Pre Buddhist India

Indus Civilisation (3000 -1500 BC)

Earliest traces of human activity in India were revealed by archaeological finds of stone tools belonging to the period 400,000 to 200,000 BC. This was followed by a slow evolution to the Indus Civilisation or the Harappa culture. This was some 2,000 years before the time of the Buddha.

The Indus civilisation included the Indus plains and Western India. It was an urban society with many modem cities like Harappa and Mohenjo Daro, on the banks of the Indus River. The peoples were maintained by surplus produce of grains stored in elaborate granaries on mounds. There was a flourishing trade with peoples within and those of Persian Gulf and Mesopotamia. A common currency of seals was used. These were small, flat, square or rectangular objects with pictures of human or animal.

Bricks were commonly used for bathrooms, wells and drains. The Great Bath was about 900 square feet was built of fine brickwork Bones of domesticated animals found were humped cattle, sheep, goats, dogs, cats and elephants. Copper and bronze were commonly used in tools. Silver was more common whereas gold was reserved for small objects of beads, brooches and pendants. Pottery was of mass production. Cotton textiles were used.

The Indus people were not Aryans. They were Dravidians, akin to, or even the ancestors of the modem Tamils and other peoples of South India. They worshipped symbols of fertility like Goddess Mother, Phallus; animal cults like bulls, buffalo, and tiger; and sacred trees. Burials in brick chambers indicated that the people believed in after life. Personal items, pottery were buried. Sometimes an additional skeleton was found which suggests that there is some form of suttee where the wife ends her life with the death of her husband.

The end of Indus civilization was around 1750 BC where a less civilized people west of Indus Valley invaded and disrupted that civilization. The use of seals, urban crafts and trade were disrupted.

Aryan Invasion

The Aryan invaders crossed over Hindu Kush in the NW into Indus Valley from Iranian regions, region of the Caspian Sea and the southern Russian Steppes. By their superior military might, horse drawn chariots, bronze axes, bows and arrow, these fair skin Aryans subdued the dark skinned natives.

Theories regarding the origin of the Aryans (from the Sanskrit arya, "noble") suggest that they came from Indo- European homeland as the 17th -18th century European scholars studying the Sanskrit language found it similar in syntax and vocabulary to Greek, Latin and German.

Early Vedic Period (1500 -800 BC)

Additional archaeological evidence showed that the Aryans introduced the horse, chariots and iron to the area. The Harappa culture was far more advanced than the Aryans who were semi- nomads living off the produce of cattle. The Aryans eventually settled down to agriculture and with iron technology, the clearing of land became easy. Change to agriculture lifestyle led to a wider range of occupations like carpentry, metal work, and reed work.

The earliest literary record of Indian culture was from the Vedas, Buddhist and Jain scriptures. Vedic literature was composed in Sanskrit and transmitted orally. It comprises:

Rigveda (Wisdom of the Verses),

Samaveda (Wisdom of the Chants),

Yajurveda(Wisdom of the Sacrificial formulas) and

Atharvaveda(Wisdom of the Arthavan Priests)

Aranyakas (Books studied in the forest)

Upanishads (Secret teachings concerning the cosmos).

Rigveda was oldest, composed in 1400 BC while others were composed around 700 - 1000 BC. The Rig Veda consists of 1028 hymns dedicated to the gods of the Aryans.

The religion reflected in the Rigveda is polytheism of many gods of nature. Examples are Indra, God of war and rain; who destroyed the citadels of the enemy, released their cattle and rivers. Aryans were nomadic herdsmen who disapproved of cattle being shut in the fields and disapproved of rivers being dammed and channeled for irrigation. They wanted to restore the natural freedom of the universe.

Other gods were Agni, god of sacrificial Fire;

Varuna, guardian god of the cosmic order; and
Surya (god of the Sun).

The Aryans were patriarchal. They prayed for many sons to care for their herds, fight and win battles and honor for their fathers, and to perform sacrificial duties for the departed souls of their fathers. Only sons inherit property.

Social structure of Brahmana/priests, Khattiyas/warriors, Vessas/traders and Sudras/servants. The Sudras had to serve the upper 3 classes. Caste divides the Aryan from Non Aryan and the Sudras were the slaves, most likely the conquered people. The Rig Veda hymns suggest there were group of people called Dasas who had alien language, dark complexion, flat features and worshipped strange gods. Dasa later came to mean slave. The first three groups were `twice born' as they were given their sacred thread of rebirth to mark their manhood and access to Vedic lore.

Sacrifice is the very center of cosmic processes, all human concerns, religious desires and goals. It is through the sacrifice that human beings obtain the goods of life and a good rebirth in the next world. The Brahmin priests became more and more elaborate in their sacrifices.

In the Kutadanta Sutta of Digha Nikaya, the extent of sacrifice was seen in Brahmin Kutadanta `s intention to sacrifice 700 bulls, 700 bullocks, 700 heifers, 700 he-goats and

700 rams. Buddha's `Bloodless Sacrifice' was of ghee, oil, butter, curds, honey and molasses.

The main ritual activity referred to in the Rigveda is the Soma sacrifice. Soma was a hallucinogenic beverage prepared from a now unknown plant.

Asvamedha, the famous horse sacrifice in which a specially selected horse was permitted to travel at will and was tracked by soldiers. The king would claim the area covered by the horse. At the end, the horse would be sacrificed. The ceremony lasted for days and the king received status, prosperity and closeness to gods. The Brahmanas or priests became wealthy from gifts, large donations and exemption from taxes.

Evolution of religion

With changes of a nomadic lifestyle to a more settled one in agriculture and trade, there is a similar evolution of religion. The significance of the many gods, i.e., polytheism began to wane. One of several different gods could be hailed as supreme. This led to henotheism. It is the belief of one god without the denying of other gods.

Later, there evolved monotheism. This is the belief of existence of one God who is the creator of the world and humanity.

The religious group introduced concept of creator god, Brahma. In the 10"' book of Rigveda, in the "Hymn of the Cosmic Man", it is said that the universe was created out of the cosmic man_ The priest emerges from the mouth, the warrior from the arms, and the traders/peasants from the thighs and slaves from the feet. The Brahmans were representatives of Brahma, hence of supreme authority.

Assalayana Sutta of the Division on Brahmins in Majjhima Nikaya, tells us how Brahmins view themselves, "Brahmins are the highest caste, those of any other caste are inferior; Brahmins are the fairest caste, those of any other caste are dark; only Brahmins are purified, not non-brahmins; Brahmins alone are the sons of Brahma, the offspring of Brahma, born of his mouth, born of Brahma, created by Brahma, heirs of Brahma".

Brahmins not only performed sacrifices but were masters of the "3 Vedas with their vocabularies, phonology... grammar, and the marks of a Great Man"

The caste culture was clearly seen in the Sonadanda Sutta of Digha Nikaya, which talked about the qualities of a true Brahmin with regards to birth, mantras, appearance, morality and wisdom. The Brahmin, Sonadanda was led by the Buddha to see that the true qualities of a Brahmin are morality and wisdom, by guarding the sense doors and cutting off defilements.

Later teachers referred to as Upanishads and Aranyakas questioned Vedic literature as there were many contradictions. Many brilliant minds wandered into the forests. Their teachings became more philosophical. From the divinity of Brahma, the monistic principle of Brahman arose. It is the transcendental spirit, which pervades the cosmos. When one has realized, then the individual atman returns to Brahman. It contains the concept of a universal, all pervading reality.
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