
Editorial Note

[The historicity of Buddha and Mahavira and the basic
character and typology of the texts related to their
religions was understood by the middle of the nineteenth
century. The present essay makes a clear and systematic
assessment of these issues, with emphasis on the dates
and biography of both Buddha and Mahavira. By and
large the texts fall in the general chronological bracket
of the sixth to the second centuries BC, and there is no
valid objection to their being treated as the primary
source of Indian history during, roughly, the sixth century
BC.]

h

The Mahajanapada period (sixth-fourth centuries
BC) forms an important part of the religious,
political, economic, and social history of India.
It was towards the beginning of this period that
urbanization, comparatively stable state, and
kingship became established and heterodox
faiths such as Buddhism and Jainism came into
origin and challenged the supremacy of
inegalitarian and hierarchical Brahmanical-
Hinduism.

EARLY BUDDHIST LITERATURE

The canon of early Indian Buddhism
(buddhavachana) is known as the Tipitaka (Sk:
Tripitaka) (ti/tri= three+pitaka= baskets) which,
as the name suggests, consists of three ìbasketsî
of teachings: Vinaya Pitaka, Sutta Pitaka (Sk:
Sutra Pitaka), and Abhidhamma Pitaka (Sk:
Abhidharma Pitaka). The Vinaya Pitaka consists
of texts that deal with the rules of conduct
governing the daily affairs within the Samgha
the Buddhist Order consisting of ordained monks
(bhikkhus) and nuns (bhikkhunis). Apart from
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providing a list of the rules, the Vinaya Pitaka
also includes the stories behind the origin of each
of these rules, offering in detail an account of
the Buddhaís prescription on issues relating to
the maintenance of communal harmony within
a large and diverse community of monks and
nuns. Different portions of the Vinaya Pitaka
are the Suttavibhanga, the Khandhaka, the
Parivara, and the Patimokkha.

The Suttavibhanga comprising the
Bhikkhuvibhanga and the Bhikkhunivibhanga is
a wide-ranging methodical commentary on all
the rules of the Vinaya. Each of the rules has
been given along with an explanatory story in
which the background to the origin of a
particular rule has been narrated. This itself is
followed by the promulgated rule along with
additional conditions and the word by word
explanation of the entire rule. The Suttavibhanga
must have been composed in the pre-Mauryan
period because the historical references in it,
all belong to a period not far removed from the
Mahaparinibbana.

The Khandhaka consists of the Mahavagga
and the Cullavagga. The Mahavagga contains
ten chapters in which an uninterrupted account
is given of the period following the Buddhaís
Enlightenment, his first sermon at Sarnath, and
stories of how some of his disciples joined the
Samgha and themselves attained Enlightenment.
In the Mahavagga are also included the rules
relating to ordination, recitation of the
Patimokkha, and the different procedures that
monks and nuns are expected to observe during
formal assemblies of the Samgha. The
Cullavagga, as the name suggests, is the minor
of the two divisions and consists of twelve
chapters. The first nine chapters relate
to disciplinary procedures, different
transgressions, prescribed punishments, and
expiation etc. In the tenth chapter duties of the

nuns are dealt with. The last two chapters
(Cullavagga XI-XII) relate to the first two
Buddhist Councils that took place after the death
of the Buddha and were late additions to the
earlier texts. The report of the First Council in
Cullavagga. XI expects us to believe too much,
and this fact speaks against its trustworthiness
in its oldest form as it has come down to us in
the Tipitaka itself, for it is absolutely impossible
that the Vinaya and the Sutta Pitaka should soon
after Gautama Buddhaís death have been
essentially such as we find in our Canon. It may,
indeed, be possible that the Buddhist elders must
have assembled immediately after the
Mahaparinibbana in order to agree upon the
principal points of the doctrine and the discipline
of the Samgha; and hence though we may not
be justified in assuming the tradition to be
completely unfounded, it was far too short a time
for the compilation of a Canon of the sort under
consideration. Moreover, Cullavagga XI begins
abruptly unlike any other chapter of the
Cullavagga. It commences in the same way as
the Mahaparinibbana Suttanta and is closely
allied to it in contents. It is not impossible that
originally Cullavagga XI formed a part of the
Digha Nikaya (Pande 1957, p.10) or maybe
Cullavagga XI-XII and the Mahaparinibbana
Suttanta existed separately as an independent
text. In the Khandhakas the arrangement by
subject matter, so that the stories had to be
inserted into the appropriate Khandhakas, has
led to their being separated and so the author of
the Khandhaka work had available to him an
old account of the way in which the Buddha
gave fundamental instruction to his first followers
(Frauwallner 1956, p. 135; Norman 1983, p. 23).
But the date of the compilation of the 20
Khandhakas (leaving the above two) is pre-
Mauriyan and the other two were composed not
much later than the Second Council, because had
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the compilation of the Khandhakas remained
open after that, it would have included an
account of the later councils, particularly of the
one held during the reign of Asoka (Law 1933,
p. 15).

The Parivarapatha, the Vinaya treatise, is a
manual of instructions. It was composed in Sri
Lanka because there are references within it that
it was written after Milindapanha and on this
basis it has been suggested that it is later in time
than other sections of the Vinaya. However, on
the basis of the testimony of the Pali
commentaries (E.g., DA.i.17; VA.i.18) which
speak of the Solasa Parivara as having formed
part of the Vinaya when it was rehearsed at the
First Council, G.P. Malalasekera has suggested
that sixteen of a total of nineteen chapters of
the Parivarapatha are older than the Vinaya
(DPPN.ii.162).

The Patimokkha contains in summary all the
monastic rules, and it is intimately linked to the
observance of uposatha at which the recitation
of the Patimokkha takes place. In the opinion
of C.A.F. Rhys Davids, Patimokkha is of more
recent origin and she assumes that at the time
when the main body of the Tipitaka was
collected, it either did not exist or was of too
recent a date to be admitted into the holy writings
(C.A.F. Rhys Davids, 1926, p. 6). But according
to Oldenberg, the Patimokkha is the earliest
literary record of the Buddhist Vinaya because
in his opinion the whole Vibhanga is nothing
but an extended reading of the Patimokkha
(Oldenberg, 1882, pp. xvi-xx). Though it seems
quite unlikely that the complete set of rules was
formulated at once and some of these rules were
undoubtedly proclaimed as the need arose
(Norman, 1983, p.20), yet we can say with
certainty that the earlier Patimokkha Code (i.e.
152 rules) is older than the Suttavibhanga
because the Suttavibhanga scheme makes room

for the 75 Sekhiya rules, thereby recognizing the
Patimokkha to be total 227 rules which was
possible only in the second or final stage of
codification of the Patimokkha rules.

The Sutta Pitaka contains more than 10,000
suttas attributed to Sakyamuni Buddha or his
close companions. It has five nikayas
(subdivisions or collections) consisting of Digha
Nikaya, Majjhima Nikaya, Samyutta Nikaya,
Anguttara Nikaya, and Khuddaka Nikaya. When
the Buddha died, the sayings were collected
together by his disciples into the first four
Nikayas. They could not have reached their final
form till about fifty years afterwards. Other
sayings and verses, most of them not ascribed
to the Buddha himself, but to his disciples, were
put into the Khuddaka Nikaya, a supplementary
Nikaya.

The Digha Nikaya consists of thirty-four
suttas put together into three vaggas (groups/
divisions). This Nikaya appears to be composed
of earlier and later portions and is not the earliest
work of the Pali Tipitaka (Winternitz 1983, p.44).
In it, though there are some long suttas, majority
of the suttas are short, some being even shorter
than those of the Majjhima Nikaya. The three-
fold division is a purely formal division with no
direct link to the subject-matter or content of the
respective parts of the Digha Nikaya (see
Hinüber 1996, p. 26). The three vaggas differ in
contents and character, but all of them contain
earlier and later strata of tradition. The earliest
stratum is represented principally in the first and
the third vaggas. The second vagga consists of
the longest suttas some of which have grown
into their present bulky size as a result of
interpolations (Winternitz 1983, p.35). Each of
the suttas of the Digha Nikaya treats intensively
some particular point or points of doctrine and
may be as well considered an independent work
(Winternitz 1983, p.35). More than half of the
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suttas of the Digha Nikaya are debates either
with brahmanas or members of other sects that
were contemporaries of early Buddhism, and
hence contain much information on sects some
of which is the only available information on
these sects (Manné 1990, p.75; Basham 1951,
p.28). Though these types of debates were
popular in ancient India much before the
Buddha, the Buddhists further developed and
improved upon them (see Hinüber 1996, p.29).
It has been suggested that these debates in the
Digha Nikaya were probably used to win
followers as these texts are directed outwardly
towards the non-Buddhists. Thus, in all
probability, once the heretics were defeated and
Buddhism established itself, the content of the
Digha Nikaya may have become outdated
(Manné 1990, pp.71, 78).

The Majjhima Nikaya consists of 152 suttas
delivered by the Buddha and his chief disciples,
which together constitute a comprehensive
body of Buddhist teaching (Buddhavacana)
concerning all aspects of Buddhism. These
suttas are grouped into three books (pannasas)
called Mahapannasa (first fifty suttas),
Majjhimapannasa (sutta nos. 51-100), and
Uparipannasa (sutta nos. 101-152). At the First
Sangiti (Council), that took place at Rajagaha
three months after the death of the Buddha, the
job of memorizing the Majjhima Nikaya and of
transmitting it further intact was assigned to the
ìschoolî of Sariputta (DA.i.15). It has been
prophesied in Buddhaghosaís commentary to
the Majjhima Nikaya, the Papancasudani, that
when the Sasana (Buddhism) disappears, the
Majjhima Nikaya shall predecease the Digha
Nikaya (MA.ii.881). The Majjhima Nikaya deals
with almost all the important tenets of Buddhism
and light has been thrown not only on the life of
the Buddhist monks and nuns but also on subjects
such as Brahmanical yannas (Sk: yajnas;

sacrifices), various types of asceticism, the
relationship of the Buddha with the Niganthas
(Jainas), the four noble truths, the doctrine of
kamma (Sk: karma), refutation of the self (atta),
different modes of meditation, and the social and
political conditions prevalent at that time have
all been discussed in this Nikaya. Some
interesting details relating to the life of the
Buddha are also available in the Majjhima
Nikaya. For instance, the Mahasaccakasuttana
(no. 36) contains the well-known legend of the
Bodhisatta meditating as a child under a Jambu
tree. The Ariyapariyesanasuttanta (no. 26) talks
about the Buddhaís teachers alara Kalama and
Udaka Ramaputta. In some of the suttas of the
Majjhima Nikaya, it has been stated that the
particular dialogue took place after the
Mahaparinibbana. This indicates that these suttas
are younger than those in the Digha Nikaya
(Hinüber 1996, p.34). For instance, the
Bakkulasuttanta (no.124) mentions that Bakkula,
who was regarded as the fittest among all the
monks, entered Nibbana eighty years after
joining the Samgha. It seems that he must have
survived the Buddha by half a century, a fact
that has drawn the attention of the author of the
Papancasudani, who points out that this sutta
was recited only during the Second Buddhist
Council, i.e. a hundred years after the
Mahaparinibbana. This remark of the
commentator is of great consequence for the
history of the Pali Tipitaka, for it indicates that
even the Theravadin tradition admits to later
additions (Hinüber 1996, p. 34). Views of the
Buddha on some intricate matters have also
been spelt out in some of the suttas of the
Majjhima Nikaya. For instance, in Channovada
Suttanta (no. 144) the Buddhaís view on suicide
has been expressed. In this sutta, seriously ill
monk Channa has been mentioned as expressing
a desire to commit suicide, but is advised against
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such an action by Sariputta and Mahacunda.
However, when the matter is reported to the
Buddha, he does not object to the suicide as only
the craving for rebirth should be overcome. The
Dhatuvibhanga Suttanta (no. 140) talks about
the possibility of entering Nibbana without
having to become a fully ordained monk. Here,
in this sutta, the story of a novice Pukkusati, who
met the Buddha by chance, is related. This
novice met the Buddha without knowing him
as he had received his pabbajja from another
monk. After being taught by the Buddha he
recognized him and requested for the
upasampada. But he died before bowl and robe
were made available. Still the Buddha
announced that Pukkusati had entered Nibbana
even without having become a fully ordained
monk. The content of the Majjhima Nikaya
shows a greater variety of topics than does the
Digha Nikaya. Only the major debates are absent
in the Majjhima Nikaya, though discussions with
heretics do occur. For instance, in the Upali
Suttanta (no. 56) and the Kukkuravatika Suttanta
(no. 57) description of strange ascetical practices
has been given. It has been sometimes
suggested that the Majjhima Nikaya might have
been used to instruct converts to Buddhism (see
Manné 1990, pp.71, 78).

The Samyutta Nikaya is one of the basic
works in which early Indian Buddhist teachings
on topics such as suffering, impermanence,
selflessness, four noble truths, and the eightfold
path have been given in detail. It has received
its title from the fact that its discourses (suttas)
have been grouped together (samyutta) in
accordance with their respective subject-
matters. According to the tradition, the total
number of suttas in the Samyutta Nikaya should
be 7762 (DA.i.17). However, the number as
given in the edition of the Pali Text Society
comes to only 2889. The reason for this

ambiguity is that the manuscripts often just have
key words to be worked-out into full-fledged
suttas in the absence of unambiguous guidelines
as to how this is to be done. As a result, this kind
of manuscript tradition differs entirely from the
one that exists in either the Digha Nikaya or the
Anguttara Nikaya, where the text is given in
full and only occasionally passages repeated
verbally have been left out. The Samyutta
Nikaya, on the other hand, can be contracted
into a basic minimum and can then again be
expanded by using the key words.

The Samyutta Nikaya is divided into five
main vaggas, consisting of a total of fifty-six
sections, called samyuttas. Each of these fifty-
six samyuttas has been further subdivided into
minor vaggas (chapters). The five main vaggas
are as follows:

1. The Sagatha Vagga consisting of eleven
samyuttas contains verses.

2. The Nidana Vagga consisting of ten
samyuttas explains the chain of causation
(paticcasamuppada).

3. The Khandha Vagga consisting of thirteen
samyuttas explains the five khandhas.

4. The Salayatana Vagga consisting of ten
samyuttas explains the six sense organs
with their objects.

5. The Maha Vagga consisting of twelve
samyuttas.

The suttas in the different samyuttas have
been put together on the basis of at least three
different criteria. The suttas of a samyutta either
(1) deal with any specific point or any specific
area of the Buddhist doctrine or (2) they speak
of some categories of gods, demons or human
beings, or (3) in them some admirable person
appears as a hero or speaker (Winternitz 1983,
p.53). For instance, the Dhatu Samyutta
(samyutta no. 14) contains suttas where the
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Buddha speaks on the dhatus (elements), while
the the Bala Samyutta (samyutta no. 50) is
composed of suttas which deal with the five
balas or powers, viz. saddha (faith), viriya
(energy), sati (mindfulness), samadhi
(equanimity), and panna (wisdom). However,
this method is very repetitive. For instance, the
207 suttas of the Salayatana Samyutta (samyutta
no.35) just relate to the six sense organs. It has
been suggested that most probably this
repetitiveness arose due to the fact that there
existed a large number of suttas on the same
subject, collected from different individuals and
monasteries, etc., all being of equal religious
merit and hence deserving to be included in the
collection (Winternitz 1983, p.57). At the same
time, it must be recognized that this method of
arrangement also means that the Samyutta
Nikaya contains some of the most important
tenets of Buddhism. A good example of this is
the Sacca Samyutta (samyutta no. 56). It contains
131 suttas that relate to various aspects of the
Four Noble Truths. Thus, the large number of
the suttas is basically the outcome of a practice
that involved a thorough treatment of the same
topic from all angles in accordance with a fixed
pattern to the complete exhaustion of both the
topic and the reader. As suggested by K.R.
Norman, this type of arrangement, however,
represents an obvious editorial practice and the
existence of a number of the suttas elsewhere
in the canon probably indicates a conscious
selection of material to group together in this
way (Norman 1983, p.50). Further, as the suttas
were classified in two different ways and as
some of the samyuttas deal with numerical
subjects, there is inevitably an overlap between
the Samyutta Nikaya and the Anguttara Nikaya
in the Pali canon. Occasionally, different
versions of the same sutta in the Samyutta Nikaya
and within the nikayas elsewhere show

substantial differences among themselves.
These differences indicate that changes were
introduced into one another, or both, of the
narratives at some time, but the tradition has not
changed since then for the obvious reason that
the texts were preserved by the Digha-bhanakas
and the Samyutta-bhanakas independent of
each other (Norman 1983, p. 50). The Sagatha
Vagga is totally different from the other vaggas
and is rather similar in some respects to the Sutta-
Nipata. The most important part of this vagga
are the verses which also occur occasionally
elsewhere in the Tipitaka. It has been suggested
that parts of the Sagatha Vagga appear to be very
old, actually well near to the Vedic texts (Lanman
1893). It has been argued that the Samyutta
Nikaya was the only collection to be finalized
in terms of both structure and content in the pre-
sectarian period (Sujato nd., pp. 31, 37-52).

The exact count of suttas in the Anguttara
Nikaya depends on the particular edition (Sri
Lankan, Thai, or Burmese) as well as the way in
which these suttas are counted. Although the text
mentions that it consists of 9,557 suttas, most of
these suttas are mere repetitions with a new
word added here and there. Thus, the number
of suttas distinctive in character is generally
calculated between 1,000 and 2500
(Jayawardhana 1993, p.12; Webb 1975, p.26).
Majority of these suttas are short, some being
very short, though there are some suttas of
sizeable length. However, throughout this text,
the buddhavacana (teaching of the Buddha) has
been presented in modules of judiciously
organized groups. It has been suggested that the
suttas of the Anguttara Nikaya form the real
historical backdrop to the contents of the Vinaya
Pitaka (Law 1930, p.193). The Anguttara Nikaya
contains the greatest number of quotations from
the other three nikayas (the Digha, the Majjhima,
and the Samyutta), though these nikayas are
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never cited as such. On this basis, it may be said
that the Anguttara Nikaya is later than the other
three nikayas. However, as there is no
substantial difference among the first four
nikayas in terms of either their style or language,
there could not have been much chronological
gap between the composition of the Anguttara
Nikaya and the other three nikayas. Thus, as
regards the earliest accessible sources of the
Buddhavacana, there is no particular nikaya
which could rightly lay any claim thereto, as all
of them contain very ancient as well as
comparatively late components. According to
Manorathapurani, the commentary of the
Anguttara Nikaya, when the Buddhaís dharma
comes to an end, the first portion of the Sutta
Pitaka to vanish will be the Anguttara Nikaya,
starting with the Book of Elevens and ending with
the Book of Ones (AA.881).

