
 

Religion and Philosophy in Ancient India 
 
 
Temporal context: around 2500 years ago 
 
 
Geographical context: Indian subcontinent 
 
 

The story of the Buddha 

 
 
Context: Siddhartha, also known as Gautama, the founder of Buddhism, was born 
about 2500 years ago. This was a time of rapid change in the lives of people. Kings 
in the Mahajanapadas were growing more powerful. New cities were developing, and 
life was changing in the villages as well. Many thinkers were trying to understand 
these changes in society. They also wanted to try and find out the true meaning of 
life. 
 

1. The Buddha belonged to a small Gana known as the Sakya Gana and was a 
kshatriya.  

2. When he was a young man, he left the comforts of his home in search of 
knowledge. 

3. He finally decided to find his own path to realisation and meditated for days on 
end under a peepal tree at Bodh Gaya in Bihar, where he attained 
enlightenment. After that, he was known as the Buddha or the Wise One.  

4. He then went to Sarnath, near Varanasi, where he taught for the first time.  
5. He spent the rest of his life travelling on foot, going from place to place, 

teaching people, till he passed away at Kusinara 
6. The Buddha taught in the language of the ordinary people, Prakrit, so that 

everybody could understand his message. 
 
 

Upanishads 

 
1. Around the time that the Buddha was preaching and perhaps a little earlier, 

other thinkers also tried to find answers to difficult questions. 



2. Many of these thinkers felt that there was something permanent in the 
universe that would last even after death. They described this as the atman or 
the individual soul and the brahman or the universal soul. They believed that 
ultimately, both the atman and the brahman were one. 

3. Many of their ideas were recorded in the Upanishads. These were part of the 
later Vedic texts. Upanishad literally means ‘approaching and sitting near’ and 
the texts contain conversations between teachers and students. Often, ideas 
were presented through simple dialogues. 

4. Most Upanishadic thinkers were men, especially brahmins and rajas.  
5. Occasionally, there is mention of women thinkers, such as Gargi, who was 

famous for her learning and participated in debates held in royal courts.  
6. Poor people rarely took part in these discussions. One famous exception was 

Satyakama Jabala, who was named after his mother, the slave woman Jabali.  
7. He had a deep desire to learn about reality, was accepted as a student by a 

brahmin teacher named Gautama, and became one of the best-known 
thinkers of the time.  

8. Many of the ideas of the Upanishads were later developed by the famous 
thinker Shankaracharya in the 8th century. 

 
 
 
 

Jainism 

 
1. The last and 24th Tirthankara of the Jainas, Vardhamana Mahavira, also 

spread his message around this time, i.e. 2500 years ago.  
2. He was a kshatriya prince of the Lichchhavis, a group that was part of the 

Vajji sangha  
3. At the age of thirty, he left home and went to live in a forest. For twelve years 

he led a hard and lonely life, at the end of which he attained enlightenment. 
4. He taught a simple doctrine: men and women who wished to know the truth 

must leave their homes.  
5. They must follow very strictly the rules of ahimsa, which means not hurting or 

killing living beings  
6. Ordinary people could understand the teachings of Mahavira and his followers 

because they used Prakrit.  
7. Jainism was supported mainly by traders. Farmers, who had to kill insects to 

protect their crops found it more difficult to follow the rules. 
8. The teachings of Mahavira and his followers were transmitted orally for 

several centuries. They were written down in the form in which they are 



presently available at a place called Valabhi, in Gujarat, about 1500 years 
ago. 

 
 
 

The Sangha 

 
1. Both the Mahavira and the Buddha felt that only those who left their homes 

could gain true knowledge.  
2. They arranged for them to stay together in the sangha, an association of 

those who left their homes. 
3. The rules made for the Buddhist sangha were written down in a book called 

the Vinaya Pitaka. 
4. From this, we know that there were separate branches for men and women.  
5.  All men could join the sangha. However, children had to take the permission 

of their parents and slaves that of their masters.  
6. Those who worked for the king had to take his permission and debtors that of 

creditors. 
7. Women had to take their husbands’ permission. 
8. Men and women who joined the sangha led simple lives. They meditated for 

most of the time and went to cities and villages to beg for food during fixed 
hours. That is why they were known as bhikkhus (the Prakrit word for 
renouncer — beggar) and Bhikkhunis.  

9. Those who joined the sangha included brahmins, kshatriyas, merchants, 
labourers, barbers, courtesans and slaves. Many of them wrote down the 
teachings of the Buddha. 

 
 

Monasteries 

 
1. To begin with, both Jaina and Buddhist monks went from place to place 

throughout the year, teaching people.  
2. The only time they stayed in one place was during the rainy season, when it 

was very difficult to travel. Then, their supporters built temporary shelters for 
them in gardens, or they lived in natural caves in hilly areas. 

3. As time went on, many supporters of the monks and nuns, and they 
themselves felt the need for more permanent shelters and so monasteries 
were built. These were known as viharas.  



4. The earliest viharas were made of wood, and then of brick. Some were even 
in caves that were dug out in hills, especially in western India like Ajanta and 
Ellora. 

