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AP World -Ch 3 
Religious Rivalries and India 's Golden Age 

VEDIC AGE-Aryans = 1500-500BCE

Main Ideas
The basis for Indian civilization after 1500 B.C.E. was laid by Vedic Aryan invaders who ended Harappan civilization.  By 500 B.C.E. regional “divine” Aryan kings controlled much of the Ganges plains.  They cleared forests which contributed to broad climatic changes.  Rigid social castes systems developed, with brahmins dominant because of their literary and religious functions.  However, ascetic holy men now offered new religious ideas.  Buddha began a religion that challenged and revitalized Vedic tradition creating Hinduism that survived the Buddhist challenge.  This religious unfolding accompanied the rise of India's 1st empire.  The Mauryan Empire spread Buddhist teachings through Asia (IMPACT) before falling to nomadic invasions.  A later dynasty, the Gupta Empire, restored unity, reasserted brahmanic caste dominance Hinduism, during an age of splendid artistic and intellectual achievement.

The Age of Brahman Dominance.  Brahmans founded  small regional states based on agriculture and livestock breeding along the Ganges; they were ruled by warrior councils. Constant regional warfare kept brahman power localized and religious skepticism flourished.  A religious caste system (jatis), emerged.  Brahmans and warriors were at the top of the system, but by 500 B.C.E. major Buddhist challenge emerged.  A new religion coalesced around the teachings of the Buddha.

The Kingdoms of the Ganges Plains.  By 1000 B.C.E. Aryans moved into the Ganges plains.  Many rival kingdoms, dominated by warrior elites competed for power.  The rulers were expected to protect their subjects and to follow the advice of brahmans.  Constant small wars made such conduct unlikely.

Sources of Brahman Power.  Brahmins, the only literate group, dominated bureaucracy and administration (similar to scholar gentry in China).  They granted rulers divine status.  Brahmans mediated between gods and humans.    Brahmins alone knew the Vedic texts. All brahmins were exempt from taxes and protected from injury.  

An Era of Widespread Social Change.  Towns grow around royal capitals or riverbank trading and manufacturing centers.  Merchants and artisans became distinctive social groups.  Farming replaces herding and peasants became a large percentage of the population.  Efficient, well irrigated peasant villages  spread through the rain forest. Farmers resisted paying tribute to monarchs.

The Caste System.  Social divisions among Indians consisted of broad categories (varnas) arranged in a hierarchical system based upon whether your occupation “polluted” you.  At the top of the order were the brahman, warrior, and merchant castes.  Most of the people were members of peasant and artisan castes.  Below them were the untouchables who performed defiling tasks.  Caste boundaries hardened.  Status determined diet and spouse.  Only the three highest varnas could read the Vedas.
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Enforcing Social Divisions.  Caste position, determined by birth, was permanent.  Non-acceptance =  being ostracized or killed  Since the system was believed to be of divine origin, all individuals had to accept their place (dharma).  Transmigration of souls explained individual status.  Souls existed through many lives and earned merits or demerits during one existence that determined status in a new life.

In Depth: Inequality as the Social Norm.  The Indian complex mode of social organization, the caste system,  is built on the belief that humans are inherently unequal.  An individual’s place in life depends upon the social strata of his or her birth.  As all classical social systems - with limited exceptions among the Greeks and Chinese - the caste system stressed the primacy of broad social groups over the importance of individuals.  Castes were directly opposed to modern Western society’s basic belief in individual equality and opportunity for social movement.

The Family and the Changing Status of Women.  The extended family was the ideal, although only the higher castes were able to support its cost.  The majority of families lived in nuclear households.  The father held extensive authority over family members.  Women were regarded as weak and unstable by nature and were subordinate to men.  The [image: image2.png]Untouchable
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Mahabharata and Ramayana  indicate an earlier greater freedom.  Women then read the Vedas, practiced many occupations, and participated in ceremonies that celebrated high-caste membership.

The End of an Era.  A civilization very different from the Harappan complex had emerged about 1000 years after the Aryan arrival.  Well-established agriculture supported a complex society.  The caste system provided both social stratification and labor division.  Accomplishments in philosophy and religious speculation, as the Bhagavad Gita, were important.  Brahman dominance, endless warfare between kings, and religious/ethical bankruptcy prompted unrest and the beginning of a new era.

Religious Ferment and the Rise of Buddhism.  The 6th and 5th centuries B.C.E. were a time of social and intellectual ferment in Eurasia.  Confucius and Laozi in China, Zoroaster in Persia, Hebrew prophets, and Greek thinkers all sought new religious and philosophical forms.  Indian reformers, above all the Buddha, questioned the brahmin monopoly over ritual, posed questions about the nature of the universe, and sought alternatives to the caste system.  The Buddha was responsible for a new religion spreading widely throughout Asia.

