Consolidation-revision

Puratthima (Eastern Tract)

This geographical expression occurs only in the legends of the Pali Canon. Does not correspond to any known and delineated political territorial division of ancient India.

Buddhist monks of an early generation made these legends. Belonged to a NEn corner of the country and their geographical ken hardly extended beyond the bounds of what to us is known as Northern India.

All places associated in these early legends with Buddha’s career and his missionary tours are traceable along a NWn slanting tongue of land from Rājagaha (in Bihar) to Kusinara (in the northern extreme of the Uttara Pradesh). This portion of northern India would measure hardly 200 square miles – hallowed by the tread of the Holy Feet, supremely holy land to the Buddhist.

First appearing here, Buddhism spread beyond the limits of this area, probably within only a few decades of the Buddha’s parinibbana. The entire region, where Buddhism was practiced by monks and had influence over the people at the time when the legends were composed, were look upon by monks as ‘Buddhist land’ and named Puratthima.

Magadha was the heartland of the Puratthima.
· It was here that Buddha had migrated to after his ‘Great Renunciation’. And after enlightenment, Buddha proceeded here on his mission.

· Here the Sangha was first planted and here it grew, spread, burgeoned during the first 2 centuries of Buddhist history.

· Emperor Aska, seeking contact with the monk-community, came to the Magadha Sangha to pay his respects and avow his faith in the Triple Gems.

Monks here exercised leadership in the Sangha for several years after parinibbana of Buddha, and expected to continue to enjoy this privilege. Some 100 years after parinibbana, at the Second Council (of 700 monks from all over northern India), Revata made this point, “Honoured Sirs, it is in the eastern tracts (puratthimesu janapadesu) that Buddhas are born (probably a quoting a current proverb); therefore the Bhikkhus of the east are the true spokesmen of the Dhamma”.

Paccantima janapada

Beyond Puratthima Janapada, were the Border Countries, otherwise known as paccantima janapada. Monks were scarce there and monk-settlements few and far between. The bounds of these Border Countries are indicated in a legend by six names of township, village, river and hill – Kajangala (a nigama, market town), Mahāsālā (also a nigama), Sallavatī (river), Setakannika (nigama), Thūna (a Brahmana village) and Usīraddhaja (mountain).
 Only two of these boundary markers could be identified – Thūna and Usīraddhaja.

In these Border Countries, the scarcity of Bhikkhus made it difficult for the due observance of Vinaya laws. The number of monks required to conduct Ordination was reduced by necessity from 10 to just 5. it was said that this was granted by the Lord himself because a devout Bhikkhu named Sona Kotikanna had told him his own difficulty in getting together 10 monks to ordain him. Sona hailed from Avanti, in the south, across the Vindhya range. This means that during Buddha’s time, Avanti was beyond Buddhist heartland.

The state of pre-Asokan Buddhism (5th and 4th centuries BC) may be summed up as follows:

It was a regional faith current within the limits of the puratthima. Chiefly a cult of the monks, still under development in monastic cloisters as ‘Dhamma-vinaya’, a system of doctrine and practice.

But monastic life had developed a feature calculated to bring it out of the cloisters to the people. Although monks were at that point dwelling quite separate from their lay supporters, and many were still wanderers dwelling in the forests, monasteries were already popping up in several areas. That meant the potential and opportunities for greater interaction between sangha and laity.

Spread of Buddhism


From Puratthima, the spread of Buddhism after Buddha’s parinibbana was due mainly to two events of history – first, the rise of Magadha from a petty kingdom to the seat of Maurya imperial power, and secondly, the adoption of the Buddhist faith by the great Maurya emperor, Asoka.


The Maurya capital at Pataliputra in Magadha rose at a time when Buddhism was a Magadhan religion, scarcely 2 centuries old and little known outside Puratthima. It was said that the Buddha himself had prophesied its rise from a village to a ‘Chief Town’ (Agga-nagara). Ruling from here, the Maurya dynasty acquired a far-flung empire in 3 generations, stretching north (Gandhara, now in Afghanistan) to south (Mysore), east (Bihar) to west (Sourashtra). It was the largest empire ever established in India, including even the British.

Appendix

In 6th century BC, there was no paramount sovereignty in India. There were large number of independent states known as Janapadas or Mahajanapadas in early Indian literature.

