to the custom of niyoga: that Krsna Dvaipayana was a half-brother to Vicitravirya. However, it 

is significant that he was a half-brother on his mother’s side and could not be regarded as a sapinda. 

 

The third section of the genealogy lays less emphasis on lineages (vamsa) and speaks more often of 

kings (bhupala). The centre of interest shifts to Magadha which by the middle of the first  millennium 

B.C.  was emerging as the pre-eminent kingdom of northern India. Doubtless, hindsight on the part of 

the authors  of the Puranic genealogies must also have accounted for this  shift in geographical  area. 

Dynasties  are mentioned by name,  in many cases the kings of each dynasty are listed and in some 

Puranas (such as Vayu and Matsya) the regnal years of individual  kings are given. Clearly the interest is 

different from that of   the earlier section. Regnal years and the time-span of individual 

dynasties gave the impression of greater precision (whether accurate or not) and provided better data 

for historical accounting. Many of the dynasties are historically authenticated. The dramatic use of 

changing from the past tense to the future provides an excellent device for indicating change on a bigger 

scale. However, the prophetic form of the genealogy was not only to suggest a time- marker but also to 

bestow distinction on the authors and keepers of the tradition who could claim thereby that they could 

foresee the future. 

 

The stability of the state as a form of political organization was well-established by the time of the 

Mauryas. Such states relied less on the charisma of ritual and traditional sanctions land more on the 

mechanics of administration and political organization, lit was also a period which saw the ascendencies 

of the heterodoxies. Legitimacy was based on political strength and not on lineage connections or, as 

stated in the Purana, property alone confers rank, the earth is venerated only for its mineral resources 

and the strongest rules.78 None of the major dynasties claimed to be ksatriyas and yet the legitimacy of 

their rule was not doubted. The Purana when referring to these kings expresses what it regards His the 

decline of society by describing it as the coming of the 
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kaliyuga. The kings are of sudra origin as is clearly stated for the Nandas and implied for the Mauryas.79 

Even the Sunga dynasty (elsewhere claiming to be of brahman origin) introduces a name such as 

Pulindaka in its list of kings.80 The Andhras again are of low origin where the term Bhritya is literally 

taken to be a servant in the text.81 Brahmans as kings seem to be disapproved of since this would be 

contrary to varna rules. The picture depicted in this section continues to get more and more depressing 

with various references to dynasties of sudra, mleccha and other castes coming to power and ousting 

the aryas. There will be a widespread rejection of ksatriya values by these kings we are told. Ultimately, 

however, the Kalkin avatara of Visnu will restore order and start a new kritayuga. 

 

The first millennium A.D. saw the increasing emergence of states in the form of kingdoms and the 

gradual decline and extinction of tribal groups. Many of the states emerged from erstwhile tribal areas 

and the ruling elite sought to strengthen its political authority by associating itself with the dominant 

cultural tradition as expressed in Sanskritic culture. One of the means of doing this would be the 

acquisition of a high status lineage. The dynasties in the third section of the genealogy being of low 

status would not have been very useful. Inevitably therefore the links were sought with the ksatriya 

vamsas of the second section of the genealogy. This process was emphasized in the political 

decentralization of the post-Gupta period. The social insecurity of samanta families scrambling for 

independent status and the frontier psychology of those moving into new lands and claiming rights over 

these lands, gave rise to the need for the recording of genealogies, the validating of family connections 

and the legitimizing of new royalty. For all of this the second section of the genealogy came in very 

useful, particularly with Sanskritization emphasizing the varna system. The tradition was now recorded 

in the Puranas which facilitated its use. Since the lineage links were with the second section, the third 

section could not be up-dated. It was more appropriate for each family to maintain its individual 

vamsavali, indicating its origins and including the historically more authentic events since its rise to 

power. As semi-legal documents it was also necessary that separate and independent charters be 

maintained by each family. 
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Furthermore, the Puranas were by now sacred texts and obvious interpolations  could not therefore be 

permitted. 