The Making of a Religious Teacher.  The Buddha was born in the 6th century in a Himalaya hill state where the power of brahmins and kings were limited.  He was a member of the warrior ruling class, but renounced his inheritance to become a wandering ascetic.  He experimented with forms of religious experience, finally turning to meditation to find enlightenment and discover the Four Noble Truths.  Buddha believed individuals could escape suffering only through ceasing to desire worldly things.  This realization was possible by following an eight-step process ( 8 fold path) of right action, thinking, and meditation.  When enlightenment was achieved an individual attained nirvana, an eternal state of tranquillity.  After gaining enlightenment Buddha became a traveling teacher offering alternatives to brahmin interpretations.  He won a substantial following from all castes.

The Emergence of Buddhism as a Religion.  After Buddha's death many of his followers worshipped him as a deity.  Some became monks devoted to the spread of his teachings.  Disputes over meaning of Buddha’s legacy led to the formation of rival schools of interpretation.  Some monks gained followers among the general population through stressing the performance of good deeds winning salvation.  Others emphasized monastic meditation.

The Buddhist Challenge.  Buddha's teachings offered revolutionary challenges to the established braminical order.  Buddha rejected acceptance of the Vedas as an ultimate authority and ridiculed the powers claimed by brahmins.  Buddha sought to do away with the caste system, teaching that both untouchables and women were capable of achieving nirvana.  Monasteries were open to all, including women.

The Greek Interlude.  Political upheaval intensified societal ferment.  Alexander the Great's well-trained men successfully invaded India in 327 B.C.E..  When the weary soldiers refused to continue the campaign, Alexander left India.  The brief invasion stimulated trade and cultural exchange between India and the Hellenistic world.  Greek mathematical and astronomical ideas reached India, while Indian religious thinking spread to the Mediterranean.  Both the Stoics and mystery religions were influenced by Indian philosophy.  A distinctive Indo-Greek school of sculpture emerged.
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The Rise of the Mauryas.  Alexander's withdrawal left a political and military vacuum.  Chandragupta Maurya, a regional ruler in the Ganges plain, created a great empire in northern India.  Chandragupta borrowed Persian forms to rule as an absolute monarch.  He built a standing army and sought to replace regional rulers with loyal officials.  One of his advisors, Kautilya, included most of these tendencies in a treatise on statecraft, Arthashastra, a work similar to Sunzi’s Art of War.  Chandragupta's successors pushed Mauryan boundaries far to the south. and gave India a period of great prosperity and cultural splendor.

Ashoka's Conversion and the Flowering of Buddhism in the Mauryan Age.  Ashoka was a harsh and war-loving ruler during the early years of his reign.  He radically changed course following his conversion to Buddhism.  Ashoka ended military campaigns and instead developed roads, hospitals, and rest houses.  He favored vegetarianism and, by seeking to reduce animal slaughter,  contributed to the enduring veneration of cattle.  The brahmans regarded this as a threat to the dominance they gained from their ritual slaughter.  Ashoka tried to develop a state bureaucracy to enforce sanctions against war and animal slaughter, actions that aroused opposition among displaced brahmins and once regionally important warrior families.

Imperial Patronage and Social Change.  Other social groups profited from Ashoka’s Buddhist-inspired reforms.  The expansion of international trade benefited merchants and artisans who supported their ruler and patronized Buddhist monasteries.  Indian cotton cloth makers were renowned as far away as Rome.  Women also supported the Buddhist alternative to their former societal status.  Monasteries spread widely; their legacy remains in great stone shrines (stupas) that held the relics of Buddha.  Buddhism spread beyond India to Sri Lanka, the Himalayan kingdoms, and the steppes of central Asia.  From Sri Lanka Buddhism went to Burma, Java, and southeast Asia; from Nepal and central Asia it went to Tibet, China, and the rest of East Asia.

Ashoka's Death and the Decline of the Mauryas. Ashoka's weaker successors were unable to maintain his reforms.  Dynastic divisions and internal strife ended the empire by 185 B.C.E.  Political fragmentation reappeared and warrior invasions increased political instability.  The brahmins regained lost authority and pushed Buddhism from the center of Indian life..
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Brahminical Recovery and the Splendors of the Gupta Age.  After the fall of the Mauryas waves of invaders from central Asia entered India.  Indo-Greek rulers attempted to establish states.  They were attacked by Scythian nomads who settled in the north.  Later the Yueh-chih came from the eastern steppes.  They established the Kushana dynasty, the most powerful Indian state between the end of the 1st and the early 3rd centuries C.E.  They were the last great imperial patrons of Buddhism.  The Kushana failed to extend dominance to the Ganges plains or central and south India.  There, where most Indians lived, the brahmans reestablished their former dominance.

