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Ancient India 
History and Nation 

•  Mobilizing history to create national identity 
–  very strong claim of  ‘indigenous’ people who for 

centuries have been resisting invasion 
•  Alexander the Great, the Turks, Persians, British, etc. 

–  that these invasions have strengthened idea of  ‘India’ 

•  Closer to reality: Ludden, p. 7: “We now see…” 
•  Ludden, p. 15: “…the boundaries of  historical activity 

and networks of  interaction that determined the character of  
change in everyday life in South Asia have never 
corresponded to the boundaries constructed by modern central 
authorities or by modern states” 

South Asia: Climate 
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Periodization of  South Asian History 

•  Early 
–  from 8th century BCE to 8th century CE 
–  early civilizations (Maurya, Gupta) 

•  Medieval 
–  from 8th century CE to 16th century 
–  fragmentation 

•  Early Modern 
–  from 16th to 19th century 
–  Mughals, British 

•  Modern 
–  from 19th century to now 
–  British, independence 

Focus in this class 
•  Political Power 
– empires, states, laws, institutions 

•  Social History 
– households, clans, castes, religions, classes 
–  rights, gender 

•  People and Environment 
– economy, agriculture, technology 

Early Settlements in 
South Asia 

•  first continuous 
settlements formed in 
8th century BCE 

•  first signs of  organized 
and developed 
civilization: 
– Harappa (in Indus 

Valley) 
– marked by distinctive 

pottery and metal tools 

Post-Harappa 
Civilizations 

•  invasion of  Aryans into 
current day Punjab 
(approximately 1500 
BCE) 

•  Aryan culture: 
–  kin groups organized into 

nomadic horse-herding 
tribes 

–  language: proto-Sanksrit 
–  their texts: Vedic texts 
–  four Vedic hymns emerge 

(1200 BCE) 
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Basic features of  Early ‘Civilizations’ in 
Ancient India 

•  heterogeneous 
•  no single essence 
•  constant transmission and exchange with rest of  

Asia 

Systems of  Knowledge 
•  dominant system of  knowledge of  Aryans 
–  based on Vedic texts (c. 1000 BCE) 

•  Vedic texts established four varna (strata of  society) 
–  brahmana (priests) 
–  kshatriya (warriors) 
–  vaishya (merchants) 
–  shudra (menial laborers) 

•  Vedic texts: “The importance of  the sacrifice suggests that 
the texts were ritualistic and not revelatory in 
origin” (Robb, p. 13) 

Evolution of  Vedic Ideas 
•  evolved into two different streams 
•  one emphasized renunciation of  

desire: 

–  Jainism (origin: 6th century BCE) 
•  teacher: Vadhamana (or Mahavira) 

–  Buddhism (origin: 6th century BCE) 
•  teacher: Siddharta Gautama (the 

Buddha) 

•  over centuries Vedic ideas became 
increasingly complex 
–  many different texts (Brahmanas, 

Aranyakas, Upanishads) 
–  different types of  texts 

Major Texts 
•  Epic poems centered around incarnations of  the Lord God Vishnu 
•  compiled over centuries (early centuries CE) 
•  Central idea that of  a triumvirate 

–  Brahma (the creator) 
–  Vishnu (the protector) 
–  Shiva (the destroyer) 

•  Vishnu comes down to earth at critical moments in different 
incarnations 

•  These visits are recorded in epic poems 
–  Ramayana 
–  Mahabharata 

•  These texts solidified the rank & authority of  Brahmans in society 
–  helped to solidify a very stratified social order 
–  Buddhists and Jains opposed this social order and were eventually 

marginalized 



2/7/12 

4 

New Emergent Civilizations 
•  Mauryas (321 – 181 BCE) 
•  Guptas (320 – 520 CE) 
•  Mauryas 

–  ruled by Chandragupta 
Maurya 

–  1st example of  imperial 
activity 

–  extent of  empire? how were 
limits defined? 

–  Ludden, p. 23 
–  greatest Mauryan rule was: 

Ashoka the Great 
•  ruled 60+ years 
•  embraced Buddhism 
•  devotee of  ahimsa (non-

violence) 

Guptas (4th to 6th CE) 
•  after Ashoka, Buddhism 

was marginalized 
•  under the Guptas, 

Brahmanic cultural 
supremacy was re-
inscribed 

•  often called “Golden 
Age” of  India 

•  under Samudragupta 
•  extensive inventions, 

discoveries, cultural 
creations 
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Accomplishments of  Guptas 
•  we see the first coherent signs of  what would be 

known as Hindu culture 
•  note dates 
•  codification of  Sanskrit as broader language of  

elites 
•  elements of  Sanskrit spread all over South Asia 
•  rise of  Brahmanic elite 