 



It may be suggested that the genealogies in the Puranas were constructed on a careful structural base in 

the period when the Puranic tradition was recorded in the form of the mahapuranas, i.e., in about the 

mid-first millennium A.D. The concern at that time was not necessarily with the authenticity of the 

descent and the lists of succession in the various dynasties but with collating genealogical fragments 

which could be used for providing social status to those groups which had come into positions of 

authority by the early centuries A.D. In a society which had accepted the varna system, adequate social 

status meant ksatriya status. The genealogies were therefore constructs providing ksatriya status to a 

large number of tribes or castes who had produced ruling families. To that extent the genealogies 

represent the view of the dominant castes of mid-first millennium A.D. looking back on what they came 

to believe was their social history. It was possible now for any ruling family to pick up a connection with 

this vast network of lineages covering virtually every area of the northern part of the sub-continent. The 

antecedents were now organized and functional. Within the construct of the genealogy the kinship 

relations may have been fictional but the incorporation of the lineages and their geographical location 

do appear to reflect some historical authenticity. Thus the genealogies should be seen as an attempt to 

plot the settling of lineages in various areas at a point in time when they were moving towards forming 

states. State-formation seems to be a concern of some significance to the genealogist (though perhaps 

subconsciously) as the identification of a lineage, and this is more apparent in the third section. Thus the 

Abhiras are mentioned only when they establish a kingdom and their equally if not more prestigious 

contemporaries, the Malavas and Arjunayanas, are omitted. The pre-condition of monarchy for the use 

of such genealogies is self-evident. Families claiming royal status would be far more in need of 

genealogical validation than a politically more diffuse system such as government by an oligarchy or 

rudimentary republics. 

 

We have attempted to suggest in this paper that three types of information can be gathered from the 

vamsanucarita sections of the Puranas. There is first of all the geographical distribution 
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of lineages. Some are relatively sedentary such as the Iksvaku in Kosala and Videha and the early Purus 

in the Doab. Other; tend to migrate and fan out as for example in the extensive network of the Yadava 

lineages in western and central India and the less extensive network of the Anavas. One possible mean; 

of cross-checking these settlements would be to try and correlate them with the archaeological cultures 

of the area. Such an attempt has been made elsewhere,82 working on the hypothesis that the Late 

Harappan and Ochre Colour Pottery cultures may represent the early settlements of the Puru lineage in 

the Doab and the Indo-Gangetic divide and that the Painted Grey Ware culture represents the period 

after the emergence of the Kuru and Pancala lineages; the distribution of the Yadava lineages may be 



correlated with the Black and Red Ware cultures. Unfortunately no definite correlation can be worked 

out, partially because the chronology of the lineages is unclear from the texts. A convincing correlation 

would therefore be extremely useful in calculating the chronological bracket of the  lineages. 

 

The second type of information pertains to social structure. The early Puru and Iksvaku lineages are of 

unilineal descent based on exogamous patrilines. (Although the evidence from Buddhist sources may 

indicate the existence of other patterns in the region.) The Yadava lineages on the other hand appear to 

conform more to the segmentary lineage system and the segments associated with western India carry 

traces of matrilineal forms. The major problem in this investigation is whether the lineages were descent 

groups consanguinially related, or groups which had over the years been assimilated into earlier 

lineages. Where otherwise low status groups are given ksatriya status in the genealogy, it may be  seen 

as  a successful  social  improvement  of such groups.  

The third category of information concerns economic and political status. A distinction can be suggested 

between the pastoral-agricultural societies of western and central India and the more advanced 

agricultural societies of the Doab and the middle Ganges valley. The latter suggests stable agriculture 

and the establishment of the state. The accounting of dynasties coincides with the rise of Magadha as an 

important state in northern India. The genealogies would appear to record the movement from tribal 

and oligarchic forms  to  the  more  complex  monarchical  states. 
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One of the problems which has confused the study of these genealogies has been the attempt to equate 

them with Aryans, Dravidians, Mundas and the like, on the assumption that the vamsas were distinct 

ethnic groups with primarily ethnic identities which were being recorded. It is essential to keep in mind 

that these genealogies were compiled many centuries after the events which they purport to have taken 

place and should therefore be seen as the historical appreciation of a later age of what it believed were  

its  earlier antecedents. 
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The   Scope   and Significance of Regional History 

 

I am indeed extremely grateful to the Punjab History Conference for this great honour which has been 

done me in asking me to preside over this session. I am only too well aware of my inexperience in the 

study of regional history and my inadequacies. I assume therefore that the decision symbolizes a policy 

of encouraging those of lesser experience to participate in the responsibilities of the profession. I am, 

therefore, doubly grateful for this gesture.  

 

At a gathering such as this discussion naturally revolves around the study of regional history. I thought 

therefore that I would use this opportunity to place before you some of the problems which I have felt 

may have a relevance to this study. In many parts of the country regional history is being taught as an 

important segment of the history syllabus. As such, it merits the attention not only of the specialist in 

the region but also of historians working on other aspects of Indian history. I shall, in the course of what 

I have to say, refer to the history of the Punjab, not because of any expertise of my own on the subject 

but to derive the benefit of your  expertise. 