The Khuddaka Nikaya, a miscellaneous
collection of works in prose or verse, consists
of Khuddakapatha, Dhammapada, Udana,
Itivuttaka, Sutta-Nipata, Vimanavatthu,
Petavatthu, Theragatha, Therigatha, Jataka,
Niddesa, Patisambhidamagga, Apadana,
Buddhavamsa, and Cariyapitaka. According to
the Paramatthajotika, the commentary on the
Khuddakapatha, the Khuddaka Nikaya is a
collection of numerous units of the Dhamma
which are small and variegated, and hence the
name of the collection Khuddaka Nikaya
(KhA.12). This Nikaya contains besides
complete suttas and verses, small portions of the
teachings of the Dhamma on different subjects
credited to the Buddha and his chief disciples.
Major portion of this Nikaya is in verse and
contains nearly all the important works of
Buddhist poetry. The texts of the Khuddaka
Nikaya are very heterogeneous works of widely
varying length. The shortest of its texts is the
Khuddakapatha which consists of less than ten

printed pages whereas the Jataka is over a
hundred times as bigger. Only three of its texts
contain suttas similar to those in the first four
Nikayas, nine are collections of verses, one is a
commentary, one is a philosophical text, and one
(the Khuddakapatha) has been assembled from
short pieces found elsewhere in the Canon
(Hinüber 1997, pp.41-42). It has been suggested
that the Khuddaka Nikaya was the repository
for materials that were left out of the other four
Nikayas and thus includes both early and late
texts (Akira 1993, p. 128). There does not seem
to be any recognizable system in the
arrangement of the texts in the Khuddaka Nikaya
and this uncertainty prevails in Theravada, the
only school to possess a complete Khuddaka
Nikaya. The long history of the uncertainty about
the contents of the Khuddaka Nikaya has been
described by Lamotte (1956, p. 249-164). It has
been suggested that the texts Sutta-Nipata,
Itivuttaka, Dhammapada, Therigatha,
Theragatha, Udana and Jataka belong to the
early stratum and the texts Khuddakapatha,
Vimanavatthu, Petavatthu, Niddesa,
Patisambhida, Apadana, Buddhavamsa and
Cariyapitaka can be categorized in the later
stratum (Abeynayaka 1984, p.113). On the basis
of the use of the word pancanekayika (knower
of the five Nikayas) in a third century BC

inscription, Rhys Davids has suggested the
existence of Khuddaka Nikaya by the third
century BC (T.W. Rhys Davids 1903, p.168). The
Khuddaka Nikaya as a whole is considered
traditionally as less important compared with the
first four Nikayas as it is believed that the first
four Nikayas contain discourses preached by the
Buddha, whereas the texts of the Khuddaka
Nikaya are compositions of the disciples
(Abeynayaka 1984, p.16). It has also been
suggested that outside the first four Nikayas
there were a number of texts regarded as of
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inferior importance, either because they were
compositions of the followers of the Buddha or
because their genuineness was uncertain
(Warder 2000, pp.202-203). However, the
Theravadin tradition considers the Khuddaka
Nikaya as an integral part of its canon.

The first text of the Khuddaka Nikaya, the
Khuddakapatha, is a collection of nine short
texts found elsewhere in the canon. A
prospective monk is expected to know all of
these more than any other as they are used as
some sort of prayers or mantras.

The Dhammapada, like the Bhagavadgita
of the Brahmanical-Hindus, is a very popular
Buddhist text. It consists of 423 melodious verses
gathered from different sources which are put
together into twenty-six vaggas (chapters).
Though more than half of the verses of the
Dhammapada can be found in other canonical
texts, the compiler of this text certainly did not
depend solely on these canonical texts but also
made use of the great mass of pithy sayings
which formed a vast floating literature in India
(Geiger 2004, p.19). The parallels of many
verses also exist in non-Buddhist texts, such as
the Mahabharata. The linguistic features of some
verses indicate that origins of the Dhammapada
might reach back to a very early period (Hinüber
2003, p. 216-17).

The Udana which consists of verses with
stories appended to these verses consists of
eight vaggas each of which is contains ten suttas.
These suttas are short stories, which refer to
some incident of the Buddhaís time and end with
a pronouncement of the Buddha. Several of
these suttas can be traced in the Vinaya Pitaka,
and though it may be difficult to say as to who
borrowed from whom, it seems probable that
both the texts borrowed the suttas directly from
the great body of oral material which must have
existed in the early days of Buddhism (Norman,

1983, p. 61). Most of the short and beautiful
utterances certainly are very old and many of
them are possibly the actual words of the Buddha
himself or of his most prominent disciples
(Winternitz 1983, p. 85). But there can be no
doubt that verse and prose form two separate
and distinguishable strata within the Udana, in
which the former are quite early (Pande, 1957,
p. 71). In fact, the narratives appear to be the
handiwork of the compiler (Winternitz 1983, p.
85).

The fourth book, the Itivuttaka, like the
Udana, also consists of verses and prose put
together in 112 short stories. But unlike the
Udana, in it we do not have any narrative prose,
but the different ideas being delivered partly in
verse and partly in prose. This text is a
combination of old and late pieces.

The Sutta-Nipata, which is the fifth book of
the Khuddaka Nikaya, is not only one of the
oldest collections of Buddhist discourses in the
Pali Tipitaka but is also one of the most popular
texts of Theravada Buddhism. The Sutta-Nipata
offers valuable information on the nature of the
earliest form of Buddhism. In it, for instance,
can be seen not only the Samgha in its youngest
days but also the lives of monks and nuns in
their pristine phase. The Sutta-Nipata mainly
focusses on the nature and qualities of a saint
and shows through the description of the spiritual
qualities as to how by practising them one may
be able to develop oneself into a saint. Instead
of the realization of some abstract metaphysical
truth, the Sutta-Nipata primarily focusses on the
cultivation of different virtues and comparatively
less attention is paid to the cognitive aspects of
wisdom. Though terminology relating to
ëwisdomí and ëinsightí does exist in the Sutta-
Nipata, much reticence is shown in the
presentation of metaphysical ideas. In fact, it
advises restraint and caution in the adoption of
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any views at all, and makes it clear that the saint
eventually exists beyond all views. The goal is
defined mainly in terms of psychology and
ethics rather than intellect. Enlightenment is not
normally described as an epistemological
transformation as if one were earlier struggling
under a cognitive mistake that has now been
fixed. On the contrary, the goal is seen in terms
of a thorough modification of oneís mental states
and behaviour in sharp contrast to the ones
administered by unenlightened motivations. The
language of renunciation and purification is
extensively employed throughout the Sutta-
Nipata. It provides a vision of Enlightenment as
a state of being rather than a state of knowing,
though ultimately these two cannot be
separated. The enlightened being is shown as
the one who has developed particular kind of
qualities to an exceptional and irreversible
degree and who lives in a particular type of way.
One may move closer to Enlightenment by
attaining a deeper sense of its sublime nature
through the cultivation of the necessary virtues
applied to a saint. On the basis of its language
and contents, it has been suggested that some
parts of the Mahavagga and nearly the whole of
the Ammhakavagga of the Sutta-Nipata are
perhaps the oldest in the whole of Buddhist
literature. Hence some of the discourses of the
Sutta-Nipata are placed among the oldest
discourses in the Pali Tipitaka (Winternitz 1983,
pp. 89-90). In this text, can be found the fuller
Vedic forms of nouns and verbs in the plural,
the shorter Vedic plurals and instrumental
singular nouns, Vedic infinitives, apart from
many unusual forms and words. There are also
some difficult and irregular constructions, and
very condensed expressions. V. Fausböll has
suggested that the portions of the Sutta-Nipata
where these are found are much older than the
suttas in which the language is not only fluent,

but of which some verses are even singularly
melodious (Fausböll 1881, pp. x-xi).

The Vimanavatthu and the Petavatthu, texts
number six and seven, are the youngest layers
of the Pali Tipitaka (Winternitz 1983, p. 96). The
Vimanavatthu, an anthology of 85 short stories
written in verse, explains the popular Buddhist
doctrine of karma by describing the life and
deeds of different characters each of whom has
attained residence in a heavenly mansion
(vimana) due to his/her meritorious deeds.
Similarly, the Petavatthu composed of 51 verse
narratives explains the doctrine of karma as to
how the retribution of bad deeds can lead to
rebirth into the unhappy world of petas (ghosts).

The Theragatha and the Therigatha are the
eighth and the ninth books respectively of the
Khuddaka Nikaya. The short poems of the
Theragatha were apparently narrated by early
members of the Buddhist Samgha. Whereas
some of these poems contain biographies of the
theras, there are some others which are paeans
to the newly-discovered freedom, joyfulness,
and solitude by these theras. The Therigatha
consists of seventy-three short poems
apparently uttered by early members of the
Samgha. These poems, consisting of 494 gathas,
are organized into sixteen chapters. The
importance of the Therigatha lies in the fact that
this is the first surviving poetry supposed to
have been composed by women in India. Thus,
despite its small size, this text is an extremely
important document not only in the study of early
Indian Buddhism but also gender studies. Some
of the gathas of the Therigatha strongly support
the view that women are equal to men in terms
of spiritual accomplishment. As the gathas of the
Theragatha and the Therigatha are utterances
of monks and nuns, these two texts cannot be
thought of as buddhavacana. Probably both
Theragatha and Therigatha grew over a long
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period of time, slowly absorbing verses
commemorating monks and nuns living at quite
different periods of time (Hinüber 1996, p.53).
The Buddha-cult and the various types of
miracles developed in these texts could not have
developed prior to the later Mahayana texts
(Winternitz 1983, p.110). In fact, some of the
gathas appear to be as late as the Third Council
which took place during the reign of King Asoka
(Norman 1983, p.73). The importance of the
Theragatha and the Therigatha lies in the fact
that their gathas provide an exclusive glimpse
into very early Indian poetry which is otherwise
entirely lost. Thus, poetical figures (alaCkara)
known from much later poetry can be found
here for the first time and they are an example
ìof the highly valuable and beautiful poetry once
existing in ancient Indiaî (Hinüber 1996, p. 53).
No doubt, it has been suggested by an eminent
scholar that the Theragatha and the Therigatha
ìcan stand with dignity by virtue of their power
and beauty by the side of the best products of
Indian lyric- right from the hymns of the Rigveda
up to the lyrical poems of Kalidasa and Amarsuî
(Winternitz 1983, p. 98).

The Jataka which is the tenth book of
Khuddaka Nikaya, contains tales of the former
births of Sakyamuni Buddha. The philosophy of
the Jatakas is based upon the Buddhist doctrines
of Karma and Rebirth in which the quintessential
and exemplary character is the bodhisatta (Sk:
bodhisattva), the future Buddha, who in all his
lives exhibits one or more of the great merits
with which he earns merit and prepares himself
to become a Buddha in the future. On this basis,
it has been suggested that though the concept
of paramitas (perfections) does not find a
mention in the Jataka book, its roots can certainly
be traced there. The Jataka text edited by
Fausböll is actually an Atthakatha on the Jataka,
the canonical text not published so far, consists

of the gathas (verses) only. As the language of
the gathas is more archaic and they were less
prone to change as compared to the prose, it
has been suggested by Cowell that they have a
stronger claim to be regarded as canonical than
the prose portions (J.i.xiii). However, it has been
suggested that almost certainly an oral
commentary giving the tales in prose must have
existed from the very beginning and later it
developed into the Jataka Atthakatha, the most
systematic anthology of the Jataka stories. The
547 tales of the Pali Jataka have been put
together into twenty-two nipatas (sections),
where they are arranged according to the
number of stanzas forming a Jataka. It has been
suggested that only the last fifty were meant to
be understood by themselves, i.e., without any
commentary (Hinüber 1996, p. 55). Some of the
Jatakas in one form or another appear in other
canonical texts. The Cariyapitaka consists of
thirty-five Jatakas though not all are found in
Faubsˆllís edition. Some Jatakas can be traced
in the Vinaya Pitaka as well as the Nikayas. A
lengthy introduction to the Jataka is called the
Nidanakatha. It does not form part of the Jataka
as such. In the Nidanakatha, the biography of
the Sakyamuni Buddha is given in prose
intermingled here and there with gathas. These
gathas have largely been borrowed from the
Buddhavamsa. All Jatakas have a formally fixed
structure. Each of the Jatakas begins with what
is called the paccuppannavatthu (story of the
present). The paccuppannavatthu refers to
some happening that takes place at the time of
the Buddha. In the second portion, called the
atitavatthu (story of the past), the Buddha
reveals the original happening as it happened
in the past. The atitavatthu may in fact be
viewed as the Jataka proper that also includes
in it the gathas having a word-for-word
commentary called the veyyakarana. In the final
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portion of each Jataka, called the samodhana
(connection), a link is established between the
atitavatthu and the paccuppannavatthu. Though
the gathas refer to previous lives of Sakyamuni
Buddha as a bodhisatta, normally no connection
to Buddhism can be found in the gathas. They
are developed into a Jataka only by means of
an accompanying prose story. The story,
however, is considered a commentary and does
not enjoy canonical status like the gathas
(Hinüber 1996, p.55). Many of the stories are
derived from pre-Buddhist as well as non-
Buddhist vernacular oral traditions (see Grant
2007, Chapter 12). In whatever form (a deva,
man, animal, fairy, sprite, or a mythical
character) the bodhisatta appears in each of these
tales, he is always of the male gender who
divulges one or more virtues that each of the
stories thereby imparts. Due to their popularity,
the Jataka scenes were the favorite theme in the
sculptured carvings on the railings in the relic
shrines of Sanci, Amaravati, Bharhut, and
Nagarjunakonda. Some of the Jataka stories,
illustrated in these bas-reliefs dateable to the
third century AD, assume the existence of a prose
collection (Law 1933, p.275). It is generally
agreed that the earliest Jatakas were an
admixture of prose and verse, although ancient
prose texts are available just for a few Jatakas.
However, it has been suggested that this prose
was not necessarily transmitted in a fixed
wording (Hinüber 1996, pp. 56-57). In other
words, it is generally assumed that the story
attached to a gatha was narrated by each of the
narrators in his own words. This particular kind
of literature, called akhyana (narrative), whose
origins have been suggested to go as far back
as the Rigveda (Hinüber 1996, p.57) had a
specifically given gatha loosely surrounded by
prose. Though the precise connection of the two
constituents with each other is somewhat

unclear, one cannot overlook the relative priority
of the gatha as well as its importance in
providing the base and essential ingredient of
the narrative (Law 1933, p.10). The prose,
however, is indispensable only for the first 500
Jatakas. Thereafter the character of the Jatakas
changes immensely. They get metamorphosed
into small epics and their size becomes so long
that they can be understood on the basis of the
gathas by themselves.

The contents of some of these Jatakas can
also be found in the Sanskrit epics, the
Mahabharata or the Ramayana and are thus, of
great importance for the literary history
especially of the epics in ancient India (Hinüber
1996, p.57). The longest of the epics and the
most famous Jataka, which enjoys immense
popularity, is the Vessantara Jataka. It has 786
gathas. It narrates the last rebirth of the bodhisatta
in which he accomplishes the danaparamita by
giving away all his belongings (Hinüber 1996,
p.58). Though it is difficult to say as to when
the Jatakas came into existence in their present
form or the number of those that formed part of
the original number, it can be stated with
certainty that before taking their final form they
must have grown over a considerably long
period of time (DPPN.i.951). This means that
the Jataka book is the product of many hands, a
fact which can be seen in the wide-ranging
diversity, not only with regard to the form and
content of the narratives but also in respect of
size, structure and literary quality of the episodes
narrated, language and style, method of
presentation and outlook of the individual
authors (Winternitz 1983, p.8). There are tales
in the Pali Tipitaka that are technically Jatakas
because they mean to talk of one of the former
births of the Buddha, and conclude with
identification of the characters, and even then
cannot be found in the Jataka Atthakatha. The
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Ghatikara Sutta of the Majjhima Nikaya is one
such instance. In it the Buddha himself declares:
ìI was myself the young Jotipala at that timeî
(M.ii.54).

Bharhut and Sanchi sculptures prove that at
the time of their construction (i.e. between c.
100 and 0 BC) the Jatakas were known as an
integral part of the Buddhist lore (Kern 1896, p.
2; 1923, pp. 349-56) and were the predecessors
to the various legendary biographies of the
Buddha, which were composed at later dates
(T.W. Rhys Davids 1903, pp. 332-33). R.S.
Sharma feels that regulations regarding trade in
the Arthasastra presuppose an extensive
economy and ìthe stories of the pastî in which
scenes lie in central or western India are pre-
Asokan, whereas ìthe stories of the presentî
which occur in the cities of eastern India like
Rajagaha and Savatthi are late in chronology (R.S.
Sharma, 1968, p. 85). However, there is no
chronological significance in the distinction
between ìthe stories of the pastî and ìthe stories
of the presentî because both are the work of
one and the same commentator (Winternitz
1983, pp.119-22). Though some scholars such
as Mehta finds some of the poems and prose
narratives to be pre-Buddhist (Mehta 1939, pp.
xxi ff), it may be fair to suggest, as pointed out
by A.K. Warder, that the Jatakas originally
belonged to the earliest Buddhist literature and
on the basis of the metre and average contents
they may be dated to around the fourth century
BC (2000, pp. 286-87).

The twelfth text, the Patisambhidamagga,
consists of three sections, each containing ten
treatises on an important aspect of
buddhavacana. The subjects are treated in the
question-answer format.

The thirteenth book, the Apadana, though
less useful, is like the Jatakas. Since it connects
together the past and present lives of the theras

and the theris, it appears to be an appendix to
the Jatakas. It is certainly one of the very latest
books of the Khuddhaka Nikaya, if not of the
Pali Canon itself, because at all events judged
by its general character, it is much more closely
allied to the Sanskrit Avadanas than to the
remaining works of the Pali Canon (Winternitz
1983, pp.159-69), though E. Müller and S. Levi
considered some portions even later than the
Sanskrit Avadanas (Winternitz 1983, p. 169fn2).

The fourteenth book, the Buddhavamsa,
talks about tweny-four Buddhas whereas the
earlier texts know of only of six of them. Hence,
it may be classed amongst the latest productions
of the canonical literature (Winternitz 1983, p.
162; Norman, 1983, pp. 93f). Moreover, this text
repeatedly talks of Buddha-worship and
Buddha-deification, which are again unknown
to the other texts of the Pali Canon and form
more affinity with the Mahayana Sanskrit
literature.

The fifteenth and the last book, Cariyapitaka,
is a collection of thirty-five Jatakas in verse. But
compared with the Jataka verses, those in the
Cariyapitaka are mediocre and introduce
sentimental and supernatural elements lacking
in the Jatakas. In fact, the Cariyapitaka serves
as a supplement to the Buddhavamsa (Norman
1983, p. 95).The doctrine of the Paramitas
which belongs to later phase of the cult of the
Buddha as well as the form of presentation show
that the Cariyapitaka is a very late text
(Winternitz 1983, p. 164; Norman 1983, p. 95).

Developed doctrine found in some of the
books of the Khuddaka Nikaya has been viewed
as an indication that the Buddhavamsa, the
Cariyapitaka, the Petavatthu and the
Vimanavatthu are younger than the first four
Nikayas. The first four Nikayas belong to the
earlier part of the Tipitaka and in language and
style too, there is no essential difference
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amongst themselves, though the Anguttara
Nikaya may be later than the others, but not
much later (Winternitz 1983, p. 69). The fact
that the four Nikayas do not take much notice of
the issues contested by the earlier sects, certainly
suggests that they practically reached completion
by the Second Council. In the opinion of T.W.
Rhys Davids the Nikayas were known at a very
early date in northern India (1899, p.x) and were
put together out of older material at a time
between the death of the Buddha and the
accession of Asoka (T.W. Rhys Davids 1903,
p.195). Oldenberg also dates the main
substance of suttanta literature prior to the Vesali
Council (Oldenberg, 1882, pp. xxxvii-xxxviii).
Hence there is general agreement that the
Nikayas appear to reflect perhaps the earliest
period of the history of Buddhism, possibly the
only exception appears to be concluding part
of the Mahaparinibbana Suttanta relating to the
redistribution of the bodily remains of the
Buddha. This portion belongs to the Mauryan
period, as pointed out by Law on the basis of
Buddhaghocaís reference to that effect (Law
1933, pp. 3, 30f).

In the Abhidhamma Pitaka (literally ìhigher
dhammaî), which is a collection of seven texts,
viz. Dhammasangani, Vibhanga, Dhatukatha,
Puggalapannatti, Kathavatthu, Yamaka, and
Pammhana, the fundamental doctrinal
principles specified in the Sutta Pitaka are
systematically restructured and organized. All
the texts of this pitaka belong to the post-
Mauryan period.

Though the Tipitaka is the most important
source of information for the Mahapajapada
period, it consists of a mass of material which is
overwhelmingly religious in nature and highly
problematic in chronology. One has to first
eliminate from the tradition all the miraculous
stories and then examine the residue critically

to extract authentic history. The historical
material which can be extracted from this mass
is mainly in the form of similes, stories, direct
verbal statements, and objective observation.
Perhaps only a fraction is in the form of direct
historical description and even that, in fact, is
highly formalized. It is also very repetitive and
full of contradictions. But the very incidental
nature of this material increases its value as a
source of history. In the Tipitaka most of the
sayings and speeches are not only passed as the
buddhavacana, but are even related exactly
circumstantially to where and on what occasion
the Buddha delivered them. However, it is really
very difficult to find out as to how much of this
should be attributed to the Buddha himself. Some
of the sayings, speeches and poems contained
in our texts might have been composed by some
of his chief disciples.

