PreBuddhist India

Indus civilization (3000 — 1500 BC)

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

The Indus civilization was settled in the Indus Plains and Northwest India. It was urban
with modern cities on the banks of the Indus River. They grew wheat, barley and other
grains. There were surpluses, which were kept in elaborate granaries on mounds. They
had a flourishing trade with their neighbouring lands, using common currency in form of
seals with engraved pictures of humans or animals.

Bricks were used in their domestic bathrooms, wells, and drains. The Great Bath was 900
sq feet built of fine brick. Bones of domesticated animals found were humped cattle,
sheep, goats 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 and cotton textiles were common.

The Indus people were not Aryans. They were Dravidians, dark skinned, akin to the
ancestors of modern Tamils and peoples of South India. They worshipped

* symbols of fertility like Goddess Mother and the Phallus.

e gacred trees.

e animals like bulls, buffaloes, tigers and they believed in

* afterlife as there were burial chambers with personal items, pottery and occasional

an extra skeleton of the wife. There was some form of suttee where the wife ends
her life with the death of her husband.

The end of Indus civilization was came when the Aryans invaders crossed over Hindu
Kush into India. By their superior military might of horse drawn chariots, bronze axes,
bows and arrow, these fair skinned Aryans were able to subdue the dark skinned natives.

The Aryans brought with them their:

1. Iron technology as shown by archaeological evidence. They introduced chariots
and iron and metal work.

2. Pantheons of gods. \

3. Patriachial, patrilinear family. They prayed for many sons to care for their herds,
fight and win battles to win honor for their fathers, and to perform sacrificial
dutics for the departed souls of their fathers. Only sons inherit property.)

4. Social structure of Brahmins/priests, Khattiyas/warriors, Vessas/traders and
Sudras/servants. Later, there were the pancamas, the untouchables who handle
unclean jobs such as work with animal carcasses, sweepers esp that of the ashes
of cremation ground. 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. 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
comprised of

e Rigveda (wisdom of the verses)
Samaveda (wisdom of the chants)
Yajurveda (wisdom of sacrificial formulas)
Artharvaveda (wisdom of the Arthavan priests)
Aranyakas (Books studied in the forests)

e Upanishads (Secret teachings of the cosmos)
Rigveda was the oldest composed around 700 — 1000 BC. The Rigveda consists
of 1028 hymns dedicated to the gods of the Aryans.

The religion reflected in the Rigveda is polytheism of many gods of nature:

e Indra, God of rain and war who destroyed the citadels of enemy, releasing
cattle and rivers. Aryans were nomadic herdsmen who disapproved of
cattle being shut in fields and disapproved of rivers being dammed and
channeled for irrigation. They wanted to restore the natural freedom of the
universe.

Agni, God of sacrificial fire
Varuna, God of cosmic order

* Sarya, God of Sun

Sacrifice is the very center of cosmic processes, all human concerns, and
religious goals. It is through fire sacrifice that their wishes are granted. They were
able to obtained their material goods of this life and a good rebirth in the next
world. The Brahmin priests became more and more elaborate in their sacrifices as
clearly elaborated in the Vedas.

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.

The main rictual activity is the Soma sacrifice. Soma was a hallucinogenic
beverage prepared from a now unknown plant.

Asvamedha, the famous horse sacrifice where a specially selected horse was
permitted to travel at will and was tracked by soldiers. The king would claimed
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
the gods.

The Brahmin priests became weathy from gifts, donations and exemption from
taxes.