 

What I shall be saying is not out of any pretensions to specialization on the Punjab, but more in the spirit 

of placing before you the kinds of problems which I think we are now facing when we work on the 

history of a region. The substance of the problems would be the same for any region. Much of what I 

have to say is in the nature of hypotheses, initial to analyses. Perhaps in the working out of such 

hypotheses we may arrive at a clearer | comprehension of the region  and its  history. 

 

The initial interest in India in regional history grew out of nationalist historical writing.  It was motivated 

to some extent I by a search for new source materials, a search which has resulted 
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in an abundance of sources--archaeological, epigraphic, historical literature, religious literature, archival 

records and family papers--all of which have added to the body of information available on the history 

of many regions of the sub-continent. It is however at the interpretational level that the interest in 

regional history assumes greater historiographic potential, a potential with which we are perhaps as yet 

not altogether fully familiar. 

 

The historical interest in regions such as south India, Bengal and Maharashtra, coincided with the new 

sources providing information particularly on what came to be regarded as the inter-empire periods of 

Indian history, or, alternatively, complementing the information available from records outside the 

region. It began to be seen that the supposed ‘dark ages’ stressed by the historiography of the 

nineteenth century were far from dark and that the lacunae could be eliminated by using local source 

material. Further, that it was in these inter-imperial periods that the nature of historical change at the 

regional level could be seen more clearly. Regional history thus became a corrective to the earlier 

tendency to generalize about the subcontinent from the perspective of the Ganges Valley. 

 

The spread of nationalism into the various states increased the interest in regional history. This brought 

its own perspective with the emergent professional groups who participated in the national movement 

and at the same time sought for an identity from the past; a process which has continued into the post-



independence period. It might be argued that historical writing often takes the form of a desire to 

establish an identity on the part of the social group to which the historian belongs. Thus, Ganesh Das 

writing his Char Bagh-i-Punjab in 1849, was, as a member of the social elite, projecting the known 

history of the khatris of the Punjab, a form of legitimization of the khatri status. Groups in power, 

therefore, sometimes tend to see the history of their community as the history of the region or even of 

the nation. This is further emphasized in contemporary historical writing by the equating of the present-

day state boundary as the boundary of the region; and this is held to be viable for all periods of history. 

 

These trends are in many ways parallel to those of nationalist historical thinking in the early decades of 

this century. As such there are both the negative and the positive side of the impact 
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of nationalist historical thought. Of the former, I would like to draw attention in particular to three 

trends. There is, firstly, the all-too-ready acceptance of the conventional periodization of Ancient, 

Medieval and Modern. Periodization does not merely imply time-brackets; it also involves historical 

assumptions (which is why the nomenclature at least was changed from the earlier Hindu, Muslim and 

British). The acceptance of this periodization imposes assumptions on the historical data from regional 

sources, and it seems to me that the evidence from the Punjab supports neither the assumptions nor 

the time-brackets. Admittedly there is a certain convenience in this periodization but a convenience 

should not be  allowed  to become an intellectual  truth. 

 

Secondly, certain theories current in earlier historical writing and believed to be almost axiomatic are 

endorsed even for regional history. For example, the theory of the Aryan origin of culture and of social 

stratification is projected even in those regions where it is obviously untenable. In the Punjab the social 

stratification based on the four-caste division presents its own problems. Brahmans rarely play a 

dominant role in the society of this region, the ksatriyas fade out after a while and the khatris who claim 

to be ksatriyas are invariably associated with professions more akin to the vaisya. Clearly there is a 

deviation from the prescribed norm and this deviation can only be explained by investigating the  actual  

caste  stratification at various historical times. 

 

Thirdly, there is the almost inevitable search for a golden age, often identified as the period to which the 

currently dominant group traces its roots, and it is described in the glowing tints of cultural resurgence. 