THE JAINA LITERATURE

The collective term given by the Jainas to their
sacred books is Siddhhanta or Agama. The Jaina
tradition believes that the original Jaina texts,
called the Puvvas (Sk: Purvas), of which there
were originally fourteen and which were
transmitted orally for about 170 years after the
nirvana of Mahavira, became gradually extinct
(AS.xliv). The Digambara Jainas maintain that
after the famine during the reign of
Chandragupta Maurya the entire Jaina canonical
literature became completely extinct. However,
according to the tradition of the Svetambara
Jainas, the Siddhanta did not become extinct
completely. According to them, their extant
Siddhanta was collected in the first council of
Pataliputra held at the end of the fourth century
BC and it was based on the collective memory
traceable back to Mahavira and his disciples (see
AS.xlii; Winternitz, 1933, p. 416). Thus, we have
a detailed knowledge only of the Siddhanta of
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the Svetambaras. It appears that some of the
Purvas continued to be extant long after the time
assigned for the formation of the new canon. As
has been suggested by Jacobi, the Purvas appear
to have become extinct not because they were
intentionally neglected, but because they were
superseded by the new canon which not only
set into clearer light the Jaina doctrines
(Jinavacana) but also put them forward more
systematically than had been done in the
controversial literature of the Purvas (AS.xlvi).
Similarly, the texts which were put to writing at
the Council of Vallabhi about one thousand years
after the nirvana of Mahavira are based on those
old texts that had been compiled at the Council
of Pataliputra.

The Siddhanta of the Svetambaras consists
of twelve Angas, twelve Upangas, ten Painnas,
six Cheya Suttas, four Mula Suttas, and individual
texts such as the Nandi Sutta and the
Anuogadara. The first Anga, Ayaramga Sutta
(Acaranga Sutra), was recompiled and edited
in the Vallabhi Council. It presents the rules and
regulations relating to the life of a monk: the
mode of begging, conduct, food, bowl, clothes,
and possessions. It also gives some of the details
of the penance of Mahavira. Its place in Jainism
is something like the Vinaya Pitaka in Buddhism.
Linguistically speaking, the Acaranga Sutra is
the oldest text. It consists of two books, the first
book is the older part which makes a very
archaic impession (Winternitz 1983, p.419) and
the second book consists of treatises added later.

The second Anga, Suyagadamga
(Sutrakrtanga), deals with the moral and spiritual
aspect of the life of monks and is primarily
directed at the refutation of heretical opinions.
It provides detailed description of the hazards
against which a novice needs to guard himself.
This Anga consists of two books, the second one
being an appendix, added later to the much older

first book. In Thanamga (Sthananga), the third
Anga, different themese have been dealt with,
like the Anguttara Nikaya of the Buddhists, in
numerical order from 1 to 10. Samavayanga, the
fourth Anga is basically a continuation of the
Sthananga, the main difference being that in this
case the numbers do not stop at ten but go as far
as a million. Bhagavati-Viyahapannatti
(Vyakhya-Prajnapti) or the Bhagavati Sutra is
the fifth Anga. Apart from the events
contemporary with Mahavira, this text
encompasses diverse material including the
enumeration of doctrines and cosmology. The
legendary portion of the text also provides an
account of the predecessors of Mahavira, and
the ascetics who indulged in severe penances.
Large amount of space has also been devoted
to the descriptions of the heavens and hells
where beings go according to their karma.

The sixth Anga, Nayadhammakahao
(Jnatadharmakathah) consists of two parts. The
first part, the Jnata-katha, contains twenty-one
chapters, each of which presents an
independent complete narrative. The second
part, the Dharma-katha, gives the past births,
life spans etc. of various goddesses such as Kali.
The seventh Anga, Uvasagadasao
(Upasakadasah) was composed for devotional
purposes. In it, legends are told of ten pious lay
adherents who took the vows enumerated by
Mahavira. While still lay adherents, they acquire
miraculous powers through certain forms of self-
denial and asceticism, and in the end, after
performing sallekhana (death through voluntary
starvation) are reborn as heavenly gods. In the
first few stories, this prediction is made by
Mahavira himself. The eighth Anga,
Amtagadadasao (Antakrddasah) has eight
chapters in which stories are related of ninety-
two men and women from a variety of
backgrounds who attained moksha. The text
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itself is very short, due to the large numbers of
formulaic passages that are supposed to be
inserted to complete the descriptions. The stories
are all therefore very similar, almost always
taking the following form: description of a
personís parents, birth and upbringing, his
decision to renounce the world (usually after an
encounter with Arimmhanemi or Mahavira),
attempts by the family members to dissuade,
penances, and eventually the attainment of
omniscience whilst engaged in sallekhana.

The ninth Anga, Anuttarovavaiyadasao
(Anuttaraupapatikadasah) is composed of three
chapters consisting of thirty-three lessons. The
text is very similar to Amtagadadasao. ìOn the
ground of their form, if for no other reason,
[Anuttarovavaiyadasao and Amtagadadasao]
must be denied any claim to literary excellence.
Not only are the legends related after a
stereotyped pattern, but they often present
merely a skeleton, which the reciter is left to fill
in with set words and phrasesî (Winternitz,
1933, p.433). This Anga is quite important from
the perspective of the history of Indian religion
and mythology as it contains the Jaina version
of the Krisna-legend, particularly the story of
Dvaravatiís downfall and Krisnaís death as a
pious Jaina. The tenth Anga, Panhavagaranaim
(Prasnavyakaranani) deals with five great vows
(not to hurt any living being, not to lie, not to
steal, not to be unchaste, and not to be attached
to possessions) and then of the five virtues
corresponding to these. The eleventh Anga,
Vivagasuyam (Vipakasrutam) consists of two
parts of ten chapters each: the Dukha-vipaka
and the Sukha-vipaka. These two parts
respectively talk about the good and bad karmas
and their retribution. The twelfth Anga,
Ditthivada (Drstivada) is now extinct.

The twelve Upangas are texts that provide
further explanation of the Angas. The first

Upanga, Uvavaiya suya (Aupapatika Sutra)
consists of two sections. The first section
elaborates on the duties of both monks and laity
and provides the details of the departure of
Mahavira for the Punnabhadda shrine where
King Kuniya arrives on pilgrimage to hear his
sermon. The sermon elaborates on the fruits of
good and bad karma in the four forms of
existence as devas (deities), humans, animals,
and denizens of hell. The second section
provides in question-answer form the details of
various categories of birth attained by people.
The second Upanga, Rayapasenaijja
(Rajaprasniya) offers a splendid dialogue
between King Paesi and the monk Kesi in which
the latter attempts to prove to the former that
there is a soul independent of the body, whereas
Paesi thinks that he saw no traces of soul
whatsoever when he had a condemned thief cut
up and hacked to pieces. The third Upanga,
Jivabhigama consists of twenty sections in which
a comprehensive classification of living beings
and a description of the universe in all its details
are offered. The fourth Upanga, Pannavana
(Prajnapana) in 36 chapters provides a
classification of the living beings.

The fifth Upanga, Surapannatti
(Suryaprajnapti); the sixth Upanga,
Jambuddivapannatti (Jambudvipaprajnapti);
and the seventh Upanga, Camdapannatti
(Candraprajnapti) deal with geography,
astronomy, cosmology, and time. Upangas nos.
8 to 12 are sometimes viewed as being five
sections of the same text. Most probably, they
formed one text initially and later the five
sections were converted into five different texts
for the purposes of bringing the number of the
Upangas to twelve. All the five of them are of
legendary content and deal with life-after-life.
The eighth Upanga, Nirayavaliyao, narrates the
lives and unhappy destinies of ten sons of King
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arenika (Bimbisara), who were half-brothers of
Kunika (Ajatasatru). After Kunika seized the
throne and arenika committed suicide, the
brothers were defeated and killed by their
grandfather Cedaga of Vesali in the battle against
him, and after their death were reborn in the
different hells. Though the Buddhists show
Ajatasatru as a patron but they also high light
him as a patricide and a despicable character.
The Jainas attempt to portray him in a somewhat
better light because he had a soft corner for
them. The ninth Upanga, Kappavadamsiao
(Kalpavatamsikah), offers an account of the ten
sons of the same princes whose story is told in
the eighth Anga. After conversion to ascetical
life they are shown as having reached various
heavens. The tenth Upanga, Pupphiao
(Puspikah), provides an account of ten gods and
goddesses who drove earthwards in their
heavenly chariots from their heavenly abodes
for the purposes of offering homage to Mahavira.
In the eleventh Upanga, Pupphaculiao
(Puspaculikah), ten similar stories have been
given. The twelfth Upanga, Vanhidasao
(Vrsnidasah), provides the stories of twelve
princes of the Vrsni dynasty who were
converted by Arimmhanemi and were reborn
in various heavenly realms as a consequence of
the austerities practiced by them. The first of
the stories is connected with the Krisna legend
in which the story of Nicadha, son of Baladeva
and nephew of Kanha (Krisna) Vasudeva is
related.

The ten Painnas which deal with all
kinds of subjects pertaining to Jainism are
Causarana (Catuhsarana) by Virabhadra,
Aurapaccakkhana (Aturapratyakhyana),
Bhattaparinna (Bhakta-Parijna), Samthara
(Samstara), Tamdulaveyaliya (Tandulav-
aitalika), Camdavijjhaya, Devimdatthaa
(Devendrastava), Ganivijja (Gani-Vidya),

Mahapaccakkhana (Maha-Pratyakhyana), and
Viratthaa (Virastava). The Causarana deals in
63 verses with the prayers by means of which
one may take the fourfold refuge, viz, that of
the Arhat, Siddha, Sadhu, and Dharma. The
Painnas such as Bhattaparinna, Samthara,
Aurapaccakkhana, Mahapaccakkhana contain
rules for sallekhana. In the Bhattaparinna and
the Samthara numerous legends of martyrs as
well as grievous sinners are also given who
became saints through ascetical practices. The
Tamdulaveyaliya is a dialogue between
Mahavira and Goyama on physiology and
anatomy. The Camdavijjhaya deals with teachers
and pupils, and with discipline in general. The
Devimdatthaa contains a classification of the
kings of gods according to their groups,
residences etc. The contents of the Ganivijja are
astrological. The Viratthaa contains an
enumeration of the names of Mahavira.

The six Cheya Suttas are: Nisiha (Nisitha),
Mahanisiha (Maha-Nisitha), Vavahara
(Vyavahara), Ayaradasao (Acaradasah), Kappa
(Brhat-Kalpa), and Pamcakappa (Pancakalpa).
Most probably, initially these sutras did not form
a group in the Canon until a late period, as it is
not always the same texts that form part of this
group. The nucleaus of this group, however,
Cheda Sutras 3-5, belongs to the earliest portion
of the Canon and are treated by tradition as one
book. Side by side with an assortment of
legendary material, the Cheda Sutras contain
rules pertaining to discipline in the Samgha. The
fourth Cheda Sutra, entitled Ayaradasao, also
known as Dasao or Dasasrutaskandha, is
ascribed by tradition to Bhadrabahu and the
eighth section of this Dasao has long been
known as the Kalpa Sutra of Bhadrabahu.
Bhadrabahu is said to have died 170 years after
Mahaviraís nirvana. The tradition has it that he
was the last who knew the Purvas that had gone
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astray, and he is said to have extracted the third
and the fourth Cheda Sutras from the ninth Purva.
The Kalpa Sutra is composed of three sections.
The first section contains the Jinacaritra, the
biographies of the Jinas. The main portion of
this section is the biography of Mahavira, which
is told in great detail. Second section consists of
Theravali, a list of schools, their branches and
heads. Third section which is probably the oldest
nucleus of the Kalpa Sutra contains the rules
for the rainy season (pajjusan). The old, genuine
Kalpa Sutra is the fifth Cheda Sutra, which is
also called Brhat-Kalpa-Sutra or Brhat-Sadhu-
Kalpa-Sutra. It is the principal work on the rules
and regulations for the monks and nuns. The
Vavahara, the third Cheda Sutra, is a necessary
supplement to the Kalpa Sutra. Whereas the
Kalpa Sutra teaches the liability for punishment,
the Vavahara deals with the meting out of the
punishment. The Nisiha, the first Cheda Sutra,
is a late work. It contains regulations for
punishments for various transgressions against
the rules of daily life. The Pamcakappa does
not appear to be in existence any longer.
Sometimes, however, the Jiyakappa by
Jinabhadra, a detailed, metrical compilation of
the cases in which the individual transgressions
are valid is called the sixth Cheda Sutra, though
it is a later work on monastic discipline.

The Nandi or Nandi Sutta (Nandi Sutra) and
the Anuogadara (Anuyogadvara) are sometimes
counted among the Painnas. But they are usually
mentioned either before or after the Mula Sutras
as independent texts standing outside any of the
other groups in the Siddhanta. The Anuogadara
is in the form of questions and answers. The
Nandi which, according to tradition, was written
by Devarddhi, the redactor of the Siddhanta, in
person enumerates the twenty-four Tirthankaras
and the eleven ganadharas (heads of schools)
and a Theravali (list of teachers). Both these texts

are like enormous encyclopedias, detailing
everything which ought to be known by a Jaina
monk.

The four Mula Sutras are Uttarajjhaya
(Uttaradhyayah) or Uttarajjhayana (Uttaradh-
yayana), Avassaya (Avasyaka), Dasaveyaliya
(Dasavaikalika), and Pimdanijjutti
(Pindaniryukti). The first Mula Sutra,
Uttarajjhaya (Uttaradhyayah) or Uttarajjhayana
(Uttaradhyayana) as a religious poem is perhaps
one of the most useful parts of the Siddhanta. It
consists of 36 sections and is a collation of
various texts of different periods. The oldest
nucleus consists of poems which belong to the
ascetic poety of ancient India and remind one
most persuasively of the Sutta-Nipata
(Winternitz 1983, p. 448). We find here many
sayings which excel in aptitude of comparison
or pithiness of language. As in the Sutta-Nipata
and the Dhammapada, some of these series of
sayings are bound together by a common refrain
(Winternitz 1983, p. 448). The second Mula
Sutra, the Avassaya, consists of six sections
which correspond to the six important everyday
duties of a Jaina, viz, desisting from evil,
glorification of the Tirthankaras, veneration of
the teacher, confession, asceticism, and
renunciation of sensual pleasures. The third
Mula Sutra, Dasaveyaliya, consists of sayings
pertaining to the monastic life, some of which
remind one of the sayings in the Dhammapada,
whilst others contain rules for monastic
discipline. The fourth Mula Sutra, the
Pimdanujjutti, ascribed to Bhadrabahu, ise
sometimes counted among the Cheda Sutras. It
deals with matters of discipline and pious life.

The earliest date of fourth century BC was
initially suggested by Hermann Jacobi who saw
links between the oldest portions of the Jaina
canon and the Pali texts on the basis of their
metrical and stylistic peculiarities (AS.xliii). The
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most archaic language is to be found in the
Ayaranga Sutta (Acaranga Sutra), and next to
this, in the Suyagadamga Sutta (Sutrakrtanga)
and the Uttarajjhayana. Certain individual texts
are ascribed to later authors even by tradition,
for instance the fourth Upanga is ascribed to Ajja
Sama (Arya Syama), who is said to have lived in
the fourth century after Mahaviraís nirvana, the
fourth Cheda-Sutra, the Pindanijjutti, and the
Ohanijjutti to Bhadrabahu (second century after
Mahaviraís death), third Mula Sutra,
Dasaveyaliya, to Sejjambhava, (Sayyambhava),
who counts as the fourth head of the school after
Mahavira, and the Nandi, which is attributed to
Devarddhi, the president of the Council of
Vallabhi i.e., about one thousand years after the
decease of Mahavira (Winternitz 1983, p. 416).

Even though the tradition of the Jainas
themselves would not appear to be in favour of
investing their sacred texts with a very great
antiquity, there are nevertheless good reasons
for attributing their first origin, at least in part, to
an earlier age, and for assuming that Devarddhiís
labours consisted merely of compiling a canon
of sacred writings partly with the help of old
manuscripts, and partly on the basis of oral
tradition (Winternitz 1983, p.417). Inscriptions
and bas-reliefs prove that the legend of Mahavira
as known in the first century AD is similar to that
found in the existing Siddhanta. Moreover, as
there are inscriptions of the first century AD which
refer to the existence of Svetambaras and
Digambaras at such an early date and as there
were schools where the successive teachers
were enumerated just as in our Siddhanta besides
the fact that the same inscriptions also mention
monks with the title of vacaka (ëreaderí), there
definitely must have existed sacred texts at that
time (Winternitz 1983, p. 417). The fact that the
Svetambaras did not revise in their Siddhanta
those rules which necessitate that Jaina monks

should adopt nidity indicates that they did not
endeavour to make any arbitrary amendments
in the texts, but handed them down as faithfully
as they could (AS.xxxvii ff). Above all, as
suggested by Jacobi, it is also a persuasive
argument in favour of the reliability of the Jaina
tradition that it should match closely with the
Buddhist tradition in many significant ways
(Uttara. xv ff). The Siddhanta compiled by
Devarddhi that has come down to us, is the final
result of a literary activity that must have begun
simultaneously with the establishment of the
Samgha and monastic life. This was in all
probability the case not long after the death of
Mahavira. The earliest portions of the Jaina canon
may therefore quite possibly belong to the period
of the first disciples of Mahavira himself, or at
the latest to the second century after Mahaviraís
death when the Council of Pataliputra took place
(see Winternitz 1983, p. 419).

DATES OF THE BUDDHA AND MAHAVIRA1

Several methods have been employed by
historians, archaeologists, and astrologers among
others for calculating the date of the Buddha.
But most of them are unreliable, especially those
which either depend on very late materials or
are of dubious nature in one way or the other.
The literary and archaeological source material
available for the construction of exact
chronology of the history of ancient India is
totally insufficient and unsatisfactory and thus
almost all the dates are quite tentative. As for as
the date of the Buddha is concerned, it is also
important to note that it is inextricably linked to
the date of the accession of King Asoka. There
are four reasons for this. One, no concrete date
prior to Asoka is available in ancient India with
the exception of the invasion of Alexander (327
26 BC) and the beginning of Chandragupta
Mauryaís reign (calculated variously between
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c. 321 BC and 313 BC). Chandragupta, who began
his reign a few years after Alexanderís invasion,
was Asokaís grandfather and according to the
Puranas and the Sri Lankan chronicles, began
his reign 49 years before Asoka. Second, almost
all the textual sources that provide information
relating to the date of the Buddha use Asoka as
a reference point. Thirdly, both the Buddhist
sectarian traditions ìare interested, and compete,
in ëpossessingí Asoka in relation to the date of
the Buddha without fixing a definite date for the
latter firstî (Narain 2003, p. 51). Fourth, Asoka
is the earliest historical personality who is
intimately connected to Buddhism and provides
epigraphical (thus more reliable than literary)
information on the Buddha including his birth-
place, different holy books, and teachings. Thus,
Asoka appears to hold the key and his date needs
to be determined first before any work can be
done on the date of the Buddha.

On the basis of the names of various Greek
kings (Antiochus, Ptolemy, Antigonas, Magas,
and Alexander) mentioned in Rock Edicts II and
XIII, the date of Asokaís accession may be put
in c. 268 BC (see for details, Eggermont 1956,
p.180) and the coronation (abhiseka), which took
place in the fourth year of his reign (i.e. after
three years) in c. 265 BC. This date of Asoka has
been accepted more or less satisfactorily by
modern scholarship.

The different hypotheses relating to the
calculation of the Date of the Buddha fall within
two categories which are based upon
ecclesiastical division in Buddhism: The
Northern Buddhist Tradition and the Southern
Buddhist Tradition. The calculations of the date
done on the basis of the Northern Buddhist
Tradition place the date of the Mahaparinirvana
(the Great Decease) of the Buddha about 100
or 110 years before the coronation of Asoka.
The main proponents of this date, among others,

are Bechert (1982, 1995), Sarao (1989, p. 27),
and Gombrich (1991). This form of calculation,
also known as Short Chronology, has been
criticized on the ground that it appears to be ìa
fabrication by the monks of the Sarvastivada sect
of Mathura, who wanted to connect Upagupta
with Asoka. As a result of this device, the
coronation year of Asoka was moved to fit in
with the years of Upaguptaís life, i.e. around
100 years after the Nirvanaî (Yamazaki 2003,
p. 150). This Short Chronology also fails to do
justice by adjusting the periods of the Vinaya
Elders (who were guardians of the Vinaya) as
well as the large number of kings who ruled in
India and Sri Lanka between the times of the
Buddhaís time and King Asoka.