5. Very often, the land on which the vihara was built was donated by a rich 
merchant or a landowner, or the king.  

 
 
 

The system of ashramas: Four stages of Hindu Life 

 
1. Around the time when Jainism and Buddhism were becoming popular, 

brahmins developed the system of ashramas. It is used instead for a stage of 
life. 

2. Four ashramas were recognised: brahmacharya, grihastha, vanaprastha and 
sannyasa. 

3. Brahmin, kshatriya and vaishya men were expected to lead simple lives and 
study the Vedas during the early years of their life (brahmacharya). 

4. Then they had to marry and live as householders (grihastha). 
5. Then they had to live in the forest and meditate (vanaprastha). 
6. Finally, they had to give up everything and become sannyasins. 
7. The system of ashramas allowed men to spend some part of their lives in 

meditation.  
8. Generally, women were not allowed to study the Vedas, and they had to 

follow the ashramas chosen by their husbands. 
 
 

Six Schools of Indian Philosophy 

 
1. Over centuries, India’s intellectual exploration of truth has come to be 

represented by six systems of philosophy.  
2. These are known as Vaishesika, Nyaya, Samkhya, Yoga, Purva Mimansa and 

Vedanta or Uttara Mimansa. These six systems of philosophy are said to have 
been founded by sages Konada, Gotama, Kapila, Patanjali, Jaimini and 
Vyasa, respectively.  

3. These philosophies still guide scholarly discourse in the country. 
German-born British Indologist, Friedrich Max Muller, has observed that the 
six systems of philosophy were developed over many generations with 
contributions made by individual thinkers. 

 
 



 
 
 
 
 

The Mauryan Empire 
 
Temporal Context: Beginning of the Mauryan empire (more than 2300 years ago) 
 
 
Geographical context: 

 
 
 
 
 



A Very big kingdom = an empire 

 
1. Ashoka was one of the greatest rulers known to history and on his 

instructions, inscriptions were inscribed on pillars, as well as on rock surfaces.  
2. The empire that Ashoka ruled was founded by his grandfather, Chandragupta 

Maurya, more than 2300 years ago. Chandragupta was supported by a wise 
man named Chanakya or Kautilya. Many of Chanakya’s ideas were written 
down in a book called the Arthashastra. 

3. There were several cities in the empire. These included the capital 
Pataliputra, Taxila, and Ujjain.  

4. Taxila was a gateway to the northwest, including Central Asia, while Ujjain lay 
on the route from north to south India. Merchants, officials and craftspersons 
probably lived in these cities. 

 
Ruling the empire: 
 

5. As the empire was so large, different parts were ruled differently. The area 
around Pataliputra was under the direct control of the emperor.  

6. There were other areas or provinces. Each of these was ruled from a 
provincial capital such as Taxila or Ujjain.  

7. Although there was some amount of control from Pataliputra, and royal 
princes were often sent as governors, local customs and rules were probably 
followed. 

 
 
 

Ashoka, a unique ruler 

 
1. The most famous Mauryan ruler was Ashoka. He was the first ruler who tried 

to take his message to the people through inscriptions. Most of Ashoka’s 
inscriptions were in Prakrit and were written in the Brahmi script. 

2. Kalinga is the ancient name of coastal Orissa. Ashoka fought a war to 
conquer Kalinga. However, he was so horrified when he saw the violence and 
bloodshed that he decided not to fight any more wars.  

3. He is the only king in the history of the world who gave up conquest after 
winning a war 

 
 
 
 



 

What was Ashoka’s dhamma? 

 
 

1. Ashoka’s dhamma did not involve the worship of a god, or performance of a 
sacrifice. He felt that just as a father tries to teach his children, he had a duty 
to instruct his subjects. He was also inspired by the teachings of the Buddha. 

2. There were a number of problems that troubled him. People in the empire 
followed different religions, and this sometimes led to conflict. 

 
3. Animals were sacrificed. Slaves and servants were ill-treated. Besides, there 

were quarrels in families and amongst neighbours.  
4. Ashoka felt it was his duty to solve these problems. So, he appointed officials, 

known as the dhamma Mahamatta who went from place to place teaching 
people about dhamma.  

5. Besides, Ashoka got his messages inscribed on rocks and pillars, instructing 
his officials to read his message to those who could not read it themselves. 

6. Ashoka also sent messengers to spread ideas about dhamma to other lands, 
such as Syria, Egypt, Greece and Sri Lanka.  

7. He built roads, dug wells, and built rest houses. Besides, he arranged for 
medical treatment for both human beings and animals. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Village and Towns in Ancient India 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Iron tools and agriculture 

 
 
 



1. The use of iron began in the subcontinent around 3000 years ago. Some of 
the largest collections of iron tools and weapons were found in the megalithic 
burials. 

2. Around 2500 years ago, there is evidence for the growing use of iron tools. 
These included axes for clearing forests and the iron ploughshare. The 
ploughshare was useful for increasing agricultural production. 

3. While new tools and the system of transplantation increased production, 
irrigation was also used. Irrigation works that were built during this time 
included canals, wells, tanks, and artificial lakes. 