The protagonists of this age became the heroes of history and act as eponymous ancestors to those in 

power. In ancient historiography the golden age was generally in the distant past, in the beginnings of 

time; so distant and so mythological that none could question the historicity of the age and it was 

imbued with whatever values the historian wished to propagate. Gradually the Utopias were brought 

forward into historical times and eventually into recent periods, when the social and political function of 

history became more important. Golden ages have to shift as new social groups come to the fore and 

they have the disadvantage that they focus on a particular series of historical events often to the near 

exclusion of others of equal importance. 
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Enfolded in the writing of regional history is also the positive side. The earlier nationalist school, despite 

its weaknesses, succeeded in generating a debate on the historical assumptions of the historians of the 

nineteenth century concerning the nature of the Indian past: a debate which has opened up many new 

dimensions. Regional history in the context of Indian history could play a similar, catalytic role. This 

however does not mean the substituting of the concerns of Indian ideology by those of regional 

ideology. On the contrary it would require the analysis of the historical patterns of the region and the 

relating of these patterns to the generalizations of Indian history. Here again, I do not mean the 

acceptance of the theories of Indian history and their application to the region, but, rather, the 

juxtaposing and comparing of the analysis of the regional patterns which would indicate the 

generalizations required to be made at the wider level. The testing of these generalizations would 

involve the understanding of the patterns of historical  change at the regional  level. 

 

I would like at this point to consider some of these patterns for they give rise to the problems which I 

spoke  of earlier. 

 

One might begin with the historical point at which the awareness of being a region, and having a history, 

is first expressed. In the case of the Punjab it has been suggested as having evolved during the Mughal 

period. The historian’s interest lies in analyzing the roots of this consciousness-whether they result from 

an administrative or political coherence, or from linguistic or religious urges or a combination of many 

factors. In analyzing this consciousness it is equally imperative to consider that which preceded it and 

that which came subsequently. In order to do this we arrive at the second important problem, namely, 

what were the geographical boundaries of the  region. 

 



The question of boundaries has its own complexities since man-made boundaries change frequently and 

rapidly with each political change. The only stable boundaries are geographical and even these are liable 

to be substantially modified by ecological changes. The definition of a region requires the correlation of 

many facets in the study of historical evolution, as is amply demonstrated  in the  Punjab. 

 

On the face of it the Punjab is easy enough to define. It is the land of the five rivers and the inter-fluvial 

regions, the 
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Doabs. Yet the coinciding of this geographical definition with a political and cultural entity has occurred 

only for a brief period of its history. Prior to that the area contained more than one geographical and 

social identity. What seems significant, therefore, is not just the brief period when the larger frontiers 

coincided but the investigation of the interaction and relationship between the sub-regions and this 

constitutes a major part of the history of this  region. 

 

The sub-regions within the larger area can be listed as follows: firstly, the Potwar plateau and the Salt 

Range constituting the northern part of the Sind-Sagar Doab, the southern half being mainly desert; 

secondly, what I shall refer to as the Upper Doabs, those of the Chaj, Rachna, Ban and Bist, lying at an 

elevation of 200-500m and stretching into the sub-montane tracts and with which the Potwar area had 

close contacts; thirdly, the upper reaches of the rivers leading into the hill valleys at the forefront of the 

Himalayas; and fourthly, the Lower Doabs forming the hinterland of Multan. Both the plain of Peshawar 

and the watershed of the Indo-Gangetic divide, although historically very significant, remain 

geographically marginal to the main area. Even though the sub-regions can be approximately 

demarcated, their historical interaction has been complex and any history of the Punjab will have to take 

both the interaction and the complexities into account. The pattern of relationships has not been 

consistent and similar through time. One of the more obvious reasons for these changes has been the 

extreme hydrographic disturbances, such as those involving the Sarasvati, the Beas and the Ravi. But the 

complexities are also due to other reasons. 

 

Evidence of settlement in this area during the third and second millennia B.C. show a distribution of pre-

Harappan and Harappan sites along the Indus (particularly the trans-Indus region) and along the Bari 

Doab and Sutlej and Sarasvati valleys. Archaeological explorations in Pakistan and India point to a 



particularly heavy concentration of population at the confluence of the rivers, in the Bari and Bist Doabs 

and in the Sarasvati valley. It has been plausibly argued that there were major ecological changes in this 

area during the second millennium B.C. which appear to be accompanied by a decline in settlements in 

the Multan area and a concentration in the Indo-Gangetic divide. References to the occupation of the 
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Upper Doabs, as for example the janapadas of the Kekeyas and the Madras, come from sources of the 

first millennium B.C. Was there a migration of people from the gradually desiccated Multan region to 

the Upper Doabs? A slow ecological change would encourage migration. If Harappan agriculture was 

based on inundation irrigation then hydrographic changes would virtually necessitate a migration. Or, 

were the new areas settled by fresh migrants from elsewhere? The distribution of the Painted Grey 

Ware culture suggests that the settlers, whether indigenous or alien, may have moved along the Sutlej 

and Sarasvati valleys. The further distribution of this culture extends from the Indo-Gangetic divide to 

the Ganges valley itself, the link between the two areas having been previously established through the 

Ochre-Colour Pottery Culture. In subsequent centuries the people of the latter region regarded those of 

the Upper Doabs with some disdain. The Madras are accused not only of forsaking brahmanical rites but 

of unconventional behaviour and the breaking of social taboos. For the orthodox of the madhya-desa 

this region was always on the brink of the social pale if not actually outside it. It is also worth 

remembering that two linguistic systems seem to have been in operation since Vedic Sanskrit carries 

evidence of the assimilation of Proto-Dravidian elements. 