Here it is proposed to go with the
traditionally accepted date of c. 483 BC whose
calculation is primarily done on the basis of the
Southern Buddhist Tradition. The Southern
Buddhist legends contained in the Dipavamsa
(vi.1, 19 20), the Mahavamsa (v.21), and the
Pali version of the Samantapasadika (VA.i.41,
1.25) place the consecration of Asoka 218 years
after the Mahaparinirvana of the Buddha. The
best survey of the arguments which led scholars
to believe that the calculation of the date of the
Buddha should be based on the Long
Chronology is found in Andrè Bareauís research
paper published in 1953 (Bareau 1953, pp. 27
62). The Southern Buddhists had in the
beginning adopted 544-543 BC as the date of the
Buddhaís death. But this was later calibrated by
Geiger and others, who pointed out that sixty
years extra had been added into the chronology
of the kings of Sri Lanka and thus there was the
need for a calibration (Geiger 1912, pp.xxv-
xxvi. Mendis 1947, pp. 39-54). One of the main
arguments for the validity of Geigerís
chronological calculations was a theory
proposed by D.M.Z. Wickremasinghe that a
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chronology starting from 483 BC as the date of
the Buddhaís death was known and used in Sri
Lanka until the beginning of the eleventh
century and that the Buddhavarca of 544 BC

was generally accepted at a later date
(Wickremasinghe 1904-12, pp. 153-61).

The cornerstone of the Long Chronology is
the number 218 mentioned repeatedly in the
Sri Lankan chronicles, the Dipavamsa and the
Mahavamsa. For instance, the Dipavamsa (vi.1)
in this regard says: ìdve satani ca vassani
attarasa vassani ca/ sambuddhe parinibbute
abhisitto Piyadassanoî (218 years after the
Sambuddha had attained Parinirvana,
Piyadassana (Asoka) was consecrated). Similarly,
the Mahavamsa (v.21) goes on to say:
ìJinanibbanato paccha pura tassebhisekato/
Sattharasam vassasatadvam eyam vijaniyamî
(After the Conquerorís Nirvana and before his
(Asokaís) consecration there were 218 years,
this should be known). It has also been pointed
out in the Dipavamsa (vii.37, 44ff) and the
Mahavamsa (v.21) that the unrest that led to the
Third Council arose at the Asokarama in
Pataliputta 236 years after the death of the
Buddha and that this council was completed in
Asokaís seventeenth year. This also places the
Mahaparinirvana 218 years before the
consecration of Asoka.

Since, the date of Asokaís accession is
calculated to c. 268 BC; the Buddhaís death may
be computed to c. 486 (268+218) BC. But if the
3 years above are not accounted for, in that case
the death of the Buddha is put in the year
218+265= c. 483 BC. It may also be interesting
to note that the length of Bindusaraís reign in
the Sri Lankan Tradition is given as 28 years, as
against 25 of the Puranas. In all probability this
was due to the fact that the Sri Lankan Tradition
included the three years of Asoka before his
consecration in the reign of Bindusara. But the

total length of Asokaís reign was not changed
likewise in these records.

As pointed out by Andrè Bareau, the History
of Khotan places the reign of King Asoka in year
234 of the Buddhist Era (BE), which is not very
different from the Long Chronologyís 218 BE

(Bareau 1953, p.51). The dates of the Long
Chronology also appear to be supported by the
events of contemporary political history. For
instance, the lists of Magadhan kings in different
sources, though showing discrepancies on many
points, are nevertheless unanimous in placing
several kings between Ajatasatru and
Chandragupta, the grandfather of King Asoka.
These lists can only be adjusted satisfactorily
between the Buddha and Asoka by following
the Long Chronology. Another important reason
because of which the Long Chronology appears
to be more logical is the fact that instead of the
suspicious number of 100 in the Short
Chronology, the Long Chronology has the exact
number of 218.

W. Geigerís discussion of the chronology of
the Buddha played an extremely important role
in getting acceptance for the Long Chronology
as against the Short Chronology (see for details
Geiger 1912, pp.i-xxvi). Later, other scholars
such as Andrè Bareau (1953) and P.H.L.
Eggermont (1956) also worked on similar lines
and, thus, the Long Chronology became widely
accepted as the basis for the date of the Buddha.
However, the biggest landmark that provided
justification for the Long Chronology came in
the shape of the Dotted Record of Canton. This
record is contained in the Li-tai san-pao chi
written by Fei-Chang-fang in AD 597. In this
record, it has been mentioned that according to
the famous Buddhist Master Samghabhadra:

there is a tradition which had been handed down
from teacher to teacher for generations, viz., after
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the passing away of the Buddha, Upali collected
the Vinaya and observed the Pavarana on the 15th
of the 7th Moon of the same year. Having offered
flowers and incense to the Vinaya on that occasion,
he marked a dot (on a record) and placed it close to
the Vinaya text. Thereafter this was repeated every
year. When Upali was about to depart from this
world, he handed it over to his disciple Dasaka...
Dasaka to Sonaka... to Siggava... to Moggaliputta
Tissa... to Candavajji. In this manner the teachers in
turn handed it down to the present master of
Tripitaka. This Master brought the Vinaya-pitaka to
Canton. When he... decided to return to his (native
land)... (he)... handed over the Vinaya-pitaka to his
disciple Samghabhadra... Having observed the
Pavarana and offered flowers and incense to the
Pavarana at midnight (on the 15th) of the 7th Moon,
in the 7th year of Yung-ming (AD 489), he added a
dot (to the Record) as a traditional practice. The
total amounted to 975 dots in that year. A dot is
counted as a year (Pachow 1965, pp.342-45).

On the basis of the figures supplied in this
record, we get AD 489-975 years= 486 BC as the
year of the Mahaparinirvana (Ibid. 344-45). But
Pachow was of the opinion that possibly three
extra dots had been inadvertently added, the
actual number of dots in the year AD 489 should
have been 972 and not 975. In that case, he
pointed out, the actual date of the
Mahaparinirvana should be AD 489-972= 483 BC

(Ibid. 345).

As the two independent sources of
information, one from Sri Lanka (as mentioned
in the Dipavamsa and the Mahavamsa) and the
other from China (the Dotted Record of Canton)
provided substantially the same information, it
was accepted by the wider Buddhist scholarship
that c. 483 BC should be accepted as the correct
date of the Mahaparinirvana of the Buddha.

The Long Chronology has also been
supported on the basis of the general agreement
of this chronology with the Jaina Chronology as

well as the Puranas. The Pali Canon points out
that the Buddha and Mahavira were
contemporaries (D.i.57). It has been stated in
the Jain text Parisistaparvan (VIII.339) that the
death of Mahavira took place 155 years before
the accession of Candragupta and since the
accession of Chandragupta can be dated in the
year c. 321 BC, Mahaviraís death may be placed
in the year 321+155= c. 476 BC. This puts the
Buddhaís death about seven (c. 483 BC- 476 BC)
years prior to the death of Mahavira. However,
it has been mentioned in the Pali Tipitaka that
when the Buddha was at the Ambavana of the
Sakyas, Nigantha Nataputta had just died at Pava
(ekam samayam bhagava sakkesu viharati
vedhanna nama sakya tesam ambavane pasade,
tena kho pana samayena nigantho nataputta
pavayam adhuna kalankato hoti) (D.iii.119;
M.ii.244). One probable explanation for this
inconsistency is that Hemachandraís
Parisistaparvan (twelfth century AD) being
a very late text has got the figure wrong by a
few years.

Long Chronology has also found a strong
support in the information available in the edicts
of King Asoka. For instance, the Minor Rock Edict
(MRE) I of Asoka which refers to the figure 256.
This figure has been interpreted by these
scholars to mean a time span of 256 years
between the installation of MRE I and the
Mahaparinirvana of the Buddha (Bühler 1877,
pp.149-160). A.K. Narain has discussed in detail
the implications of the number 256 and has
vigorously proposed that it is a clinching
evidence for proving that the Buddhaís
Mahaparinirvana took place in the year c. 483
BC (Narain 2003, pp.51-64). He has translated
the relevant portion of the edict as follows: ìThis
proclamation (was made) having given (i.e.
allowed or having past) two hundred and fifty-
six (years) to elapse (after) the ascension of the
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body of our Buddhaî (Narain 2003, p. 59).
Though the date of issue of this edict is hard to
fix, Narain feels that it must have been issued
towards the end of his reign i.e., in the 37th year
(Narain 2003, p. 61). This means the edict was
in all probability issued in the year 228 (265-
37) BC. The upshot of this is that the
Mahaparinirvana of the Buddha took place in
the year c. 484 (228+256) BC. As months and
days are not mentioned, c. 484 BC can be
calibrated to c. 483 BC. Date of the Buddha
calculated in this manner has its own merits. As
pointed out by Narain, it ìis independent of the
so-called two Buddhist traditions as well as that
of the Dotted Record, the amended version of
which, incidentally stands not only substantiated
now but also freed from its dubious association
with the later Theravada traditionî (Narain 2003,
p. 62).

Archaeological evidence also appears to
support the Long Chronology. The Pali Canon
gives a clear evidence of Buddhism being an
urban religion and the Buddha having preached
in urban centres. A large number of the urban
centres mentioned in the Pali Canon that have
been identified, have given evidence of
Northern Black Polished Ware (NBPW). Though
the precise dates of the origin and spread of
NBPW in the Ganga Valley are not without
dispute, yet there is a general consensus that it
had become fairly widely spread by about 500
BC. It would be fair to say that Buddhism as well
as the Ganga Urbanization (also sometimes
called the Second Urbanization) had become
well-established by this date. Archaeological
records relating to the excavation records of
some of the urban centres in the Ganga Valley
also support this. Here, it may not be out of place
to look at the archaeological records of
Kausambi (Kosam), the oldest city of the Second
Urbanization. This city appears to have come

into origin by at least the end of the Vedic period
though its excavator, G.R. Sharma places it as
early as 1000 BC (see R.S. Sharma 1960).
According to the Buddhist Canonical text, the
Digha Nikaya, Kausambi was a well-known
capital city of the Vatsas/Vamsas and was one
of the six metropolitan cities (mahanagaras) of
India at the Buddhaís time (II.146, 169). Major
trade routes of the time passed through this city.
Kausambi was perhaps one of the most
important cities politically, religiously, and
economically at the time of the Buddha. The
Mathura sculpture from the Ghosita Monastery
of a Chakravarti Buddha of the year 2 of
Kanishka I, installed according to the inscription
at the promenade of Gautama Buddha, is the
oldest Buddhist relic from Kosam. With the help
of an inscribed stone slab the monastery was
identified with the well-known Ghosita
Monastery. The excavator, G.R. Sharma, places
the first phase of its construction in c. 600 BC

(G.R. Sharma 1960). Sravasti was perhaps the
most important city for the Buddha if one were
to look at the fact that he delivered maximum
number of sermons in this city and spent most
of his Rainy Retreats (vassavasa) here.
Archaeologists who have either excavated it
(Sinha 1967) or have studied the data available
on this city (Härtel 1991, pp. 61 89), have a
pointed out that the origins of this city go at least
as far back as the sixth century BC.

The earliest portions of the Pali Canon
presuppose the existence of a developed
currency and different types of coins such as a
kahapana (a square copper coin) (M.ii.163;
A.i.250, v.83; Vin.ii.294, iii. 238), a nekkha (a
gold coin (S.i.65; A.i.181, ii.8, 29), kamsa (a
bronze/metal coin (Vin.iv.255, 256), and a pada
(Vin.iii.47). Such a currency involving large
transactions of gold and silver coins must have
taken time to develop. It has been proposed that
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it is not possible to date the earliest coins, yet ìit
may only be said that... coins... were current prior
to the fifth century BCî (Gupta 1969, p.10).
Though no evidence of coinage can be found
in later Vedic texts, measures of precious metals
may have been used as payment. Discovery of
3000 cowrie shells from the NBPW levels at
Masaon-ih throws interesting light on the use of
currency prior to the introduction of coins.
Without entering into discussion on the
numismatic evidence, it may be reasonable to
assume that coins made their beginning in India
during the sixth century BC. Thus, the evidence
of the existence of coinage also seems to
support the Long Chronology.

Though the stratigraphical sequence of the
cultures of the Ganga Valley is now well
established, the absolute chronology still
remains debatable. Now quite a few radiocarbon
dates from various sites are available (Possehl
1987). Though normally they should suffice for
establishing the chronology of various cultures,
the erratic nature of many dates (even after
calibration) has divided archaeologists nearly as
much as have the two traditions for the date of
the Buddha. While dealing with C 14 dates, we
also have to bear in mind several problems
connected with them, especially the fact that
they are not precise statements of the age of
samples but estimates of probability (D.H.
Thomas 1978, p. 232). It is unlikely that we will
get uniform dates for the beginning and end of
a culture from all parts of its geographical area.
The Buddhist Samgha was dependent on the
existence of a strong economic base. The monks
were supposed to spend the Rainy Retreat in
fixed locations, and this would have been easiest
near large urban settlements. The large cities
were no longer mere administrative centres and
sovereign residences. They had also become the
nerve centres of economy and commerce.

Uncertain and unsatisfactory as archaeological
data still is in this context, it appears to lean
towards supporting an early rather than late date
for the Mahaparinibbana of the Buddha. In other
words, there is at least a good case that can be
made for the Buddha having lived in the sixth
century BC.

The Dipavamsa and the Mahavamsa talk of
five patriarchs (acaryas) who transmitted the
Vinaya from the time of the Buddhaís death till
the days of Asoka (Dip.V.55 107; Mhv.V.95
153.). These five Elders were Upali, Dasaka,
Sonaka, Siggava, and Moggaliputta Tissa
(Dip.V.95 96). The Dipavamsa (V.95) mentions:
ìCatusattati Upali ca, catusatthi ca Dasaka,
chasatthi Sonako thero, Siggavo tu chasattati, asiti
Moggaliputto sabbesam upasampada (Seventy-
four of Upali, sixty-four of Dasaka, sixty-six of
Thera Sonaka, seventy-six of Siggava, eighty of
Moggaliputta: this is the Upasampada of them
all).

Though this verse mentions the years of
Upasampada, but in reality these are the ages at
which these patriarchs died. This fact is borne
by the verses preceding as well as following
this verse. For instance, the Dipavamsa (V.103)
mentions that Upali attained nibbana at the age
of seventy-four. Thus, the number seventy-four
mentioned in the above stated verse is the age
at which Upali died and not the year or period
of Upasampada. The same should be taken to
be the case regarding the other numbers
mentioned in connection with the other Elders.

The other verse of the Dipavamsa (V.96)
says: ìSabbakalamhi pamokkho vinaye
Upalipandito, pannasam Dasako thero,
catucattarisan ca Sonako, pancapanna-
savassam Siggavassa, atthasatthi
Moggaliputtesavhayo (Learned Upali was all the
years chief of the Vinaya, Elder Dasaka fifty,
Sonaka forty-four, Siggava fifty-fifth year, the
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[Elder] called Moggaliputta sixty-eight). It may
be pointed out that this verse clearly implies the
number of years for which the five Elders were
the custodians of the Vinaya.

It appears that Upali joined the Order at quite
a mature age. He was born in the family of a
barber, later took up service with the Sakyan
princes and joined the Samgha along with them.
Even during the life time of the Buddha, monks
considered it a great privilege to learn the Vinaya
under him. He specialized in the study of the
Vinaya, and won the foremost place among the
Vinayadharas. According to the Dipavamsa, he
was renowned for having reached the pinnacle
of the Vinaya (V.3, 5) and it was in this capacity
that Kassapa entrusted him with compiling the
Vinaya Pitaka at the First Buddhist Council at
took place at Rajagrha. We are further told in
the Dipavamsa that when 16 years had elapsed
after the death of the Buddha, at that time Upali
was 60 years old (IV.33, V. 76). This means that
he was 44 (60-16) years old when the Buddha
died i.e. when he became the Vinaya custodian.
But as mentioned above, he actually lived to be
74. Thus, Upali was the custodian of the Vinaya
for 30 (74-44) years. This is also supported by a
direct statement in the Dipavamsa that Upali was
the custodian of the Vinaya for 30 years (IV. 34,
V. 89).

Dasaka was a learned brahmana from Vaisali
and appears to have been fairly matured in years
at the time of joining the Samgha to study the
Dhamma. As per the Dipavamsa (V.96), he was
the custodian of the Vinaya for a period of 50
years and Sonaka, the son of a caravan leader
from Kasi who had joined the Samgha at the age
of 15 at Rajagrha, kept the Vinaya for 44 years.

Siggava, the son of a minister from
Pataliputra joined the Order at the age of 18
along with his friend Chandavriji. As pointed out
in the Dipavamsa (V.96), Siggava was the

custodian of the Vinaya for 54 years (having
died during the 55th year of custodianship).
Siggava died when 14 years of the reign of
Chandragupta had elapsed (Dip. V.73, 100). As
King Chandragupta Maurya had begun his reign
in c. 321 BC, Siggavaís death took place in the
year c. 321-14= c. 307 BC.

The above stated information may be
summed up as follows:

Upali, Dasaka, Sonaka, and Siggava had kept
the Vinaya for 30, 50, 44, and 54 years
respectively. The death of Siggava took place
in the year c. 307 BC. In other words, between c.
307 BC and the death of the Buddha, 178
(30+50+44+54) years had elapsed. As the
custodianship of these four patriarchs is
mentioned only in years and months and days
are not mentioned, an error of a couple of years
is possible. Considering this, it may not be out
of order to adjust the figure of 178 to 176. This
would mean that the Buddhaís death may
approximately be placed in the year 307+176=
c. 483 BC. This agrees with the date calculated
on the basis of the popular number 218 as well
as the Dotted Record of Canton. Thus, the year
c. 483 should be accepted as the year in which
the death of the Buddha took place. However,
this date should only be taken as a close
approximation to the real date rather than exact
date for the reasons specified above.

BIOGRAPHY OF THE BUDDHA

Apart from the Nidanakatha, the Buddhavamsa
(Chapter no. 26), the Vinaya Pitaka (Mahavagga
and Cullavagga), the Sutta-Nipata (last two
chapters), and the Buddhavamsa Commentary,
various episodes of the Buddhaís life are
available in various other texts of the Tipitaka.
The Mahavastu, the Buddhacarita, and the
Lalitavistara provide complete account of the
life of the Buddha. Within the Pali Tipitaka, the
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Nidanakatha (introductory portion of the Jataka
book) provides the most comprehensive account
of the life of the Buddha beginning with the
details of his previous existences and major
events from the time of his birth in this world
and ending with his receiving the donation of
Jetavana vihara in the fourth year after
Enlightenment. The early Pali texts are more
useful for building historical account of the life
of the Buddha than the Sanskrit biographies (the
Mahavastu, the Buddhacarita, and the
Lalitavistara) which are much more embellished
and fictional and hence make it difficult to
distinguish the part that respresents historical
tradition from the rest (Nakamura 2000, p.17).
Though mythological elements and descriptions
of Sakyamuni in superhuman or deified terms
are comparatively rare in the oldest sections of
the Pali, such elements are not completely
absent. In fact, we cannot gain a full-picture
picture of the Buddha free of mythological
elements as long as we depend only on literary
sources. To break through their limitations and
reach the historical person, we also need to
depend on concrete material evidence, such as
sculptural descriptions and archaeological
remains. Different episodes of the Buddhaís life
are depicted in the reliefs at places such as
Sanchi, Bharhut, Sarnath, Amaravati, and
Nagarjunakonda. On the basis of these we can
analyze the traditional biographical materials in
order to determine the date and place of their
composition.