Brahman Revival and Buddhist Decline.  Buddhism had developed weaknesses that made it vulnerable to a brahman counteroffensive once the Mauryans disappeared.  Buddhist monks isolated themselves in monasteries and became obsessed with fine philosophical points.  They lost contact with the common people and instead focused upon serving wealthy patrons.  Brahmins, in contrast, tried to make Hinduism more appealing to ordinary people.  They stressed personal worship and small, regular, offerings to gods.  Shiva, Vishnu, Kali, and Lakshmi were the most important deities; other gods were revered by particular caste groups.  Temples were established as a focus for popular worship.  Devotional cults were opened to all castes, and women, at times, were allowed to join in.  In all, Hinduism had absorbed salvationist Buddhism and added the Buddha to its pantheon of gods.  Among the elite brahmins emphasized the philosophical ideas of the Upanishads stressing that meditation and asceticism released the soul from rebirth and allowed its fusion with the godhead.  Buddhism's decline was accelerated by the falling-off of the Rome-China trading connection.  Merchant groups favoring Buddhism lost power and became dependent upon local rulers who favored brahmins.  The rise of the Gupta dynasty sealed the demise of Buddhism as a major Indian religion.

The Gupta Empire.  A wealthy landholder family of the eastern Ganges plain, the Gupta, built an empire across most of northern India by the 4th century C.E.  It controlled less territory, and had less dominance over vassals, than the Maurya.  The Gupta were content to receive tribute from locally autonomous elites.  The local lords periodically fought among themselves, but did not threaten the empire's general peace and prosperity.
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A Hindu Renaissance.  The Guptas supported Hinduism and restored the brahmins' roles as royal sanctifiers and teachers of the ruling elite.  Great Hindu temples, which became repositories of symbolic Hindu art, were constructed in urban centers.  They helped increase urban growth by their economic impact and the visits of pilgrims.  They reflected the Hindi world view that saw the divine mirrored everywhere around them.

Achievements in Literature and the Sciences.  The Gupta reign initiated a great age of Indian literary achievement.  Kalidasa, the foremost Sanskrit author, created poetry describing life in that era.  Hindu scholars made major discoveries in mathematics, the sciences, and medicine.  They devised the concepts of zero, decimals, and the "Arabic" number system.

Intensifying Caste and Gender Iniquities.  The caste hierarchy supported by brahmins became the backbone of the social system.  Caste divisions grew more complex and restrictions on untouchables and low-caste individuals grew harsher and more pervasive.  Women suffered further reduction in status and career outlets.  Women were legally minors, supervised by males, and unable to inherit property.  They were barred from reading the Vedas.  In dowry-high regions female infanticide resulted.  Marriages were arranged to support family interests.  Residence was patrilocal and a wife's status depended upon producing sons.  There were few avenues except marriage open for women.

The Pleasures of Elite Life. The upper castes lived in large compounds and enjoyed luxurious lives.  Males had special privileges as they passed through the four stages of an ideal Hindu life.  Youths studied and enjoyed pleasurable diversions.  Next, one became a householder and worked to strengthen family fortunes and raise sons.  Few individuals advanced beyond this stage.  In the third stage a man became a meditating ascetic.  Finally, an individual became a wandering holy man.

Life-styles of the Ordinary People.  The great majority of Indians followed a different path.  Their lives were devoted to hard labor for the benefit of caste superiors.  Lower caste women had more freedom of movement and employment opportunity than upper class females, as is typical in patriarchical societies (lower class women need to work).  Both sexes participated in festivals and social happenings.  The general prosperity of the era allowed ordinary people satisfactory lives.  Commerce continued to be important, with India serving as a pivot of Indian Ocean trading networks.  There were strong links to Sri Lanka and Southeast Asia.

Gupta Decline and a Return to Political Fragmentation.  The Gupta empire was threatened in the 5th century C.E. by Hun invasions.  Efforts to repel the Huns diverted attention from local rulers challenging the dynasty.  The empire disintegrated into a patchwork of warring local states.

Conclusion: The Legacy of the Classical Age in India.  The civilization built by Aryan invaders proved more adaptable and long-lasting than that of Harappa.  Unlike China, Indian strength was not in political and military innovation.  The bulwarks of civilization were the caste system and Hindu religion; the resulting social order was able to absorb succeeding invaders..  Major contributions came in art, philosophy, science, technology, mathematics, urban development, commercial organization, and the ability to support one of the world’s largest populations.