 

More precise information on the condition of the Punjab comes to us from the accounts of Alexander’s 

campaign in the late fourth century B.C. Alexander’s initial route was from the Peshawar plains across 

the Doab--rich, fertile lands supporting monarchical kingdoms such as those of Ambhi, Puru and 

Saubhuti, and a relatively sophisticated culture. In contrast to this was the stark, primitive habitat of the 

Sibi in the Shorkot region. Further south in the Bari Doab, the oligarchies of the Malava and the 

Ksudraka presented a more cheerful picture. It seems that the Lower Doabs were not as prosperous as 

the Upper Doabs, nevertheless, the agricultural base of the latter was not substantial enough to support 

a powerful state. That the desiccation in the Lower Doabs was spreading seems probable from the fact 

that by the first couple of centuries A.D. the Malava (among others) had migrated to Rajasthan and 

Avanti. 

 

For the Mauryas the significance of the Punjab seemed to focus on Taxila  which became  the  

administrative  seat of the 
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 northern province. This, in a sense, introduces a new dimension to the patterns discussed so far. Taxila 

was the meeting point, on the one side, of the royal highway and the trade route running from the 

Ganges valley via the watershed and through the Upper Doabs and, on the other, the route from west 

Asia via the Khyber Pass. Mountain passes accentuate communication and the Khyber has always been 

the route of migration, trade and invasion, with cities such as Taxila and Begram flanking either end of 

the pass and giving way in time to other cities (ultimately Peshawar and  Kabul),  but  always  in the 

same vicinity. 

 

The role of invasions in the history of the Punjab is mentioned so often that it hardly bears repeating. 

But it might be as well to consider also some of the other factors contributing to the history of this 

region, as, for instance, trade. One easy index to the growth of trade is an increase in the number and 

size of towns. Sources such as Ptolemy list a large number of towns in the Upper Doabs, far exceeding 

those in the Lower Doabs. Can it be argued that the prosperity of the Upper Doabs was based primarily 

on trade rather than on agriculture? Is it possible that the peak periods of affluence coincided with the 

political control of this region extending its reach into Afghanistan and possibly Kashmir, since Kashmir 

also had links with central Asian trade routes? The earliest references to Taxila as a commercial and 

cosmopolitan centre relate to the period when Gandhara was included as a satrapy in the Achaemenid 

empire. Post-Mauryan dynasties in this region frequently straddled the Khyber Pass and this period also 

saw a sharp rise in trading activities and commercial income. One has only to compare the Mauryan 

settlement of Bhir Mound at Taxila with the post-Mauryan city of Sirkap at the same place to see the 

difference. The political importance, of Sakala during this period may also have been due to its location 

on the trade route. The attempt of empire builders from the Mauryas to the Mughals, who, if their 

empires included the Punjab, tried to annex eastern Afghanistan as well, may in part have been 

motivated by the wish to control not only the strategic entrances  into  the  sub-continent,  but also  the  

trade  routes. 

 

Gupta rule appears to have made scant impression on the Punjab in spite of Samudragupta having 

'uprooted' as he claims, the tribal republics of the Malavas, Yaudheyas and Arjunayanas 
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in Rajasthan and the watershed and the Madrakas in the Upper Doabs. If the control of the trade route 

involved the conquest of the Potwar plateau and beyond and if the Upper Doabs were not agriculturally 

very developed, this might have acted as a disincentive to further conquest in the region. It would seem 

that effective Gupta control stopped at the watershed which in later times, as Sirhind, was regarded as 

the frontier to the Ganges valley. The persistence of tribal republics in this region, despite the Mauryan 

and post-Mauryan conquests, suggests a relative autonomy from interference by strong political powers 

which interference would have been inevitable had it been a rich, agricultural region. Interestingly, 

some of these tribal states are said to have provided soldiers in lieu of revenue, in the true frontier 

tradition. The Indo-Gangetic divide seems more frequently to have been drawn into the vortex of the 

Ganges valley. Harsavardhana, although originating from Thanesar, moved the centre of his kingdom 

into the Ganges valley rather than up  into  the Punjab. 