Siddhattha Gotama (Sk: Siddhartha Gautama),
the Buddha, was born in Lumbini garden near
Kapilavastu (Pali: Kapilavatthu). He belonged
to the Gotama (Sk: Gautama) gotra of the Sakiyan
(Sk: Sakyan) clan. The Pali texts use various
epithets for him such as Tathagata (D.i.12, 27;
S.i.110, ii.222; A.i.286; ii.17, 25; Sn.236, 347),
Adiccabandhu (D.iii.197; Sn.1128; Th.26, 158,

417), Anatajina (ThA.i.220, 222; SnA.i.260;
MA.i.389), Angirasa/Angirasa (Vin.i.25;
D.iii.196; S.i.196; A.iii.239; Th.536; J.i.116),
Aggapuggalathe (Sn.684; DhA.ii.39), Atideva
(S.i.141; Th.1, 489), Atidevadeva (Mil.203, 209),
Devatideva (Cn. 307), and Anomasatta
(UdA.304; KhA.170). Most probably, his clan, the
Sakiyans, were subjects of the state of Kosala
(Sk: Kosala) as the Buddha occasionally called
himself a Kosalan (M.ii.124). His father,
Suddhodana (Sk: Suddhodana) was the chief of
a very small kingdom of the Sakyans at
Kapilavatthu. Different commentaries of the Pali
Tipitaka and the Sanskrit texts refer to the
Buddha as the son of a king who descended
from a long line of famous ancestors. His mother
Maya (also Mahamaya) was Suddhodanaís chief
consort (D.ii.52). She was the daughter of either
Sakiyan Anjana or Mahasuppabuddha of
Devadaha (Mhv.ii.17ff; ThiA.141). She had two
brothers called Danapani and Suppabuddha as
well as a sister called Pajapati/Mahapajapati (Sk:
Prajapati/Mahaprajapati). Both Maya and Pajapati
were married to Suddhodana in their youth, but
it was not until Maya was between forty and fifty
that she gave birth to the Buddha (VibhA.278).

It has been mentioned in the early canonical
texts that in order to give birth to a buddha, a
woman must have certain qualities such as: she
must not be too compassionate, had never
consumed intoxicants, had practised the
pancasilas (five ethical virtues) since her birth,
and above all, had practiced the paramitas (Pali:
parami i.e., perfect virtues) for one hundred
thousand kappas (Sk: kalpas). Maya possessed
all these qualities. On the night of the conception
she had a dream in which the bodhisatta (Sk:
bodhisattva), the Buddha-to-be, in the form of a
white elephant, holding a white lotus in his
gleaming trunk, entered into her right side. This
conception took place on the full-moon day of
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Asalha (Sk: Asadha). In some of the Buddhist
traditions, this incident is known as Mayaís
Dream.

Different legends in the Pali texts mention
extraordinary events relating to his conception
and birth (M.iii.118-19; D.ii.12-13; J.i.47ff). We
are told that before his conception the would-
be-buddha lived in the Tusita (Sk: Tusita) heaven
where he was waiting for the opportune time
to be born for the last time. After having made
the five inquiries (pancamahavilokanani)
regarding the kala (right or wrong time), desa/
desa (country), dvipa/dipa (continent), kula
(family or clan), and mata (mother), he bid
farewell to his companions and descended to
earth (J.i.48, 49; DhA.i.84). From the day of the
conception Maya was guarded by the four
regent deities (cattaro maharajano); she did not
feel any desire for male company, and the child
in her womb was visible from the outside. At
the end of the ten months, on the day of the full
moon of Visakha (Sk: Vaisakha), she was
travelling to her parental home in Devadaha. On
the way in the Lumbini Grove she gave birth to
the bodhisatta as she stood holding on to the
branch of a sala tree. Instead of being born
through the vagina, the Bodhisatta appeared
from her rib (J.i.49ff). The ìlack of passage
through the birth canal is often said to reflect a
concern for purity, but it may also be connected
to a pan-Indian tradition that asserts that the
trauma of vaginal birth is what wipes out the
memory of previous livesî (Strong 2001, p.38).
On emerging from his motherís side, the
bodhisatta took seven steps to the north and,
contemplating the four cardinal directions,
declared that this would be his last birth and
uttered a lionís roar (sihanada): ìI am the chief
in the world.î According to the legend, on the
same day seven other beings were also born:
the Bodhi-tree, Rahulamata (his future wife), the

four Treasure-Troves: his elephant, his horse
Kanthaka, his charioteer Channa, and his
childhood playmate Kaludayi (DA.i.284). Instead
of travelling on to Devadaha, Maya returned the
same day to Kapilavatthu along with her newly
born child.

His father had him inspected by different
diviners, who on examining his body, found on
it thirty-two physiognomic signs of a
mahapurisa (great man) and prophesied for the
boy either of the two possible careers: (a) staying
at home, inheriting the throne, and becoming a
cakkavatti (Sk: cakravartin, i.e. universal) king;
(b) leaving home, adopting the life of a
wandering mendicant, and becoming a
sammasambuddha (fully-awakened one). Some
of these physiognomic signs that have drawn
particular attention of scholars included ucnica
(protrusion on the top of the head), urna (tuft
of hair between the eyebrows), sexual organ
enclosed in a sheath, and webbed hands and
feet. Of all the diviners who predicted two
possibilities for the child, Kondanna, the
youngest, declared, quite decisively, that he will
become a buddha. On the same day, the ascetic
Asita (also known as Kaladevala), meditating in
the Himalaya, learnt from the Tavatimsa devas
of the birth of the future-buddha and paid a visit
to Suddhodana to see the child. He also declared
that the child will become a Buddha. According
to the legend, Asita wept for sorrow that he
would not live to see the childís buddhahood.
Queen Maya died seven days after his birth and
his step-mother Gautami Prajapati took on the
responsibility to take care of him. The mothers
of all buddhas must die soon after giving birth
to a would-be-buddha, because no other child
is to be conceived in the same womb as a
buddha. Maya was reborn as a male deity in the
Tusita heaven (Th.533-54; ThA.i.502).
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Even though Suddhodana was painfully
conscious of the declaration of Kondanna and
Asita that the bodhisatta would eventually leave
home and become the Buddha, Suddhodana still
hoped that his son would succeed him to the
throne and become a cakkavatti king. Keeping
this in mind, he is said to have kept him away
from all those distractions that might act as
catalysts to make him leave worldly life. Thus,
he was provided with the surroundings of a
quintessential prince. However, an important
incident reported in various accounts of the
bodhisattaís childhood is that of his
accomplishment of the first jhana (Sk: dhyana)
under a jambu-tree. Once on the occasion of the
state ploughing festival when king Suddhodana
himself was ploughing with a golden plough
with other farmers, the bodhisattaís nurses,
drawn by the celebrationss, left the child
unattended under a jambu-tree. Later, when the
nurses and the others returned, they found him
seated, cross-legged, in a trance (J.i.57f; M.i.246;
MA.i.466f). It was this very experience that later
turned out to be a turning point when the
bodhisatta found severe austerities unhelpful.
At that time, according to the Mulasarvastivadin
Vinaya, [the Bodhisattva thought]: ìThat must be
the way, that must be the path that will lead to
knowledge, seeing, and unsurpassed total
Enlightenmentî (Strong 1995, p.16).

It has been mentioned in the Pali texts that
the Bodhisattva lived a life of excessive luxury
and ease as a young prince. For instance, his
father is said to have provided him for three
different seasons three different palaces Ramma,
Suramma and Subha (A.i.145; M.i.504; D.ii.21;
Vin.i.15; J.i.58; AA.i.378f). In fact, all the sources
are in agreement in underlining the luxuries that
were available to the Bodhisatta which, in turn,
clearly ìserve the purpose of emphasizing how
great was the turning away that impelled him

ultimately to give it all upî (Strong 2001, p.46).
At the age of sixteen, he performed various feats
and won a martial arts competition. According
to the Nidanakatha, one of the feats that he
performed with a bow needed the strength of
one thousand men (J.v.129-130). The Sakyans
were so impressed by this that each of the forty
thousand of them offered a daughter in marriage
to the young prince. The Bodhisatta married all
the forty thousand girls and appointed as his chief
wife the daughter of Suppabuddha, who, later,
became known as Rahulamata. (J.i.54; Vin.i.82;
BuA.106, 228). In the Pali tradition, she is
variously known as Yasodhara (BuA.245;
Dvy.253), Bhaddakaccana/Bhaddakacca
(Bu.xxvi.15), Bimbasundari (J.vi.478), or
Bimbadevi (J.ii.392f; DA.ii.422). In other
sources, the bodhisatta is said to have acquired
three wives one after the other in somewhat
different situations: Yasodhara, Gopika, and
Mrigaja (see Strong 2001, p. 46).

Though some texts mention that the
bodhisatta left home at the age of nineteen (see
Nakamura, 2000, pp.418-19 fn68), according to
the commonly accepted version, Gotama was
twenty-nine when the incidents took place
which culminated in his renunciation of the life
of a householder. Legends mention that
following the prophecy of the diviners,
Suddhodana had taken every possible
precaution to ensure that his son did not come
across any sign of old age, sickness, or death.
However, when he was twenty-nine, the gods
instilled a longing in his heart to go to the park
and on the way, they put before him an oldman
showing signs of extreme age, and the bodhisatta
returned, expressing his wish to leave home.
When Suddhodana learnt of this, he surrounded
the prince with even bigger attractions, but on
the next three days came across a sick man, a
dead body, and a medicant. However, according
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to some versions, the four omens took place on
a single day (D.ii.21ff; J.i.59). Different passages
in the Tipitaka (e.g., A.i.145; M.i.163, 240;
ii.212f.) seem to indicate that the process was
much more gradual and that the incidents
culminating in the Great Renunciation (Pali:
Mahabhinikkhamana. Sk: Mahabhiniskramana)
were not as dramatic as given in the
Nidanakatha. When on seeing the mendicant,
his charioteer Channa praised ascetical life, the
bodhisatta felt very happy. On way to the
palace, Gotama received the news that he had
been blessed with a son. According to the
Nidanakatha, on hearing the news, he
commented, ìRahula has been born; a bond has
been bornî (ìrahulajato, bandhanam jatamî)
(J.i.60). It was the full-moon day of Asalha. He
woke up in the middle of the night to find his
female musicians sleeping in attitudes which
filled him with loathing for the worldly life, and
he decided to leave it. In some versions the Great
Renunciation took place seven days after the
birth of Rahula (J.i.62). He ordered Channa to
saddle his favourite horse, Kanthaka (also
Kanmhaka), and entered his wifeís chamber for
a last look at her and Rahula. Then he went away.
It has been suggested that in all probability the
dangers faced by his clan at the hands of Kosala
and the sensitivity of the young Gotama to the
probable fate of his clan may have further added
to his decision to leave home. The decision that
lay before him was wether to become a great
emperor, having repelled the military threats of
other states, or a spiritual master, having
abandoned all worldly concerns. ìIf it was
impossible for him to deal with the political
situation... His state of mind in abandoning his
home and position and becoming a wandering
ascetic may be understandableî (Nakamura
2000, p. 108).

Apart from the Nidanakatha (J.60-70), the
Ariyapariyasena Sutta (M.I.160-175), the
Mahasaccaka Sutta (M.i.240ff), and the
Mahasaccaka Sutta (M.i.240ff) provide details
of the bodhisattaís life till he attained
Enlightenment at the age of thirty-five. After
leaving home, he cut his hair, shaved his beard,
put on a mendicantís robe, and went in search
of different teachers. Initially, he spent some
time with Bhaggava (ThiA.2) and then began to
study under Alara Kalama (Sk: Arada Kalama).
Under Alara Kalama he mastered the realization
of the meditative stage of nothingness
(akincannayatana). However, he was not
satisfied and concluded that this was not
conducive to Enlightenment. So he sought out
another teacher, Uddaka Ramaputta (Sk: Udraka
Ramaputra), and under him he was able to reach
a higher stage of meditative awareness, the plane
of neither-perception-nor-non-perception
(nevasanni-nasannin). He was not satisfied with
this either as it did not lead to the desired goal.
So he left Uddaka. Thereafter, he travelled to
Senanigama in Uruvela. Over there in the
company of five companions (who became
known as pancavaggiya bhikkhus) of the Sakya
tribe whom his father had chosen to follow him
and take care of his needs, he undertook extreme
austerities of two types: extreme breath-control,
and extreme fasting (M.ii.80, 245; A.ii.16; J.i.67).
He fasted until he was nothing but skin and
bones. The Nidanakatha describes that he ìspent
six years undergoing austerities; it was time
spent [meaninglessly], as if trying to tie a knot
in the air. However, he realized that such
extreme asceticism only caused extreme pain.
Having realised the folly of extreme asceticism,
he decided to abandon it, and started again to
take normal food. Thereupon the Pancavaggiya
bhikkhus, disappointed, left him and returned
to Isipatanaî (J.i.67-70).
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Popular legends relate that after this event
Gotama received an offering of milk porridge
from a young woman named Sujata who lived
in a nearby village. Gotamaís desire for normal
food is satisfied by an offering brought by Sujata
to the Ajapala banyan tree under which he was
seated. She had made a vow to the tree, and her
wish having been granted, she took her maid,
Punna, and went to the tree prepared to fulfil
her promise. They took the Bodhisatta to be the
tree-god who had come in person to accept the
offering of milk-rice (J.i.68f.; DhA.i.71).
However, according to the Divyavadana (392)
and the Mulasarvastivadin Vinaya (Strong 1995,
p.16), two women (Nanda and Nandabala) made
an offering of milk-rice to the Bodhisatta and
this figure goen up to nine in the case of the
Lalitavistara (334-7). This offering of milk-rice
was important as it marked the beginning of the
actual Enlightenment process (Strong 2001,
p.69). It was a special meal that is said to have
sustained the Bodhisattva for the next forty-nine
days (J.i.68f.; DhA.i.71). Thus nourished, the
bodhisattva approached the Bodhi-tree, the site
of his Enlightenment. It was the full-moon day
of the month of Visakha. There a grass-cutter
called Sotthiya gave him eight handfuls of grass
which the latter spread on the eastern side of
the tree and sat on it cross-legged with a resolve
not to get up till he had attained Enlightenment.
It is at this point that his final trial and temptation
took place. Mara, the god of evil, who had been
watching the Bodhisattva ever since he had left
home, tried for the last time to thwart his
Enlightenment. However, Mara was utterly
defeated and the Bodhisattvaís Enlightenment
took place during the night itself. The
Enlightenment, called full and perfect
(abhisambodhi) (D.ii.52), is generally described
as consisting of the acquisition of three
successive knowledges (vidya), one in each of

the three watches of the night: during the first
watch he attained the knowledge of his former
existences; during the middle watch he attained
the divine eye (dibbacakkhu); and during the
last watch he unravelled the Dependent Arising
(paticcasamuppada). The realization of
Buddhahood was thus not exactly a single
experience but a set of interconnected
experiences, a result of many years of
endeavour.

The Buddha remained under and in the
vicinity of the Bodhi-tree for seven weeks after
attaining Enlightenment. During those seven
weeks and before moving away, he sorted out
various issues relating to Enlightenment and his
future plans. It was also during this period that
Mara and his daughters made their last ditch
attempt to shake his resolution (J.i.78; S.i.124;
D.ii.112). The biggest issue that he had to deal
with was as to whether he should preach to the
world or not his doctrine that was complex and
hard to understand. After due consideration and
on assurance from Brahma Sahampati himself
that there are many beings who would be able
to derive benefit from his teaching, he decided
to teach the Dhamma. It was also during this
period that the conversion of Tapussa and
Bhallika took place, though the Buddha did not
give them any instructions (Vin.i.3; J.i.81).

After taking a decision to preach the
dhamma, the Buddha decided to preach first to
the Pancavaggiyas at Isipatana (Sarnath) near
Baranasi. On the way to Baranasi he met the
Ajivaka Upaka and on enquiry from the latter
told him that he was Jina. At Isipatana the
Pancavaggiyas were, initially, reluctant to
acknowledge his claim to be the Tathagata, but
ultimately he was able to win them over to his
side. This happened on the full-moon day of
Asalha when the Buddha preached to them the
sermon that became known as the
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Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta (Discourse on
Setting the Wheel of Dharma in Motion)
(Vin.i.4ff; M.i.118ff; cp. D.ii.36ff.). This
discourse was followed five days later by the
Anattalakkhana Sutta, in which he delivered his
teaching of anatta (no-soul) and anicca
(impermanence). On hearing this discourse, all
the Pancavaggiyas became arahants. The next
day the Buddha ordained Yasa who also became
an arahant. Later during the day, Yasaís father
became a disciple of the Buddha and invited
him to a meal at his house. After the lunch, Yasaís
mother and one of his former wives became the
first two upasikas (female devotees) of the
Buddha. Then four friends of Yasa and,
afterwards, fifty more, took ordination and
became arahants. Now apart from the Buddha,
there were sixty arahants, and they were all sent
in different directions to preach the Dhamma.
They brought with them many persons seeking
ordination, and the Buddha, who up till now had
ordained men with the ehi bhikkhu formula,
authorized monks with the power of ordination
(Vin.i.15ff; J.i.81f).

After spending the vassavasa at Varanasi
(S.i.105, 111; Vin.i.21, 22), the Buddha headed
back to Uruvela and on the way ordained a
group of thirty men known as the
Bhaddavaggiyas. At Uruvela, with the use of
magical powers, the Buddha ordained the three
Kassapa brothers (known as the Tebhatika Jatila)
along with their thousand followers. With these
followers the Buddha travelled to Rajagaha
where he stayed for two months. During this
stay two important events that took place were
Bimbisaraís gift of the Veluvana to the Buddha
and the Samgha, and the entry of Sariputta and
Moggallana into the Samgha (BuA.4; Vin.i.23ff).
Most probably, it was also during this year that
at the beginning of the vassavasa the Buddha
paid a visit to Vesali which was suffering from

starvation and pestilence. The Buddha preached
the Ratana Sutta and dispelled all dangers
(DhA.iii.436ff). The pace at which people were
now taking shelter in the Triple Gem (Tisarana)
as well as joining the Samgha rapidly increased.
The people of the state of Magadha accused the
Buddha of causing chidlessness and
widowhood. However, the Buddha dispelled
their concerns (Vin.i.42f).

Next important event that took place in the
life of the Buddha was his visit to Kapilavatthu
at the request of his father (Th.527-36; AA.i.107,
167; J.i.87; DhA.i.96f; ThA.i.997ff). Here, he
stayed at the Nigrodharama. As the Buddhaís
kinsmen doubted his powers, he performed the
Yamakapatihariya (Miracle of the Double
Appearances) to convince them. The next day,
he went on a begging round in the city as no
one had invited him to a meal. At this
Suddhodana was deeply embarrassed and
grieved. However, later on learning that it was
the practice of all Buddhas, he became a
sotapanna (stream-winner) and invited the
Buddha and his monks to a meal to the palace.
Pajapati became a sotapanna and Suddhodana
a sakadagami (once-returner). The Buddha went
to see Rahulamata in her own quarters as she
had not come to see him. Later, she sent Rahula
to the Buddha telling him to ask his father for
his inheritance. He followed the Buddha
everywhere and finally Sariputta ordained him
at the Buddhaís request (Vin.i.82). Suddhodana
protested severely. Consequently, the Buddha
declared that no person shall be admitted to the
Samgha without the consent of his parents.
During this visit to Kapilavatthu, the Buddha
ordained a large number of Sakyans and with
them he returned to Rajagaha. On the way, the
Buddha ordained Anuruddha, Bhaddiya,
Ananda, Bhagu, Kimbila, Devadatta, and the
barber Upali. While the Buddha was at Rajagaha,
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Anathapindika paid him a visit and became his
disciple (J.i.92; Vin.ii.154). From here, the
Buddha travelled to Savatthi on an invitation from
Anathapindika and received the Jetavana from
him as a gift (Vin.ii.158).