 
 
 

Who lived in the villages? 

 
 

1. There were at least three different kinds of people living in most villages in the 
southern and northern parts of the subcontinent.  

2. In the Tamil region, large landowners were known as Vellalar, ordinary 
ploughmen were known as Uzhavar, and landless labourers, including slaves, 
were known as Kadaisiyar and Adimai. 

3. In the northern part of the country, the village headman was known as the 
Grama Bhojaka. Usually, men from the same family held the position for 
generations. In other words, the post was hereditary.  

4. The grama Bhojaka was often the largest landowner. Generally, he had 
slaves and hired workers to cultivate the land. Besides, as he was powerful, 
the king often used him to collect taxes from the village. He also functioned as 
a judge, and sometimes as a policeman.  

5. Apart from the Gramabhojaka, there were other independent farmers, known 
as Grihapatis, most of whom were smaller landowners. And then there were 
men and women such as the dasa karmakara, who did not own land and had 
to earn a living working on the fields owned by others. 

6. In most villages, there were also some crafts persons such as the blacksmith, 
potter, carpenter and weaver. 

 
 
 
 
 
 



The earliest Tamil compositions: 
 
Some of the earliest works in Tamil, known as Sangam literature, were composed 
around 2300 years ago. These texts were called Sangam because they were 
supposed to have been composed and compiled in assemblies (known as 
Sangams) of poets that were held in the city of Madurai. 

 
 
 
 

Finding out about cities 

 
 

1. Many of the cities that developed from about 2500 years ago were capitals of 
the Mahajanapadas some of these cities were surrounded by massive 
fortification walls. 

2. In many cities, archaeologists have found rows of pots or ceramic rings 
arranged one on top of the other. These are known as ring wells.  

3. These seem to have been used as toilets in some cases, and as drains and 
garbage dumps. These ring wells are usually found in individual houses. 

4. We have hardly any remains of palaces, markets, or of homes of ordinary 
people. Perhaps some are yet to be discovered by archaeologists. Others, 
made of wood, mud-brick and thatch, may not have survived. 

 
 

Punch-marked Coins  
 
Punch-marked coins were generally rectangular or sometimes square or round in 
shape, either cut out of metal sheets or made out of flattened metal globules (a 
small spherical body).  
 
The coins were not inscribed but were stamped with symbols using dies or 
punches. Hence, they are called punch-marked coins. These coins are found over 
most parts of the subcontinent and remained in circulation till the early centuries 
CE. 

 
 
 



 

Cities with many functions 

 
 

1. Very often, a single town was important for a variety of reasons. Mathura has 
been an important settlement for more than 2500 years.  

2. It was important because it was located at the crossroads of two major routes 
of travel and trade — from the northwest to the east and from north to south.  

3. There were fortifications around the city and several shrines. Farmers and 
herders from adjoining areas provided food for people in the city.  

4. Mathura was also, a centre where some extremely fine sculpture was 
produced. 

5. Around 2000 years ago Mathura became the second capital of the Kushanas 
6. Mathura was also a religious centre — there were Buddhist monasteries, 

Jaina shrines, and it was an important centre for the worship of Krishna. 
 
 
 
 

Crafts and craftspersons 

 
 

1. We also have archaeological evidence for crafts. These include extremely fine 
pottery, known as the Northern Black Polished Ware (NBPW). It gets its name 
from the fact that it is generally found in the northern part of the subcontinent. 

2. We know from texts that the manufacture of cloth was important. There were 
famous centres such as Varanasi in the north, and Madurai in the south. Both 
men and women worked in these centres. 

3. Many craftspersons and merchants now formed associations known as 
Shrenis. These Shrenis of crafts persons provided training, procured raw 
material, and distributed the finished product. 

4. Then Shrenis of merchants organised the trade. Shrenis also served as 
banks, where rich men and women deposited money.  

5. This was invested, and part of the interest was returned or used to support 
religious institutions such as monasteries. 

 
 
 
 

A closer look — Arikamedu 



 
 

1. Between 2200 and 1900 years ago, Arikamedu was a coastal settlement 
where ships unloaded goods from distant lands.  

2. A massive brick structure, which may have been a warehouse, was found at 
the site. Other finds include pottery from the Mediterranean region, such as 
Amphorae (tall double-handled jars that contained liquids such as wine or oil) 
and stamped red-glazed pottery, known as Arretine Ware, which was named 
after a city in Italy.  

3. This was made by pressing wet clay into a stamped mould. There was yet 
another kind of pottery which was made locally, though Roman designs were 
used. Roman lamps, glassware and gems have also been found at the site. 

4. Small tanks have been found that were probably dyeing vats, used to dye 
cloth. There is plenty of evidence for the making of beads from semi-precious 
stones and glass. 

 
 
 

Northern Black Polished Ware (NBPW) 
 
NBPW is a hard, wheel-made, metallic-looking ware with a shiny black surface. 
The potter used to expose the earthenware to very high temperature in his kiln 
which resulted in the blackening of its outer surface. A fine black slip was also 
applied on this, which gave the pottery a mirror-like shine. 
 

 
 
 
 
  
 
 