 

Hsuan Tsang, visiting India in the seventh century A.D., travelled from Taxila through the towns of the 

Upper Doabs to Thanesar and the Ganges valley. It is significant that when he visited Multan he 

approached it from Sind, suggesting that its accessibility and association with Sind was stronger. Multan 

itself was a commercial centre of great importance, but its hinterland to the north and to the east called 

for little attention. In his description of the Upper Doabs, Hsuan Tsang refers mainly to towns, some of 

which are surrounded by fertile country. But his more glowing references are to grain fields and fruit 

orchards in the sub-montane areas and the hill valleys spanning out along the mountain reaches of the  

rivers. 

 

One of the most puzzling problems in the latter part of the first millennium AD. is the surprising absence 

of land-grant inscriptions from the Punjab plains. If agriculture was of primary importance in this region, 

then there would have been some record either of the bringing of waste land under cultivation or of the 

granting of cultivated land to religious or secular grantees. The absence of these records would either 

suggest a low priority for agriculture or else an agrarian and administrative system which did not require 

the kind of changes taking place in neighbouring regions. Land-grant inscriptions are available from the 

hill areas, as for example 
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from Kangra, as early as the seventh century and from Chamba a little later. The extension of agriculture 

into the hill valleys must have taken place in the latter half of the first millennium A.D. to allow of the 

granting of land during this period. Does this reflect a migration from the Upper Doabs into the hills and 

the creation of the hill states? Or was this due to a natural migration caused by shortage of land and an 

increasing population? The pressure of revenue collection was probably not a causal factor as this would 

have led to agrarian changes in the plains. If insecurity resulting from invasions was the cause, then the 

accusation of creating this insecurity would have to be levelled against the Hunas rather than the Turks, 

since the migration to the hills predates the Turkish invasions by a few centuries. Alternatively, one may 

have to argue that, given the existing agricultural technology, cultivation was easier in the hill valleys. 

Access to these higher valleys also introduced new commodities and trade connections especially with 

the increasing use of mountain passes into Kashmir, Ladakh and Tibet. The proximity of the main trade 

route of the plains to the hill states doubtless facilitated these connections. Absence of evidence is not a 

conclusive argument but it is indeed strange that records of land grants should be a rarity in the Punjab 

plains when such records are available for many other regions of northern India. This would also imply a 

corresponding rarity of at least one aspect of such grants, the instituting of agraharas and brahmanical 

settlements and endowments to temples. Hsuan Tsang refers to ‘deva’ temples in the cities of the Upper 

Doabs but none as spectacular as the one at Multan. There are few early temples in the Punjab plains 

and one wonders whether their lack of survival was due to insufficient endowments or to the 

conventional explanation of Muslim invasions destroying temples. The sub-montane and hill areas, 

however, which were also at the receiving end of such invasions, although admittedly not on the direct 

route, do have surviving examples of early temples, many of which are well-endowed. The absence of 

land-grants would have further implications not only for the role of brahmanism in the religion of the 

area but also for the pattern of caste formation and caste structure, given that the acculturating role of 

brahmanical settlements noticed in certain other parts of the subcontinent was absent. Brahmanism 

never seems to have 
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had a deep social root in the plains. But in the hill states it had a firm foothold and the process of 

acculturation is more evident. 

 

It has been suggested that, at the end of the first and in the early half of the second millennia A.D., there 

appears to have been a population movement with the Jats of Sind settling in the Punjab mainly in the 



area between the Chenab and Sutlej rivers, as also in the watershed and extending further into eastern 

Rajasthan and western Uttar Pradesh. This was .not merely a population movement for the Jats were 

converted from pastoralism to agriculture; and crucial to the change was that they brought with them 

the technology of the Persian wheel. This resulted in a rapid extension of agriculture, particularly in the 

Upper Doabs. The Ain-i-Akbari records the presence of Jat zamindar castes and well-irrigation in the 

Doabs of the Punjab. Had there already been a large agricultural population in these areas such a 

movement would have created a massive unrest; but for this there is no evidence: unless one argues 

that the migration into the hill states had something to do with this movement. The Jat migration was 

probably a slow movement not causing much displacement. The hinterland of Multan was in any case 

sparsely populated. At most, the Jats may have pressurized the cultivators of the Upper Doabs and the 

sub-montane area to move further up into the mountain valleys. By the time of Akbar, the Subah of 

Lahore is described as agriculturally very fertile and yielding a healthy revenue. One has the impression 

that agriculture was more in evidence now with possibly more land under cultivation than before, 

judging by the relatively infrequent references to agriculture in this region from pre-Mughal sources. 