During the fifth year of his ministry, the
Buddha travelled from Vesali to Kapilavatthu to
preach to his father on his deathbed Suddhodana.
It was at this time that the Buddha persuaded
the Sakyans and the Koliyans to make peace who
had had declared war on each other over sharing
the waters of the river Rohini (AA.i.186;
SnA.i.357; ThiA.141; J.v.412ff). It was also
during this visit of the Buddha to Kapilavatthu
that Pajapati Gotami requested to be allowed to
join the Samgha. After refusing to accede to
Pajapatiís demand, the Buddha returned to
Vesali. However, Pajapati and the other women
followed the Buddha to Vesali where the latter
was successfully persuaded by Ananda to allow
women to enter the Samgha (Vin.ii.253ff;
A.iv.274f). In Buddha spent the seventh
vassavasa in Tavatimsa where he had ascended
to preach the Abhidhamma to his mother who
was born there as a deva. The Buddha spent his
eighth year near Sumsumaragiri in the country
of the Bhaggas (AA.i.217). In the ninth year, the
Buddha visited Kosambi and Kururattha. It was
during this visit to Kururattha that the Buddha
turned down the offer of brahmana Magandiya
to marry his daughter as a result of which
Magandiya developed intense hatred for the
Buddha (Sn.163ff; SnA.ii.542ff; DhA.i.199ff).

In the tenth year, a schism among the monks
at Kosambi took place and as despite many
attempts by the Buddha the monks did not
reconcile their differences, the Buddha retired
into the Parileyyaka forest and after spending
his vassavasa there returned to Savathi.
However, by this time the Kosambi monks
realized their mistake, apologized to the Buddha

and the dispute was settled (Vin.i.337ff;
J.iii.486f; DhA.i.44ff). In the eleventh year the
Buddha resides at the brahmana village of
Ekanala and converts Kasi-Bharadvaja (Sn.12-
13; S.i.172f). He spent his twelfth vassavasa at
Veranja where five hundred horse-merchants
supplied the monks with food as Veranja had
been suffering from famine (Vin.iii.1ff; J.iii.494f;
DhA.ii.153). The thirteenth vassavasa was spent
at Calikapabbata (A.iv.354; Ud.iv.1). The Buddha
spent the fourteenth year of his ministry at
Savatthi where Rahula received the upasampada
ordination. In the fifteenth year the Buddha
revisited Kapilavatthu when his father-in-law,
Suppabuddha, refused to let the Buddha pass
through Devadaha (DhA.iii.44). The chief event
of the sixteenth year was the conversion of the
yakkha Alavaka at Alavi. The Buddha spent the
seventeenth, eighteenth, and nineteenth years
of his ministry at Savatthi, Alavi, and Rajagaha
(DhA.iii.170, 262). In the twentieth year he
converted the robber Angulimala. During this
year he also appointed Ananda as his
permanent attendant. After about twenty years
of the Buddhaís ministry, the Samgha appears
to have turned from a wandering to a sedentary
community. From nowonwards, the Buddha
largely stayed at Savatthi which had by now
become the headquarters of Buddhism though
during the dry season he went on tours of
different places within the Majjhimadesa (Sk:
Madhyadesa) (BuA.3; SnA. 336-37). Sedentary
nature of the Samgha must have also meant that
as majority of the members of the Samgha were
staying together in fixed monastic residences,
rules of discipline in the Samgha must have
become necessary. Towards the end of the
Buddhaís ministry, Devadatta made an effort to
take over the leadership of the Samgha, but was
unsuccessful and parted ways with the Buddha.
Pali texts relate different incidents whereby
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Devadatta apparently tried to muder the Buddha
but fails. It has been suggested that Devadatta
was not as bad as portrayed in the texts (see
Sarao 2004, pp. 101-18).

The Mahaparinibbana Sutta (D.ii.72-159),
the Mahasudassana Sutta (D.ii.160-199), and the
Janavasabha Sutta (D.ii.200-20) provide a more
or less continuous account of the last year of the
Buddhaís life. He began his last journey from
Gijjhakuta, near Rajagaha. Just before his
departure he was visited by Vassakara who
enquired from him, indirectly, if in his view, there
wase any chance of Ajatasattu defeating the
Vajjians in a battle. The Buddha told Vassakara
that as long as the Vajjians followed seven things
(frequent assemblies, concord, honouring of
tradition and convention, respect for elders,
courtesy towards women, homage paid to places
of worship, and protection of holy men in their
midst) no one could defeat them. From Rajagaha,
the Buddha proceded Nalanda, where Sariputta
uttered his lionís roar (sihanada) declaring his
complete faith in the Buddha and took his leave
to die. From Nalanda, the Buddha travelled to
Pataligama, where he predicted the future
greatness of Pataliputta and then to Vesali via
Natika and Kotigama. At Vesali, he stayed in
Ambapaliís park and accepted an invitation to a
meal from her, turning down a similar offer from
the Licchavis. After accepting Ambapaliís park
as a gift for the Samgha, the Buddha travelled to
Beluva to spend the vassavasa whereas the
accompanying monks stayed behind in Vesali.
He fell grievously ill at Beluva and told Ananda
that his mission was over and that after his death
the Samgha must maintain itself by taking the
Dhamma as the only refuge (D.ii.100). Though
with great determination he fought his illness
and recovered somewhat, he nevertheless made
an announcement of his impending death in the
assembly of monks at Vesali. Thereafter he

travelled to Pava via Bhandagama, Hatthigama,
Ambagama, Jambugama, and Bhoganagara. At
Pava he stayed in the mango-grove of Cunda,
the smith. The Buddha had his last meal at
Cundaís house. This meal is mentioned as
sukaramaddava in the Pali texts. Scholars
disagree on the meaning of the word
sukaramaddava though majority of them now
believe that this meal consisted of some sort of
stale mushrooms and not pork (see Sarao 1989,
p.68). After eating this meal, the Buddha fell
seriously sick but still continued with his onward
journey towards Kusinara. But his strength ebbed
away and he had to stop at twenty-five places
while covering a distance of three gavutas from
Pava to Kusinara (DA.ii.573).

Finally, he and Ananda reached Kusinara
where the latter prepared a bed for him in the
Upavattana sala-grove. Then Ananda asked him
for instructions as to how the funeral rites be
performed and began to cry bitterly. The Buddha
consoled him and thanked him for what he had
done. And spoke his last words: ìDecay is
inherent in all component things; work out your
salvation with diligence.î Passing back and forth
through various phases of trance, he died. He
was in his eightieth year. This event which took
place on the full-moon day of the month of
Visakha is known as the Mahaparinibbana (The
Great Decease).

The next day Ananda informed the Mallas
of Kusinara of the Buddhaís death and they
declared that they shall be the sole heir of the
Buddhaís relics. However, there appeared
several other claimants for the Buddhaís relics.
But the Mallas of Kusinara refused to share the
relics with the others and were prepared to wage
a war over them. But Dona, the brahmana,
counselled all the parties and finally the relics
were divided into eight equal parts among the
eight claimants: Ajatasattu, the Licchavis of
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Vesali, the Sakiyans of Kapilavatthu, the Bulis
of Allakappa, the Koliyas of Ramagama, a
brahmana of Vethadipa, the Mallas of Pava, and
the Mallas of Kusinara. Dona took for himself
the measuring vessel and the Moriyas of
Pipphalivana, who arrived late, carried off the
ashes. All the claimants built stupas over their
shares of remains (D.ii.166-167; Bu.xxviii.4;
UdA.402).

BIOGRAPHY OF MAHAVIRA

Earliest outlines of the life of Mahavira (Great
Hero), the twenty-fourth Tirthankara of Jainism,
appear in the first book of the Acaranga Sutra.
In this text, only events of Mahaviraís life after
he left home are given. However, the second
book of the Acaranga Sutra provides a detailed
account of his biography. Some significant
events contemporaneous with the life of
Mahavira are available in the fifth Anga,
Bhagavati-Viyahapannatti (Vyakhya-Prajnapti),
popularly known as the Bhagavati Sutra. The
Kalpa Sutra, written and composed by
Bhadrabahu I, further elaborates and embellishes
upon the details of Mahaviraís biography as
given in the Acaranga Sutra. The final shape to
Mahaviraís life is provided in the Avasyaka-
Niryukti of Bhadrabahu II (generally dated in
the fifth century AD) and in an anonymously
written commentary on it in the sixth or seventh
century AD. All these texts, however, represent
the Svetambara version of Mahaviraís biography.
A slightly different version was prepared by
Ravisenacarya, a Digambara acarya, in the
Padma Purana in the seventh century AD. The
Padma Purana is based on Vimala Suriís
Paumacariu (generally dated in the first century
of the AD). The Digambara version differs from
the Svetambara version in one or two major
details.

Mahavira, known to his contemporaries as
Nigantha (Nirgrantha, i.e. free from bonds) and
Nigantha Nataputta (Nirgrantha Jnatriputra i.e.,
the scion of the Nata/Jnatri clan) (D.i.57; S.i.66;
AS.i.3.2; ii.15.17) was born on the outskirts
(samnivesa) of Vaisali (see As.x-xi) in a
settlement variously known as Kundalagrama/
Kundagrama (Kalpa. 2), Kundapuri (AS.ii.15.4),
and Kundalapura/Kundapura (AS.ii.15.2). As his
birth led to increase in fame, wealth, and merit
of the family, he was named Vardhamana
(Prosperous One) by his parents (AS.ii.15.15).
Various epithets applied to him in the Jaina texts
include Adikara (Kalpa.16), Arhat (AS.i.4.1,
ii.15.26; Kalpa.17), Bhagavat (AS.i.4.1), Buddha
(Kalpa.123), Jina (AS.ii.15.26), Jnatriputra
(AS.ii.15.17, 76, 80), Kevalin (AS.ii.15.26),
Mukta (Kalpa.123), and Siddha (Kalpa.123),
Brahmana (Sukr.i.9.1, 11.1), Buddha
(Uttara.x.37), Jnatriputra (27, Uttara.vii.17,
xxxvi.267), Sarvajna (Kalpa.120), Sugata
(AS.xix), Parinivrta (Kalpa.128), Sambuddha
(AS.xix), His father Siddhartha (also known as
Sreyamsa and Jasamsa) of the Kasyapa gotra
(AS.ii.15.15; Kalpa.109) was the chieftain of the
place (AS.ii.15.15). His mother, Trisala (also
known as Vaidehi, Videhadatta, Videhadinna,
and Priyakarini) of the Vasicmha gotra
(AS.ii.15.15; Kalpa.109), was the sister of
Cetaka, the ruler of Vaisali (see AS.xii fn1).
According to the Jaina belief, both Siddhartha
and Trisala were worshippers of Parsva and
followers of the Sramanas (AS.ii.15.16). Once
as a child he is said to have tamed a mad
elephant. For this and other such acts of valour
and also because he sustained dreadful dangers
and fears, nakedness, and the miseries of the
world, the gods conferred on him the title of
Vira/ Ativira/ Mahavira (AS.ii.15.15). Due to the
fact of his being devoid of love or hatred he
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also became known as a aramana (Kalpa.120;
AS.ii.15.15).

The Jaina texts point out that originally
Mahavira Jaina was conceived by a brahmana
woman. However, as a Tirthamkara can never
be born in ìlow...mean...or brahmanical families
(Kalpa.17), the embryo was transferred from the
womb of brahmani Devananda to the womb of
ksatriyani Trisala (AS.iii.15.1; Kalpa. 22). The
Digambaras reject this legend as an utter
absurdity, but the Svetambaras uphold its truth
with an equal fervour. It is not at all clear why
such a strange legend was invented and given
so much importance. As it is found in the
Acaranga Sutra, the Kalpa Sutra, and many
other texts it is undoubtedly a very old legend.
Jacobi has suggested that Siddhartha probably
had two wives, brahmani Devananda, the real
mother of Mahavira, and the ksatriyani Trisala.
As Siddhartha was linked to people of high rank
and great influence through his marriage with
Trisala, it was profitable, if not probable, to give
out that Mahavira was the son, and not merely
the step-son, of Trisala, for the reason that
he should be entitled to the patronage of
her relations. Or perhaps Devananda was
Mahaviraís foster-mother (see AS.xxxi fn.2).
Interestingly, this tradition of the transfer of the
embryo also finds depiction in a Mathura
sculpture dated to the beginning of the Common
Era (Smith 1901, Plate no. XVIII).

The Svetambara texts say that Mahavira had
an elder brother and a sister, whose names were
Nandivardhana and Sudarsana respectively, with
whom he lived in his boyhood (AS.ii.15.15;
Kalpa.110). The Kalpa Sutra mentions that from
his very birth he had the aspirations of a man of
knowledge and possessed ësupreme, unlimited
and unimpeded knowledge and intuitioní
(Kalpa.110, 112). Quite early in life he was
married to Princess Yasoda of the Kaundinya

gotra. Though the Svetambara texts distinctly
mention that Mahavira lived married life for
about ten years and begot a daughter named
Anojja or Priyadarsana (AS.II.15.15), the
Digambara tradition believes that he never got
married (Padma Purana.20.67). All the
biographies of Mahavira, however, agree that
he led the life of a householder for thirty years
(Kalpa.110). The Digambara and Svetambara
accounts differ as whether when he abandoned
the life of a householder his parents were alive
or dead. The Svetambara accounts mention that
Mahavira had made a promise to his mother that
he would not renounce the world so long as the
parents were alive. The story goes that
Mahaviraís parents died when he was in his
twenty-eighth year, that ëperceiving that the time
of his renunciation had comeí he repeated his
wish to leave home to his elder brother, but the
latter managed to persuade him otherwise at
least for the time being. Mahavira lived for two
years more in the palace and then he went into
homelessness with the permission of his brother
and the authorities of the kingdom (Kalpa.110).
The Digambara texts, on the other hand, point
out that not only Mahaviraís parents were alive
at the time of his renouncement of the world
but they even tried very hard to persuade him
against such an action, yielding ultimately only
when they realized that he had already gone
beyond persuasion (see Jain 1991, p.40).

Before he succeeded in destroying
his karma and attained kevalajnana
(Enlightenment), Mahaviraís ascetic life lasted
for more than twelve years (Kalpa.147). Before
he could aspire to the coveted status of a
Kevalin, it has been mentioned both in the
Acaranga and the Kalpa Sutra that he had to
undergo extreme penances and make
superhuman efforts (AS.I.8.1.1-19, 2.2-11, 3.2-
12; Kalpa.116-117). These texts point out that
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he wore clothes for a year and a month and then
adopted nudity and stayed that way through the
remained of his worldly life. He even did away
with a begging bowl and gathered food in the
hollow of his hands. He also neglected his body
completely and paid no attention to its well-
being. Insects bit him and people caused
physical injury to him because they were
shocked by his demeanour. But ìhe with
equanimity bore, underwent, and suffered all
pleasant or unpleasant occurrences arising from
divine powers, men, or animalsî (Kalpa.117).
He avoided men and women, did not return
greetings, and often gave no replies to questions
put to him. This course of penanceís
comprehended ëuninterrupted meditation,
unbroken chastity, and the most scrupulous
observance of the rules concerning eating and
drinking.í The Digambara tradition mentions that
he observed the vow of silence for twelve years
(Jain 1991, p.57). He, finally, ìDuring the
thirteenth year, on the tenth day of the month of
Vaisakha, outside of the town of Jrmbhikagrama,
on the bank of the river Rijupalika under a Sal
tree in a squatting position with joined heels,
exposing himself to the heat of the sun, after
fasting two and a half days without drinking
water, being engaged in deep meditation,
reached the highest knowledge and intuition,
called Kevala, which is infinite, supreme,
unobstructed, unimpeded, complete, and fullî
(AS.ii.15.25; Kalpa.120). The kevalajnana was
the result of veracity, control, penance, and good
conduct and this entitled him to be called the
Jina (conqueror) (Kalpa.120).

The Kalpa Sutra gives a list of forty-two rainy
seasons spent by Mahavira since he renounced
the life of a householder: ìIn that period, in that
age the Venerable Ascetic Mahavira stayed the
first rainy season in Asthikagrama, three rainy
seasons in Campa and Prtsti-Campa, twelve in

Vaisali and Vanijagrama, fourteen in Rajagrha
and the suburb of Nalanda, six in Mithila, two in
Bhadrika, one in Alabhika, one in Panitabhumi,
one in Sravasti, one in the town of Papa, in king
Hastipalaís office of the writers, that was his very
last rainy season... In the fourth month of that
rainy season, in the seventh fortnight, in the dark
(fortnight) of Karttika,on its fifteenth day, in the
last night, in the town of Papa, in king Hastipalaís
office of the writers, the Venerable Ascetic
Mahavira died,î (Kalpa.122-123).

As an enlightened person, Mahavira spent
the last thirty years of his life in the propagation
of his doctrine (Kalpa.147) and organising his
Samgha which was patronised by rulers such as
Cetaka, Srenika, and Kunika, the kings of Videha,
Magadha, and Anga. In the villages, towns, and
cities which lay in these states he spent almost
all the rainy seasons during his spiritual career,
though he extended his travels as far west and
north as Sravasti and the foot of the Himalaya.
The names of his chief disciples, the eleven
brahmana teachers (ganadharas or apostles of
the Jainas), are given without any variation by
both divisions of the Samgha, the Svetambaras
and Digambaras (As.xv-xvi). Mahavira attained
nirvana at Papa (Pava) at the age of 72
(Kalpa.128, 145). It is said in the Kalpa Sutra
that when Mahavira died, the eighteen
confederate kings of Kasi and Kosala, the nine
Mallakis and nine Licchavis, instituted an
illumination saying ìSince the light of
intelligence is gone, let us make an illumination
of material matter!î (Kalpa.128).

THE ISSUE OF THE ROLE OF IRON TECHNOLOGY,
SURPLUS PRODUCTION, URBANIZATION, AND BIRTH

OF NEW RELIGIONS

D.D. Kosambi was the first person to suggest in
the early 1950s a causal connection between
iron technology and clearance for plough
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agriculture of the densely forested fertile-plains
of the Ganga Valley leading to a guaranteed
availability of surplus food on the one hand and
increased trading networks, metallic money,
emergence of urban settlements, state formation,
and new religious philosophies on the other
(1952: 191-96; 1963: 314-18). Thereafter, this
issue was further taken up and supported by
R.S. Sharma (1968, pp. 58-66; 1974, pp. 98-103;
1983, pp. 105-27; 1983a, pp. 89-134) and a
number of other scholars including N.R.
Banerjee (1965, pp. 4-5, 224-25), Krishna Deva
(1972-73, pp. 33-34), M.C. Joshi (1972-73, pp.
27-36B; 1974, pp. 90-91), D.P. Agrawal (1967-
68, pp. 17-23, 1971), S.P. Gupta (1974, pp.553-
60), and O.P. Tandon (1967-68, pp.54-60) who
assigned a significant role to iron technology.
R.S. Sharma, the most consistent and strongest
votary of the role of iron technology, was largely
instrumental in systematizing and formalizing
this hypothesis.