In the Anguttara Nikaya, we find list of 16 great states (solasa Mahajanapadas), flourishing in the region between Hindukush and the Godavari shortly before the time of the Buddha.

1. Anga (East Bihar)

2. Magadha (South Bihar)

3. Vriji (North Bihar)

4. Kasi (Benares)

5. Kosala (Oudh)

6. Malla (Gorakhpur district)

7. Chedi (between the Jumna and the Narmada)

8. Vatsa (allahabad region

9. Kuru (Thanesar, Dehi and Meerut districts)

10. Panchala (Bareilly, Budaun and Farrukhabad districts)

11. Matsya (Jaipur)

12. Surasena (Mathura)

13. Asmaka (on the Godavari)

14. Avanti (in Malwa)

15. Gandhara (Peshawar and Rawalpindi districts)

16. Kamboja (Southwest Kashmir and parts of Kafiristan)

Some of the states mentioned above were monarchical and a few were republican. The four kingdoms more powerful than the others and which tried to establish authority over its neighbours were:

	Kingdoms


	Ruling family
	Monarch during Buddha’s time


	Span of territory

	Magadha (Rajagaha)
	Haryanka Dynasty
	Bimbisara 

(544--493 BC)

Ajatasatthu 

(493–462BC)


	Bounded on the north by Ganges river, on the south by the hills of the Vindyan range, on the east by river Campa and to the West by river Son. Comprised districts of Patna and Gaya of south Bihar. Bimbisara conqured Anga, acquired a portion of Kasi when he married Pasenadi’s sister.




	Kosala (Savatthi)


	Kosalan Dynasty
	Pasenadi
	Kingdom extended from Gumti to the little Gandak and from Nepalese Tarai to Ganges. Pasenadi conquered Kasi and was able to spread influence over Sakyas of Kapilavatthu, Kalamas of Kesaputta and other adjoining states.



	Avanti (Ujjeni)


	Avanti Dynasty
	Canda Pajjota

(Mahasena)
	Corresponded approx. to the Ujjain region, together with a part of the Narmada valley from Mandhata to Maheswar and certain adjoining districts.



	Vatsa

(Kosambi)


	Vatsa Dynasty
	Udena (or Udayana)


	Territory around Kosam near Allahabad.




The two more important republican states were:

1. Vajjians of North Bihar – Licchavis were the most powerful clan in NE India and form a part of the Vajjian confederacy. Said to have included all the old Videhas, the Jnatrikas, Vrjis, Ugras, Bhogas, Kauravas and the Aikshvakas. Capital at Vesali (Vaisali), which has been identified as modern Basarh in the Muzaffarpur district of North Bihar.

Vesali during Buddha’s time was an “opulent, prosperous town, populous, abundant with food; there were 7707 storeyed buildings and 7707 pinnacled building and 7707 pleasure grounds and 7707 lotus ponds”. Beautiful place. An impt center of Jainism and Nigantha Nataputta, the great Jain teacher had exercised great influence on the minds of the Licchavis. Buddha initially had difficulty converting them. Undertook a major debate with Saccaka on key Buddhist metaphysical points: nature of rupa, vedana, sanna, samkhara and vinnana.

According to several scholars, Licchavis were of foreign origin but there is no evidence to show whether they were Tibetan or Iranian. Fierce warriors and known for their unity in purpose.

2. Mallas of Kusinara and Pava\

Powerful in Northern India. Divided into 2 confederacies, one with HQ in Kusinara and the other at Pava. Like the Licchavis, demanded a share of Buddha’s relics. Their argument was they were Ksatriyas, like the Buddha was and therefore worthy of his relics.

They were initially not enthuse of the Buddha. For a time, there was a mandate issued by the Malla Assembly at Kusinara that whoever failed to pay respect to the Buddha during his visit would be fined 500 kahapanas. But eventually became devoted supporters. Managed Buddha’s funeral. Almost went to war with 7 other claimants for the Buddha’s relics.

Others mentioned were:

1. Sakyas of Kapilavatthu

2. Koliyas of Devadaha and Ramagama

3. Bhaggas of Sumsumara Hill

4. Bulis of Allakappa

5. Kalamas of Kasaputta

6. Moriyas of Pipphalivana

� Mahavagga, V, 13,12.


� See Cunningham’s Ancient Geography of India (revised by Majumdar 1924), Intro., p.XI,iii.