The numerically larger zamindar castes included the Jats, Bhattis, Rajputs and various  others. 

 

The zamindar castes were however distinct from the trader and administrator caste, that of the khatris. 

The references to khatris associated with land are very few. The post-Gupta period is seen as one of a 

decline in trade in northern India. However, a modicum of commercial activity must have continued, as 

is suggested by the ninth century inscription from Pehoa, which refers to a body of horse-dealers coming 

from various places and agreeing to  contribute to a donation to  temples at Pehoa 
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and Kannauj from every sale of their animals. The emergence of the khatris seems to coincide with the 

period of the Turkish invasions, perhaps because the invasions had the supplementary effect of opening 

up the trade routes to central Asia which were under the control of Mahmud of Ghazni. His armies 

certainly marched through the towns of the Upper Doabs, but his prize targets were cities elsewhere--

Multan, Kannauj, Thanesar and Somanath. 

 

Agricultural technology was perhaps to play a further role in historical change in the Punjab. It is 

somewhat startling to read in the Ain-i-Akbari that the Bet Jalandhar Doab in the sarkar of Dipalpur 

yielded a very high revenue, until one remembers that Firuz Tughlaq built a canal in this region in 1354. 

The upper Bari Doab becomes a key area of the Punjab from the seventeenth century. Was this also 

related to the canal built by the Mughal administration in this period? The Multan area was sought to be 



controlled by the administration of Ranjit Singh in the early nineteenth century through the building of 

inundation canals. The British policy of canal networks and canal colonies in the under-developed areas 

of the Lower Doabs had its antecedents. The extension of agriculture in the Punjab made it possible to 

extend the  natural frontier northwards. 

 

Whatever the reasons, involving agricultural technology, new commercial possibilities, invasions and 

migrations, there appears to be, in the Mughal period, a change in the relations between the sub-

regions of the Punjab. The upper Doabs and the hill states impinge on each other to a greater degree 

than before. Lahore and Multan seem to be in closer contact, although not always well-disposed 

towards each other. The ambitions of the Governors of Lahore extended in their geographical reach to 

more distant areas such as Kabul and Kashmir, doubtless motivated by the trading network. 

 

Evidence of a more general economic stabilization, probably due to the extension of agriculture, is 

apparent from the appearance of land-grants and endowments to various religious sects. The sects are 

largely heterodox, irrespective of whether they conform to the Hindu or Islamic tradition. The core of 

the religious tradition comes from groups of renouncers, such as the Nathpanthis, Bairagis, Sufis. The 

earlier groups of renouncers, the Buddhists, had also once been important in this region. Although they 

had now disappeared, 
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possibly some of the earlier social requirements which had led to the support of Buddhism may have 

been remanifested in the support for the renouncers of this later period. The creation and diffusion of 

the Punjabi language is also tied up with religious sects. They adopted the language of the towns-people 

and villagers in preference to that of the courtly elite, and gave both form and status to the language. 

 

A variety of sects were recipients of land-grants. The Upper Bari Doab furnishes examples of such grants 

(as for instance, the Jogis of Jakhbar and the Vaishnavas of Pindori). They appear to have had fairly easy 

access to revenue-free land, exemption from irrigation cesses and a variety of perquisites. Their patrons 

changed over the centuries but the status of the patrons remained the same. They were all members of 

the ruling order--the Rajput rulers of the hill states who patronized the shrines, the Mughal emperors 

who endowed them with land, the governor of Lahore and later the Sikh rulers of the kingdom of Punjab 

and the British. In spite of the sharp differences in the religious persuasions of this cavalcade of rulers 



they were all making grants to these and similar sects. The documents of the Punjab kingdom refer to 

the grants as being in accordance with the practice of the times of the Mughal rulers: a strange 

continuity among those otherwise believed to be antagonistic to each other on religious grounds. 

Doubtless, most believed that they were acquiring religious merit by making these grants, but one 

wonders if other more mundane reasons did not encroach upon the decision. Perhaps such 

endowments would help to stabilize the area politically since the sects would develop into centres of 

political loyalty as long as the grant was forthcoming. Some of the documents of the later period 

describe the location of the land granted and judging by the continuity of the villages it would seem that 

the Upper Bari Doab was by now well populated. The continuity of the grants from the Mughal period 

by later rulers may also have been regarded as a status symbol. Many of these sects had a network of 

connections via itinerant members and monastic establishments over large geographical areas. The 

Nath sect was well distributed in northern India by now. These connections could also have served as 

trading networks, as they were known to do, for instance, with the Gosain sects of other 

  

  

329 

 

parts of northern India. It is interesting that eventually market centres develop on some of the lands 

thus endowed. Gradually the religious institution evolved into a body of land-owners. Income from the 

endowments was spent on the maintenance of the institution and the order. Often this involved 

investing the income in land or commerce. Thus the renouncers came to perform administrative and 

entrepreneurial functions, assisted by secular agents. Perhaps the religious teaching of such sects did 

not remain unchanged and  took  on the nuances of their new role in  society. 