The proponents of this hypothesis point out
that from the sixth century BC onwards, iron
implements played a significant role in the
clearance of thick vegetation in the middle
Ganga basin for the purposes of cultivation as
well as settlement. Though fire too may have
been helpful, but it has been suggested that it
would not have been possible to remove the
burnt stumps without the help of iron tools, even
if fire was used (R.S. Sharma 1983, p.120).
Further, it has been pointed out that as trees
strike horizontal roots in the middle-Ganga basin,
cultivation would have been difficult unless
these roots were cleared with iron axe and hoe.
Settlements of the Northern Black Polished Ware
(NBPW), which is generally dated towards the
end of the Vedic period in this region, did not
have enough population and stone tools were
insufficient to accomplish this job. Moreover, it
is claimed that without the use of iron-axes and

spades, roots and stumps of the trees of tropical
forest were not possible to clear and crops like
sugar cane, mustard, paddy-seedlings need very
deep ploughing, which would have been
impossible without an iron ploughshare
particularly in the hard and clayey soil of Bihar
and eastern Uttar Pradesh. In other words, the
clearing of roots could not have been possible
without the help of iron technology (R.S. Sharma
1983, p. 92). It is also pointed out that the soil in
most of the middle-Ganga basin is hard and it
could not have been possible to cultivate it with
a wooden plough (R.S. Sharma 1983a, p. 120).
But Sharma pointed out that literary evidence,
particularly the early Pali literature and the
Astadhyayi of Panini, refers to iron tools such as
ploughshares, axes, hoes, sickles, hammers, etc.
In fact, it may be said in support of Sharma that
words and similies such as ayokapala (an iron
pot) (A.iv.70), ayokhila (an iron stake) (S.v.444),
ayogula (an iron ball) (S.v.283; Dh.308),
ayomaya (made of iron) (Sn.669), ayosanku (an
iron spike) (S.iv.168; Sn.667), ayasula (an iron
stake) (Sn. 667), ayasa (made of iron) (S.ii.182;
A.iii.58; Dh. 345), naraca (an iron weapon, an
arrow or javelin) (M.i.429), ayopatta (iron plate)
(A.iv.130, 131), and ayopatta (bowl made of iron)
(Vin.iii.243), yuganangala (plough fitted with a
yoke (Sn.77, S.i.172), nangalakatthakarana
(ploughing) (S.v.146), phala (ploughshare)
(Vin.i.225; S.i.169; Sn.13, 77), nangala-isa (the
pole of a plough) (S.i.104, 172, 224), and aloli
(something stirred up through the making of a
furrow with a plough) (Vin.i.206) associated with
an iron ploughshare are fairly abundant in early
Pali literature. According to him, these literary
sources are also corroborated to a large extent
by the findings of iron ploughshares at Kausambi
and Vaisali, the socketed iron-axes at Kosambi,
Vaisali, and Baranasi; and sickles, hoes etc. in
places like Vaisali, Prahladpur etc. (R.S. Sharma
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1983, p.93). However, the very small number
of agricultural iron tools available in the
excavations during this period is explained away
through ecological effect. Taking a cue from H.C.
Bharadwaj (1973), Sharma proposed that the
acidic, highly humid, warm-alluvial soil of
western Uttar Pradesh and Bihar being highly
corrosive proved to be bad for the preservation
of iron artifacts and through oxidation reduced
them to brown-reddish dust (R.S. Sharma 1983,
pp.93-94). In the later period, when steel came
into use as against wrought iron, the tools proved
more lasting and serviceable and thus, one can
find them in the excavations. Moreover, it is
pointed out that the sites that have been dug so
far are administrative, commercial, craft or
religious centres such as Champa, Rajagrha,
Varanasi, etc. and are not the right places for
agricultural tools. Apart from this, defectiveness
of the methods employed in the excavations of
the various settlements is also blamed for the
absence of these tools (R.S. Sharma 1983, pp.
93-94). Some indirect evidence is also seen for
the use of iron technology in the cutting of
punch-marked coins, as early as 500 BC. The
appearance of large scale wooden structures
which were seen by Megasthenes is also
visualized only through the use of iron
technology. Thus, it is argued that
unprecedented growth of the crafts, industries
and some occupations was initiated by iron
technology (R.S. Sharma 1983, p. 95). In a
nutshell, use of iron on this scale is seen as
resulting in a revolution in agriculture, which in
turn produced surplus and this surplus led to the
origin of trade, commerce and urbanization; and
ultimately to the birth of Buddhism (R.S. Sharma
1983, p. 96).

This theory of the revolutionary role of iron
has not found favour with many scholars. In
Romila Thaparís perception iron did not function

as an autonomous agent of change in early
historic society and was largely an enabling
factor within a wide range of other factors
(Thapar 1984, ch. 3). Though A. Ghosh
recognized the importance of iron, he also did
not credit iron with a central role and pointed to
the absence of the extensive use of iron
implements in early NBPW horizons (Ghosh
1973, Ch.1). According to him, in a slow-moving
society the effect of iron is likely to have been
slow (Ghosh 1972-73, p. 35; 1973, p. 10) and
ìdid not produce any spurt in the material
prosperity of the societyî (Ghosh, 1973, p.10).
Niharranjan Ray raised doubts on the ground that
the archaeological evidence does not indicate
any large scale clearance of the forests through
the use of iron technology which in the pre-
Mauryan period was neither qualitatively nor
quantitatively diversified enough to bring about
significant social change (Ray 1975-76, pp. 132-
18; 1978, p.133). His objections appeared valid
on the ground that the iron implements that were
discovered at the sites of the PGW (Painted Grey
Ware), generally dated between c. 1000-500 BC,
include slags and shapeless bits, arrowheads,
spearheads, knife-heads, daggers, spades,
adzes, hoes, etc. and noticeably the list does not
include any iron axe (socketed or unsocketed),
iron ploughshare or any other iron implement
that may have possibly been useful for large
scale forest clearance and land reclamation
leading to extensive agricultural operations
which could possibly yield a surplus for rearing
up towns and cities (Ray 1978, p.133). Wooden
ploughshares may have been used in cultivation,
though hoe-cultivation could have been more
universal. The use of words like hoe (kuddala)
(Vin.iii.144; A.i.204, ii.199; D.i.101; S.ii.88,
v.53; J.v.45) in early Buddhist literature is also
an indication of this. Some hoes have been
found in the excavations and iron technology
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could not have come into full play before the
Mauriyas (Ray 1978, pp.130-38). It may also be
interesting to note that the beam of a ploughshare
(nangala-isa) (S.i.104) could have been made
of anything ranging from wood to even the tusk
of an elephant (see, e.g., PED. s.v. nangala-isa).

It may be pointed out here that iron was
known in the Ganga Valley as a whole by about
c. 1000 BC or thereabouts and the iron technology
got widely disseminated in the valley in the first
half of the first millennium BC (Chakrabarti 1973,
pp. 336-38; 1976, pp. 114-24; 1977, pp.166-
85; 1979, pp. 22-30; 1984, p. 85; Gordon 1950,
pp. 58-78; Banerjee, 1965, pp. 4-5, 224-25;
Allchin and Allchin 1982, p. 345). According to
D.K. Chakrabarti, no dramatic break took place
with the beginning of the use of iron and the
iron technology did not immediately bring about
a discernible change in the material life of the
people. Thus, he does not see any obvious
relationship between iron and the Ganga
Urbanization (1972-73, pp. 329-38). Despite the
fact that iron had been in use in the Ganga Valley
from about c. 1000 BC, one cannot see real
changes in size categories and the general
settlement pattern till during the NBPW period,
a time by which urbanism had become an
established fact. If iron were the main causative
factor in the early historic urban growth in the
Ganga Valley, this departure in size categories
and settlement patterns would have taken place
in the PGW period itself (Chakrabarti 1984, pp.
81-85). Thus, it may be reasonable to assume
that before iron technology became fully
established in the Ganga basin, its development
was spread over a long span of time, at least
between c. 700 BC and the Mauriyas. This new
technological element may have indeed
strengthened the economic base which was
primarily laid down by the neolithic-chalcolithic
settlers, but it may not be taken for granted that

the advent of iron was the basic causative factor
of urbanization in the Ganga Valley. Thus,
according to Chakrabarti, the role of iron may
not be seen as more than a stabilizer as against
an initiator (Chakrabarti 1984, p. 85).

Echoing somewhat similar views, George
Erdösy feels that by the time iron was introduced
on a large scale, state formation in northern India
was already in an advanced stage. He views iron
tools rather in terms of a response to other
processes of change and related compulsions,
such as the need for more produce, rather than
as being the prime mover in a chain of
developments (Erdösy 1988, pp. 125-30).
Makkhan Lal points out that no appreciable
change can be seen either in the technology or
the extensiveness of the use of tools from the
PGW to the NBPW period (Lal 1986, p. 85).
Surveys conducted in some areas in the Ganga
Valley show that possibly there was not much
need for any forest clearance at all. For instance,
in Kanpur district, which quite well represents
the Ganga plains, a survey has shown that during
this period not more than 3h of the total land
was actually needed for cultivation and most of
it was available on the soft alluvial soils along
the rivers and lakes and other open areas in the
forests (Lal 1986, p. 85). Thus, Makkhan Lal calls
the idea of the extensive use of iron tools and
clearance of forests for agriculture and
settlements, a myth (Lal 1986, pp. 83-90).

The background to the creation of so-called
surplus and its role in the birth of Ganga
Urbanization appears to have been pushed a bit
too far here. Though it cannot be denied that
changing technology and productivity play their
role in the course of institutional development,
they do not create generally available surpluses,
for this implies a separation of technological
development from the institutional complex of
which it is but a part. There ìare definite
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institutional requirements for the creation of
relative surpluses... the operational facilities, as
well as the motivation for separating out,
counting up, storing, mobilizing material means
and human services must be provided by the
institutional framework of the economy, if
surpluses are to be made available for specific
purposesî (Pearson 1957, p. 335). Moreover,
there are perennially omnipresent potential
surpluses available. What counts is the
institutional means for bringing them into
existence. And as far as the Indian situation was
concerned, political centralization of power was
impossible to avoid if surplus had to be made
available. In the ancient Malthusian world,
scarcity often struck and the people at the end
of the queue died as a result. The ones who must
die were demarcated in advance. Thus,
agricultural revolution or no agricultural
revolution, the first cities of the Ganga Valley,
always managed to squeeze out a surplus as
long as they were centres of strong political
powers. After a certain stage, the development
that took place in agriculture was to a great
extent dictated by the demands of the urban
centres and not the other way round.

In primitive and egalitarian societies covert
surplus exists but it is used to support the weak
and in providing a hedge against environmental
uncertainties. But in redistributive societies, it
is forced apart as surplus products. In other
words, some sort of surplus exists in all social
groups. It is only the cornering of this surplus
by one element and its subsequent use to exploit
other elements that triggers off the urbanization
sequence. We must also remember that despite
scarcity and inadequacy, even the poorest sing,
dance and fight wars, thus using their resources
in non-utilitarian ways.

In India till recent times it was not possible
to produce or foresee a long-term and
dependable surplus. The periodical droughts and
floods caused scarcity which not only ate away
the surplus but caused famine-conditions,
making the accumulation of surplus impossible.
The producer in the field, therefore, suffered
more (and still does) than the privileged
consumer in the city, who would have the
authority to squeeze out whatever is left with
the producer and has the wherewithal to obtain
food-stuffs from distant lands where conditions
have not been adverse. We do not come across
any impressive godowns or grain storehouses
in the excavations or in the literature. It seems
the urban centres depended upon the seasonal
supply of grains and in cases of scarcity, villages
and the common masses had to bear the brunt.
More than surplus or even the capacity to
produce surplus, what was therefore, was a
socio-political institution to force or induce the
farmer to shed a portion of whatever he had.
The same institution was needed to divert the
surplus to where it was required, and to procure
food (again by coercion or for consideration)
from distant hinterlands should the crop in the
near hinterland fail. For procurement by
coercion, which would include taxes and
tributes, an administrative authority is required
and by commercial means a mercantile system
is called for. The prerequisite, therefore, is not
a hypothetical surplus, but an administrative and
mercantile organizationóthe ruler and the
merchant, both of the city and each the ally of
the other in history. Surplus was, thus, not a
technical but a social product; ìthe institution
created the surplus, which is not there the
moment it is technically possible but only after
it has been institutionalized through taxes, trade
and other meansî(Hauser and Schnore 1965, p.
270). The non-agricultural aspect is dominant
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in the procurement, and therefore in the
production of surplus (Ghosh 1973, p. 21).
Moreover, certain built-in incentives to
population growth also cannot be ignored.
Children can be employed earlier in the
productive process than among hunter-
gatherers. Instead of passively exploiting the
existing land, it can be extended by bringing
more area under cultivation resulting in an
increase in the number and size of agricultural
communities. Slaves (dasas) and forced labour
(visti), thus, could have been another way of
making surplus available. As far as the
technological inventions are concerned, most of
the pre-industrial inventions and discoveries took
place during the 1000 years or so immediately
preceding 3000 BC. Thus, the great change
between urban and a pre-urban stage came in
realms of life other than core technology. ìThe
later technological superiority... may have had
little to do with the processes which brought the
city into beingî (McC Adams 1966, pp.153-72).
It may also be pointed out that, strictly speaking,
regular armies, which perhaps must have made
storage of foodstuffs a necessity, did not come
into existence at least till the beginning of the
expansionist policy of king Ajatasatru.

Weber perhaps was the first scholar to put
forward the idea that Buddhism and Jainism
were the creation of a city culture. According to
him, ìBuddhism presents itself as a product of
the time of urban development, of urban
kingship and the city noblesî (Weber, 1958,
pp.204, 234). He further emphasized the point
that ìAs a whole early Buddhism was the product
not of the underprivileged but of very positively
privileged strataî (Weber, 1958: 237). Buddhism
of early days depended heavily on the donations
and munificence of the rich and the influential
and there is no doubt that Buddhism reflects its
dependence on cities and their rich inhabitants

in more than one way. Urbanization created
Buddhism and more than that was certainly vital
for its early popularity and material support. A
decay of that urbanism in later days was an
important point in the decline of Buddhism, as
it sapped some of the socially vital foundations
of the Buddhist movement (Gokhale 1982,
p.19). ìThe urban palace with its elephant-riding
kings was characteristic of Buddhaís time.
Moreover, the dialect form reflects the advent
of city cultureî ((Weber 1958, p. 205).

With the rise of urbanism, different kinds of
new social, economic, religious and political
forces came into existence. Emergence of urban
centres, well-defined trade-routes, coinage, and
trade and commerce in the days of the Buddha,
helped create a new and powerful class of
merchant-bankers, like Anathapindika of
Savatthi, one of Buddhismís greatest patrons.
Along with this new merchant class, a new kind
of state was emerging about the time when the
Buddha was completing his long ministry of 45
years (Gokhale 1982, p.19). The most
prominent representatives of this political
transformation were the kings Bimbisara of
Magadha and Pasenadi of Kosala, both of whom
were claimed by the Buddha as his personal
friends and patrons. New kinds of armies and
instruments of war as well as the expressed
needs of the new mercantile class formed the
basis of the power of these monarchies (Kosambi
1952, p.103). Sex-workers from different urban
centres like Savatthi (Ambapali), Hatthinipura
(Serini), were regarded in high esteem by the
new social order and Buddhism avoids censuring
them. Interestingly, whereas young people,
debtors, soldiers, diseased people and married
women had different types of restrictions
imposed upon them by Buddhism regarding
their entry into the Samgha, sex-workers were
free to join.
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Statistical studies of early Buddhist texts
indicate that early Indian Buddhism was highly
urban, elitistic, and controlled by people who
came from upper-caste background. For
instance, more than 84% of the human
bodhisattas were born in urban centres and more
than 86% of them came from either royal family
or the family of a rich business or high official.
Nearl 94% of the all the men and women
mentioned in the Pali Vinaya and Sutta Pitakas
came from urban background (Sarao 1989,
Appendix: IV). The social heroes of early
Buddhism are the great merchant-bankers and
the new kings, perhaps in that order of
importance. Anathapindika, who was one of the
richest urbanites of his days, is regarded by the
Buddha as a saviour of the faith. His house ìwas
to the Samgha like a pool dug where few roads
meetî (J.i.227). We are told in the Jatakas that
Anathapindika alone lavished 54 crores on the
monastery of the Buddha (J.i.226). After the
Bodhisatta and Ananda, Anathapindika is the
most popular figure in the Jatakas where he
appears at least 66 times (see Sarao, 1989: 43).
The Jetavana, where the Buddha spent most of
his Rainy Retreats, was a very expensive place
indeed. Most of the Samyutta Nikaya was recited
in this garden. 979 references to this garden,
with the Buddha staying in it, make an interesting
reading indeed (Sarao, 1989: 44-45). Though in
theory Buddhism professed to give up worldly
pleasures, in practice the life style of at least
some members of the Samgha appears to have
given birth to jealousy in the hearts of the
common masses. For instance, one of the Jatakas
talks of a young man who became a monk
thinking ìday and night I am toiling away with
my hands at all sorts of tasks, yet never do I
taste food so sweet. I must become a monk
myselfî (J.i.311).

It may be interesting to note that whereas
pre-Buddhist literature has almost exclusively
for its background a rural milieu, the literature
of early Buddhism breathes a new urban spirit.
Curiously enough, the practice of vassavasa
(rainy retreat) which created the institution of
the monastery (avasa) led to the socialization
of what had begun primarily as an asocial
movement (Gokhale 1982, p. 8). Moreover, the
early Buddhist elite had clearly shown a
weakness for wealth, pomp and show. Majority
of them including the Buddha himself lived
around the various urban centres most of the
time. Various statistical studies have shown that
in terms of frequency of references in the
Tipitaka, urban centres far outnumber rural
settlements (Gokhale 1982, p.11; Sarao 1989,
appendices II and VI).

The Buddha spent at least 25 rainy-retreats
in Savatthi alone, out of which 19 were spent at
the famous Jetavana and the other 6 at the
Pubbarama (DPPN.ii.1126-1127). One obvious
reason for the return of the Buddha to Savatthi
again and again may have been the presence of
powerful patrons such as Anathapindika and
king Pasenadi as well as the high degree of
mercantilism and urbanism presented by the city
(Gokhale 1982, pp.12f). New powerful classes
of merchant-bankers and kings together lent their
distinguishing character to the movement. Early
Indian Buddhism drew its major social support
from these classes, and in turn, reflected their
social and spiritual concerns. These classes
needed a new spiritual-social orientation and
value-system which Buddhism provided with its
opposition to Vedic theology, the dominance of
the priest and by supporting indirectly money-
lending, prostitution, etc. In their value system,
the individual (and his family) rather than the
vanna-jati was the centerpiece, and the Buddha
articulated such values. Portraying the Buddha
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as the first great reformer in Indian social history
is a gross oversimplification. The Buddha did
ignore caste distinctions in the matter of
admission into and treatment of individuals within
the Samgha, but outside it, his attitude was
pragmatic, if not ambivalent (DPPN.ii.19). When
the Buddhists maintained that a personís jati had
no bearing on his chances of salvation, they did
not attack the operation of the caste system in
daily life, as is generally believed. Even through
his choice of greetings, the Buddha recognized
differences in social standing. We are told that
the Buddhas are born only in khattiya or
brahmana families and not in any other caste
(DPPN.ii.324). The Buddha used the vanna-jati
terminology of his times in his reference to
existing society and only tended to rank the
khattiyas higher than the brahmanas. He
ridiculed brahmanical pretensions to ritual purity
and social eminence and insisted that a person
be judged by his individual virtue rather than
his familial, class or social origins, which was
precisely the demand of the new urban social
classes who felt closer to Buddhism than the
traditional brahmanical sacrifice-dominated
Vedic cults (Gokhale 1982, p.19). These classes
were not much interested in speculative
metaphysics, for their emphasis was on practical
and everyday concerns of making good in this
world and assuring oneís welfare in the next.
This, in part, may explain the relatively a-
metaphysical predilection of the early Buddhist
movement (Gokhale 1982, p.13). Urban centres
like Savatthi and Rajagaha with supporters like
Bimbisara, Jivaka and Ajatasattu reflected the
importance of royal and bureaucratic support for
the success of early Buddhism. Viable
environment for Buddhism was created by
extensive trade, accumulation of mercantile
capital and the emergence of a powerful class
of merchants and bankers a class which was in

search of new ethical values and a religious
philosophy of a significantly different character
than the one contained in the old Vedic religion
(Gokhale 1982, p.17).