 

Did the acquisition of the new status breed political ambition among these religious groups? The 

hostility between them was not invariably over religious differences though this may have been 

presented as the apparent cause. Hostility could equally well arise from a competition for patronage or 

from the need to protect property which in part explains the organization of para-military sections  

among  such  sects. 

Popular support for religious sects involves the question of the link between them and the various 

castes. This is crucial not merely to the history of a religious movement but also to the social pattern of 

the region. It is often said that the initial support for Guru Nanak came from the khatris but that 

gradually Sikhism drew greater support from the Jats. This may suggest that the evolution of Sikhism be 

seen in two phases, since the social base would differ in each case. At the same time it would be 

relevant to examine why the initial khatri leadership gave way to the increasingly effective Jat 

participation. Urban groups may find universalistic teaching more acceptable. Peasant groups would 



require the assimilation of their own cults into the new religion. Would this in part explain Guru Govind 

Singh’s tendency to use Hindu symbols, particularly those relating to the Sakti tradition? Does it also 

reflect political concerns, either hostile or friendly, between the Hinduized hill states and the Sikhism of 

the plains? It has been suggested that the Jats, as a low status group, were drawn to use this for 

improving their social status. Such a group would, on consolidating its position, tend to introduce a 

hierarchical separation between itself and others.  Is it a coincidence that it was also at this time that the 

demarcation between the sardar and the mazhabi Sikhs enters the movement? 

 

The emergence of the kingdom of the Punjab was not a sudden development  of the  eighteenth  and  

nineteenth  centuries.  It  has, 
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as I have tried to show, a long gestation period. It incorporates in its development the various 

connections which I have referred to: the changing links between the sub-regions where the changes 

are indirectly man-made or directly so; the two economic thrusts of agriculture and trade, technology as 

a factor in these; the emergence of caste relations; the growth of religious sects; and the crystallization 

of political identities. The contribution which regional history can make is in seeking to connect these 

elements at a more precise level. If the focus on the pattern of historical change in the region can be 

sharpened it contributes to the quality of generalizations at the broader level as well as makes for more 

valuable comparative studies with other regions. In terms of comparative studies mention is often made 

of the kingdoms of the Punjab and the Marathas. They are said to have been motivated by an anti-

Muslim sentiment which helped them to be rid of central, imperial authority. As a mono-causal 

explanation this can be traced to communal historiography where the tension between imperial 

authority and regional pressures was seen at the single plane of religious differences. A careful 

examination of the mainsprings of these developments however suggests a multitude of factors, not 

least of them the crisis within the Mughal empire itself. Comparative studies would suggest the 

similarities within the two regions, thereby enabling a wider generalization. Dissimilarities would 

indicate the particular regional factors and would lead to the  modification of the  broader 

generalization. 

 

I began with the suggestion that there are three trends in regional history which need to be 

reconsidered. I have tried to show that the accepted periodization on the large scale seems to be 

inapplicable to the Punjab. Medievalism, with its attendant social and economic changes, would have to 

be placed later than is normally done. To date the modern period to the mid-eighteenth century would 



create its own problems in the history of the Punjab. The assumptions on which this periodization is 

based would in any case require serious reconsideration. Secondly, the deviation from the standard 

picture of caste society also needs careful investigation. With the third trend, the search for a golden 

age, one treads on soft ground, for this is also tied up with the attempt to suggest a regional 

periodization, but without changing the assumptions of the existing periodization.  Thus the history 
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of Maharashtra is equated with the rise of the Maratha kingdom, that of Rajasthan with the emergence 

of Mewar and Marwar, that of the Punjab with Sikhism and that of Tamil Nadu with Sangam culture. I 

have attempted to suggest that even a movement 

is powerful as that of Sikhism and the emergence of the kingdom of the Punjab can become a viable 

historical study only in the context of the totality of the history of the Punjab. Historical events are not 

isolated phenomena, suspended in space and time, 

and the historical matrix in which they are embodied is as important is the  events. 
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