Early Pali literature mentions structures and
settlements of a wide-variety ranging from the
rural to highly urbanized. Thus, we have a
hamlet of one big house perhaps surrounded
by a few buildings in which people lived known
as kuti (Vin.iii.46, 144, 200; Sn.18, 19; S.i.61,
iii.116, iv.380; D.ii.339-40) or nivesa/nivesana
(D.i.205, 226, ii.127). There are also references
in early Pali texts to various kinds of structures
such as kutagara (a house with a peaked roof:
S.ii.103, 263; iii.156; iv.186; v.43; A.i.230; iii.10,
364; iv.231; v.21), kotthagara (storehouse or
granary: D.i.134; S.i.89), bhusagara (barn:
A.i.241), santhagara (a council hall: D.i.91;
ii.147; S.iv.182; v.453; A.ii.207; iv.179), and
agaraka (small house: M i.450). Then there was
the village called a gama/gamaka which was a
collection of houses, having boundaries and
distinct from the surrounding country (Vin.i.109,
110, 208, iii.46; Sn.119). Some of villages are
mentioned as having a gamani (a village
headman Vin.ii.296) or a gamika (overseer of a
village, Vin.i.179; A.iii.76, 78, 300) which had
developed their own security systems such as
ditches, fences, and gates (gamadvara)
(Vin.1.109, 110, iii.46, 52). Then there were
suburban villages (dvaragama, bahiragamaka,
dvaragamaka) located close to the main
entrances nagaras (Vin.i.361; iii.126, 188;
iv.225) which normally specialised in those
industries which directly catered to the needs
of urban settlements. A frontier/border village
(paccantagama) played an important role
militarily (Vin.i.126). Specialisation appears to
have been, in fact, a particular feature of the
Mahajanapada period. There was a growing
tendency among the people of similar
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background, occupation, or profession to group
together and organize. The process of
urbanisation must have accelerated such a
process. Such villages called after craftsmen,
traders, and professionals must have existed on
the outskirts of various urban settlements. Hence
we have villages of salt-makers
(lonakaranama) (Vin.i.350; A.ii.182) carpenters
(vaddhakigama), reed-makers (nalakaranama)
(M.ii.205), and attendants (aramikagama)
(Vin.iii.249). Villages named after various castes
as well as outcastes, e.g. a brahmanagama
(A.i.180) and a candalagama (D.ii.127) also can
be found in abundance in early Pali texts. We
also come across another type of a village called
gonisadinivitthogama (Vin.iii.46) which was a
village occupied by cattle stalls (Wagle 1966: 14)
denoting an organised cattle-farm, perhaps like
the much earlier neolithic cattle-pens of lower
Deccan (Allchin 1963). It appears there were
also villages that were deserted (gamatthana)
due to reasons of famine, flood, disease, menace
of marauders and government officials though
they are generally shown as the haunts of spirits,
nagas, yakkhas, etc (D.i.135; S.ii.188, iv.173).

Early Buddhist literature refers to various
types of urban settlements that differed from
each other in dimensions and functions, but had
the common characteristic of broadly being non-
agricultural units. Thus, we have urban
settlements known as nigama, gamanigama,
nigamanagara, nigamarajadhani, kuddanag-
araka, ujjangalanagaraka, sakhanagaraka,
nagaraka, nagara, pura, pattana, rajadhani,
and mahanagara. There is enough evidence in
the shape of numismatic data, ceramics, artifacts,
and the visits of monks, traders, government
official to show that these various kinds of
settlements interacted with each other quite
actively. A nigama was a marketplace a small
town with dominant commercial nature. It is

possible that the origin of some of the nigamas
may also be traced to villages specializing in
particular craftsmen such as potters, carpenters,
and salt-makers (Mehta 1939, p. 213) which may
have become small specialized markets and
later more general market settlements. As the
word naigama means merchant, the mercantile
association of nigama is clearly beyond doubt.
Corroboration of the nigama as a market town
is available from numismatic evidence where a
series of early coins carries the legend negama
(Allan 1967: cxxvi-cxxviii, cxxx) suggesting that
they were used by a nigama (epigraphically the
coins belong to a little later date, but the sense
of the word remains the same). The market was
the gathering point for rural produce and could
also be tapped by merchants locating resources.
The phrase game va nigame is frequently used
in early Buddhist texts suggesting a distinction
between a gama and a nigama (PED.249). At
most of the places in the texts gama, nigama,
nagara (Vin.iii.155, 184, iv.164; S.v.419;
M.i.187, 211, 513; ii. 33; D.i.7; iii.68) or gama,
nigama, rajadhani (D.iii.75, 94; A.ii.108, 344)
are mentioned in that order and separately. It
not only points towards a difference amongst
settlements but also to some sort of hierarchy
amongst them. Actually even a stage of
transformation from gama to nigama can be
seen in use of the terms such as gamanigama
(Vin.iii.25, 184; M.ii.45; D.ii.124, A.ii.167,
iv.365), nigamanagara (M.ii.33),
nigamarajadhani (Vin.iii.89; A.iii.108), and
nigamajanapada (Sn.995) which may be
translated respectively as village township
(MLS.i.243), market township, capital market-
place, and provincial market.

Nagara was an urban settlement that
included both fortified as well as unfortified
portions in it. Nagaraka (Vin.ii.146) was ìa small
town.î Kuddanagaraka, ujjangalanagaraka and
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sakhanagaraka (D.ii.146, 169) are defined by
T.W. Rhys Davids as ìa little wattle-and-daub
town,î ìa town in the midst of jungle,î and ìa
branch townî respectively (DB.ii.161, 198)
which basically differed from each other on
architectural and constructional grounds (See
Wagle 1966: 24-25). Kuddanagaraka was a
nagara with ramparts of mud bricks as kudda
means ìa powdery substance of some kind used
in construction (Wagle 1966: 24-25).
Kuddanagaraka had walls of three kinds viz.
itthakakudda (of tiles), silakudda (of stone), and
darukudda (of wood) (Vin.iv.266).
Ujjangalanagaraka was a nagara constructed in
the middle of a jungle or on a hilly terrain as this
provided a natural protection (D.ii.146). We
might find in such a nagara cyclopean walls
because ujjangala literally means ìhard, firm and
barren soilî (PED s.v. ujjangala).
Sakhanagaraka was a kind of nagara fortified
by branches of trees which were presumably
cut into stakes, sharpened at the end, and
fastened together to construct a wall (Wagle
1966, p.25). Whereas nagaram guttam
(Dh.315) may be defined as ìa well-guarded
cityî, nagarupakarika appears to have been ìa
town fortified with a wall covered with cement
at its baseî (D.i.105). The term mahanagara
implied ìa big cityî, which was a sort of
ìcosmopolitan cityî due to its richness,
prosperity, people of varied and diverse
interests, habits, and origins. The six
mahanagaras mentioned in the
Mahaparinibbana Suttanta (D.ii.146) generally
testify this through the archaeological as well as
textual information. Mulanagara, it seems, was
the same as the capital city, used perhaps in the
sense of a primary urban settlement, rather than
a secondary city some of which became capitals
at some point of time. Mulanagaras were the
only cities which could lay claim to be the first

generation cities in the Ganga Valley. We also
come across border-towns called paccantimam-
nagaras. The Anguttara Nikaya (A.iv.106-113)
talks about seven essential qualities of a well-
defended nagara situated on the borders
(paccantimam-nagaram). Firstly, the pillar
(esika) should be deeply embedded, well dug
in, immovable, and unshakable. The pillar is seen
as a symbol of stability and we are told that the
city of Kusavati had such a pillar (D.ii.171).
Secondly, the moat (parikha/parikkha) around
the nagara should be both deep and wide (also
at D.i.105). Thirdly, the road going around
(anupariyayapatho) should be a proper road.
Fourthly, a great armory of spears and swords
(bahum avudham sannicitam hoti salakan cíeva
jevaniyan ca) should be present in it. Fifthly, a
large body of troops (bahu balakayo) should be
stationed inside it. Sixthly, there should be a
clever, intelligent, and wise gatekeeper
(dovariko hoti pandito vyatto medhavi) who
refuses entry to the unknown and allows to the
known (see also S.iv.193; v.160-61). Various
ways of defending the gates of these places
were devised, e.g. crossbars being let down
before the gates (okkhitta-paligha) (D.i.105;
M.i.139). A high and wide rampart covered with
a coat of plaster (pakaro hoti ucco cíeva vitthato
ca vasanalepanasampanno ca) is the seventh
important characteristic of a paccanitmam
nagaram. Strongly built walls and towers are
also seen as important for a border town at many
other places in the texts (E.g. S.iv.193, v.160-
61). The famous six mahanagaras (D.ii.146)
which literally mean ëgreat cities,í but may be
translated as ëmetropolis,í deserve a place on
top of our list. These six settlements were
Varanasi, Champa, Kosambi, Rajagaha, Saketa,
and Vesali. Settlements of this category also
controlled the fortunes of other urban settlements
in more than one way.
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Pura was a fortified town which had some
sort of a ditch, wall etc. for defensive purposes
built around it. The difference between a pura
and a nagara was that whereas the former only
included the fortified area of a city, the latter
constituted of pura plus the area outside the
defense wall. Pura was mainly meant for
defense-cum-administrative functions. Pattana/
pattana was a trading port-town. The strange
word puta-bhedanam used for Pataliputta
(D.ii.87; Vin.i.229; Ud.88) is translated as ìa
settlement for interchange of all kinds of waresî
(DB.ii.92) or ìthe place where men shall open
up their bales of merchandise (MiA.ii.108). T.W.
Rhys Davids explains it in a note to mean ìa
town at the confluence or bend of a riverî
(Krta.451). Rajadhani or rajadhaniya nagara
was a royal or a capital city which appears to
have had the combined characteristics of a
nagara as well as a pura which was the seat of
the government and where the king had his
residential palace. Such a settlement must have
been the most important politically as the name
suggests. As a result of their role as settlements
of administration, political control, and court life,
cities that were the capitals of successful
empires or tributary systems often came to
exceed in size any other cities within their
spheres of influence.

The use of the term urbanisation, in the case
of historic ancient India, is of a strictly limited
sense. There was no large scale drift to urban
settlements. The vast bulk of the population
continued to be non-urban and nothing altered
the predominantly rural character of the land. A
substantial proportion of the populations living
in the urban settlements, in fact, still maintained
strong rural links. Archaeological as well as
textual evidence points to the fact that in the
subsistence base no significant changes took
place. Hunting still supplemented agriculture

and animal-husbandry. Besides the limited use
of iron implements, which had a stabilizing
influence on the economy, bone implements,
in particular arrowheads and points continued
to be in popular use. Pestles, grinders, and
mortars made of stone used domestically for
food processing, provided a level of technology
which continued into modern times.

In the newly emerged states with a
monarchical system of government, the control
of agricultural land and the right of succession
played a major role (Thapar 1978, p. 91). A
political authority functioning within a territorial
limit was financed by an income collected by
those who contributed regularly on an
impersonal basis to its maintenance. Various
specialised agencies and institutions both formal
and informal helped in maintaining an order of
stratification. Hierarchy and differential access
to basic resources became an integral part of
the system. Centralisation of power, after all,
depends upon the ability of the ruling authority
to interfere in society. The bases of this ruling
class and its allies provided the necessary
atmosphere for the emergence of the Ganga
urbanisation.

Though archaeology has not yet succeeded
in tracing the step-by-step transformation of
rural into urban society, at some sites where PGW
and NBPW have been found, that transformation
is noticeable. A look at the PGW culture in the
Ganga Valley gives a clear impression of the
foundations of the future changes it laid. It was
a culture in which hierarchy was an important
element of its settlements. Field studies carried
out in Kanpur and Allahabad districts of Uttar
Pradesh have clearly shown that. Of the 46
PGW settlements in Kanpur district, 40 (87%)
were below 2.00 hectares in size and the
remaining 6 (13%) ranged in size from 2.00 to
5.00 hectares (Lal 1984, p.63f). In Kanpur
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district, of the 99 NBPW settlements 81 (82%)
were below 2.00 hectares in size, 14 (14%)
between 2.00 and 5.00 hectares in size, and the
remaining 4 above 5.00 hectares in size (Lal
1984, p. 63f). A comparison of the PGW and
NBPW settlement pattern shows that over a
period of time settlements are not only
increasing in size, but also multiplying.

The walled urban settlements appeared as
a means of protection, seclusion, and privilege
for the ruling class and its allies. The restriction
on the size of the early urban settlements also
implied restrictions on urban life and possibly
contributed to dense population agglomerations.
The Buddha appears to have spent most of his
time in the dozen or so urban settlements of a
substantial size which existed at that time.

The overwhelming dominance of capital
settlements, the clear hierarchical ordering of
settlements, and the concentration of urban
settlements in limited areas is worthy of notice.
Differentiation based on size was accompanied
by a clear delineation of functions, with larger
settlements serving all the functions, and the
smaller ones their unique roles; villages served
as primary agricultural producers, nigamas
participated in trade and redistribution. The
capitals not only performed all these functions,
but also supported elite residences, large
religious establishments, and civic and
ceremonial structures.

The proliferation of crafts and increasing
numbers of artisans lead to an important element
in the urban settlementsí economic organisation-
the guild system (seni). The guilds performed
various kinds of important functions including
the arbitration to settle differences between
members and their wives (Vin.iv.226). They also
exercised a considerable control over their
members (J.i.132f; iv.256) and probably

settlement of various disputes amongst members
as well as the solution of various problems of
trade and business fell under the jurisdiction of
guilds. Undoubtedly, industries and occupations
tended to be segregated from one another partly
under the same circumstances which led to the
localization of modern industries. We come
across the streets of ivory workers, vessas,
caterers, and washermen. The isolation of crafts
and professions and their concentration in fixed
areas led to the birth of a medley of castes and
sub-castes, which were formerly more or less a
priestly hypothesis, now began to harden into
rigid social partitions on the basis of occupations
tightened with the bonds of heredity, endogamy
and exogamy, rules of the table etc. (Bose 1942,
p. 86). The corporate unity, combined with
localisation of industry, tended towards a
narrowness and exclusiveness. The localisation
of crafts was also due to the policy of segregation
adopted by the higher castes or the king with
regard to the people following the hinasippas.
Looking down upon the rural mentality
(gamadhatta) made a special appearance.
Besides the caste divisions, which do not seem
to have been in any way contained by Buddhism
and other heterodox sects, urban and rural
division also came to the fore. But one group of
people was also side by side cutting against this
tendency towards narrowness and
exclusiveness. This group consisted of traders
who travelled far with their caravans. This in
turn influenced the physical pattern of the urban
settlements, for the guilds tended to become
localized into zones along specific streets. The
proliferation of specialists also led to
specialisation in the provision of services the
washerman, barber, garland-maker, the
scavenger, and the like. Money, credit, the price
system, financial institutionsóall were
consequences of increased division of labour
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and specialisation. We also come to know that
various urban places were in considerable
contact with each other and peop1e are
frequently described as visiting other cities on
various kinds of business (Vin.ii.136). At many
places we are also told of the existence of well-
fortified towns with city-gates and wise wardens
to watch over the entry and exit points
(A.iii.234f).

Apart from social instability and distress, the
growth of money is taken to be responsible for
making social thought impersonal and abstract
and leading to ëreificationí of social relations
(Pande 1957: 314 fn27). The emergence of a
more complex economy with a greater
specialisation contributed to the expansion of
trade. Some market towns grew up along the
trade routes forming linking points. Thus, scores
of routes are mentioned which linked various
urban centres to each other (e.g. Vin.ii.113, 176)
and such routes must have given a decided fillip
to urbanisation. Trade was carried on briskly by
land as well as by various rivers and the sea.
The inland and overland trade seems to have
been extensive. It was important in itself and
also served as a feeder to the sea-trade. Well-
known seaports like Bharukaccha (J.ii.124, 125;
iv.86.89) and the seaboard of Sovira (J.ii.280)
on the west, Kavirapattana (J.iv.42) and the
lesser known ones like Karambiya (J.v.42), on
the southeast are mentioned. Other than having
trade contacts with inland and overseas centres,
a coastal trade must have been maintained
between the seaports themselves.

Varanasi was perhaps the most important
industrial and commercial centre of those days.
It was reputed to be famous for cotton and silk-
weaving (Vin.i.29) and the fine muslin of Kasi
(Kasikasuchivattha, Kasikani vatthani,
Kasikavattha) is a common reference (A.i.248,
iii.50). The great trade route Uttarapatha,

connecting India with Central and Western Asia
passed by way of Takkasila and presumably also
via Sagala (Sialkot). Archaeologically also there
seems an indication of trade in glass-beads at
least between Takkasila and Savatthi (Sinha
1967: 8-9). Journeys to distant lands on highways
(addhanamagga) (D.i.1, 73, 79; M.i.276) and
through the sea are mentioned (D.i.222). Birds
are known to have been used to help in locating
land on voyages (GS.iii.261-262). There are
dozens of Jataka stories referring to shipwrecks
(J.iv.100), spacious ships (J.iv.100), shipbuilding
activities (J.vi.282), and strong ships provided
with oars and rudders (SBE. X(ii).52).

Various concomitants of an expanding
economy also began to make an appearance,
and some of them were used by the Buddha as
similes. They include debt, interest, usury, and
mortgage (A.i.197, ii.86, iii.65-67). Cotton and
silk cloth (Vin.i.253, 281; iii.224), fine pottery
(D.i.78), ivory work (D.i.78), woodwork
(M.ii.371) and leatherwork (Vin.iv.7) are
mentioned in the early Pali literature. Similarly,
examples of metallurgical practices also find
mention in early Pali literature (D.i.5; A.ii.286).
For instance, the practice of forming an alloy
out of five metals, viz. ayo (iron), loha (copper),
tipu (tin), sisa (lead), sajjha (silver) is mentioned
at two places in early Pali literature (A.iii.16;
S.v.92). The increase in the production of
material goods was reflected in the numerous
rules that made their appearance in the Vinaya
Pitaka about the articles of possession permitted
for the bhikkhus (Vin.ii.195ff). A natural outcome
of this growing complexity of economy was
expressed in the degree of specialisation which
became apparent during this period. The Digha
Nikaya mentions twenty-five occupations,
including a wide range of specialised skills that
were commonly pursued by people (D.i.52).
The city produced its own social stratification,
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where the setthi was the most powerful and seni
was the institutional base. The growing
complexity of the economy as it expanded was
naturally expressed through the emergence of
a more stratified society. The urban settlements
of the Ganga Valley began to develop a style of
life which was clearly distinct in many ways
from that of villages. As centres of business and
trade they drew in the wealth of the country,
and they also became centres of learning and
culture, attracting parasitical professions like
stage-acting, dancing, singing, buffoonery,
gambling, tavern-keeping, and prostitution
(Bose 1961, p. 226).

An expanding material culture brought with
it amenities of life for the wealthy, though a
ëtown proletariatí had arisen which was much
poorer than the humble tribesman of olden days.
The rather optimistic view of some that the
Buddhist period was a period of prosperity for
the lower orders (see e.g. T.W. Rhys Davids
1903, pp. 49ff) appears incorrect. The urban
settlements definitely brought with them various
types of evils. New groups of merchants and
skilled craftsmen were gaining in wealth and
influence. Their values were not those of the
Vedic priesthood and aristocracy and they no
doubt demanded innovations in the field of
religion (Basham 1980, p.16). This kind of
material milieu formed the basis of new faiths
like Buddhism. Though we can have a fair idea
about the overall development of urbanisation,
it may be unwise to look for the developmental
stages of most of the individual urban
settlements. Only about a dozen or so of the
urban settlements, which were the nerve centres
of Buddhism and contributed towards its
manpower as well as provisions, may allow for
this kind of assessment. It cannot be denied that
most of the settlements have more than one
type-names, but the use of this analogy to work

out the developmental history of individual
settlement can only be hazardous. The reason
is that the Buddhists appear to have concentrated
their attention on only a few important urban
settlements as can be seen by way of the
references to them and the suttas preached there.

One interesting comparison of the identified
settlements may be made with those places
where the inscriptions and edicts of Asoka have
been located. But this comparison may actually
be valid only for the Majjhimadesa, where
Buddhismís important debates took place and
suttas were preached. Outside this area,
Buddhism mainly concentrated on a few
settlements like Takkasila. But Asokaís idea of
installation of rock edicts, it appears, was
dictated not only by religious reasons, but many
other considerations. Edicts were installed at
crossroads, strategic locations, and frontier posts
and therefore it is not necessary that every place
associated with Buddhism was expected to have
an edict installed. Furthermore, neither all the
edicts have been located nor are all the
settlements identified.

The normal impression that one gets of ideal
urban settlements in our textual sources is that
they were surrounded by walls and moats,
interspersed with gates and watch-towers, with
smaller settlements having bamboo palisades,
if not any other form of a protective mechanism.
Fortification appears to have been one of the
most important features of those urban
settlements which were either occupied by
ruling classes or located in sensitive areas, for
instance, the frontiers. The security system in
certain cases appears to have given the
impression that the gates of the cities were
guarded with exceptional care. Even important
people, including kings could not gain entry
once the gates were closed (Vin.iv.116f). The
city gates appear to have gained importance
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from the commercial side as well. We are told
of inns and alms-halls at the city gates, various
commodities being sold there, and people
earning their livelihood through the show of their
excellence (J.i.397; iii.129f; iv.390). Specialised

villages and markets also existed near the gates
of important urban settlements like Varanasi,
Rajagaha, and Mithila. This means the city gates
were important places where a lot of commercial
as well as cultural exchanges took place.
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