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A timeline of Ancient indiA

c. 3000 BCE
The Indus Valley 
Civilisation is 
established.

c. 2500 BCE
The cities of Harappa 
and Mohenjo-daro
are built.

c. 1100 BCE
Iron is �rst used
in India.

c. 1600 BCE
The Aryans

invade India. 

c. 750 BCE
Indo-Aryans rule

16 great states in
northern India.

c. 527 BCE
Prince Siddhartha 
Gautama becomes the 
Buddha.

259 BCE
The Mauryan emperor 

Ashoka converts to 
Buddhism.

304 BCE
The Mauryan Empire
is founded.

c. 327 BCE
Alexander the Great of 

Macedon invades India.

200 CE 
Hindus are divided into 
four main castes under 

the Manu code.

220 BCE
The Mahabharata, a 
famous Hindu epic,
is composed.

320 CE 
The Gupta Empire
is launched.

528 CE 
The Gupta empire 
collapses.
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Ancient World And eArly civilisAtions 
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THE ASIA-PACIFIC WORLD

8
Ancient India

8.1 Overview
8.1.1 links With our times

With more than a billion people, India has the world’s 
second largest population. India’s economy is growing 
rapidly and will soon become the world’s third largest. 
Yet while some Indians have become wealthy, there is 
still terrible poverty. Around half of Indian children do not 
have enough to eat. 

India has also become an important trading partner 
for Australia. Large numbers of Indians have migrated to 
Australia, and many Indian students study at Australian 
colleges and universities.

When we speak of ancient India, we refer to the 
Indian subcontinent. Along with modern India, the 
subcontinent includes Pakistan, Bangladesh, Sri Lanka, 
Nepal and Bhutan. In ancient times these modern states 
did not exist. Great civilisations emerged on the Indian 
subcontinent, and some of their customs have survived 
to the present day.

Big Questions
As you work through this topic, look for information that will 
help you to answer these questions:
1 Who were some of the most signifi cant people in ancient 

India?
2 How did the geography of ancient India infl uence its 

civilisations?
3 How were ancient Indian societies organised and governed?
4 What were the main characteristics of Indian culture and 

religion?
5 How do written and archaeological sources help us 

understand ancient India?
6 Why did ancient Indian civilisations rise and fall?
7 What is the signifi cance of the heritage of ancient India?

stArter Questions
1 Why is India considered a land of contrasts?
2 How big is India compared to Australia?
3 Do you think all parts of India are the same?
4 What aspect of Indian culture would you like to learn about?
5 Why is modern Indian important to Australia?
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8.2 Examining the evidence 

8.2.1 How do we know about ancient India?
Ancient India has a rich history spread over more than three and half thousand years. Over this 
time, many diff erent civilisations have cast their infl uence over the subcontinent. Th e oldest of 
these, the Indus Valley Civilisation, originated in what is now known as Pakistan. Archaeologists 
know far more about later ancient Indian civilisations than they do about the Indus Valley. Th is is 
largely due to the fact that the fi rst Indus Valley ruins where only discovered by archaeologists in 
1921. Until this time, the remnants of this incredible culture lay hidden for thousands of years.

It is extremely diffi  cult to fi nd artefacts, records and information about many ancient 
civilisations. Th e main forms of information about ancient civilisations come from pottery, 
engraved stone artefacts and the walls of ancient structures. Some civilisations such as those from 
Rome, Greece, Egypt and China have left behind a considerable legacy of large-scale artefacts. 
Th e records we have from others civilisations, like the Indus Valley, have been more diffi  cult to 
fi nd. Th e Indus Valley Civilisation became known when archaeologists began to unearth two 
of its cities in 1921. Before this time no-one knew that these were the ruins of a very ancient 
civilisation. Most of what we now know about Indus Valley Civilisation has come from the 
excavation of three important sites: Harappa, Mohenjo-Daro and Lothal. Th ese ancient cities 
will be examined later in this topic.

To access videos, 
interactivities, discussion 
widgets, image galleries, 
weblinks and more, go to 
www.jacplus.com.au

source 1 A version of the Greek mathematician Ptolemy’s map of the world, which he drew 
about 150 CE
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Evidence from other civilisations
We also have evidence of connections between ancient India and other civilisations. King Darius I of 
Persia is believed to have sent Greek explorer Scylax of Caryanda on a voyage to the East. On this 
voyage, Scylax travelled down the Ganges until it emptied into the Indian Ocean. Later, Alexander 
the Great conquered the Persian Empire in 334 BCE and then set his sights on India. Although 
his conquests were short-lived, they were signi� cant enough to in� uence Buddhist art in northern 
India. Before Greek exploration, the Buddha was never depicted in human form. It is thought that 
the Greek focus on natural and realistic art in� uenced Indian artists to create anthropomorphic 
depictions of Buddha (see SOURCE 3). 

SOURCE 3 Humanesque depiction of Buddha 
from Gandhara 

[The Indians of the north-west] 
go out to fetch gold — for in this 
region there is a sandy desert .  .  . 
the sand has a rich content of 
gold .  .  . There is found in this 
desert a kind of ant of great size — 
bigger than a fox, but not so big 
as a dog .  .  . [These] Indians plan 
their timetable so as to actually 
get their hands on the gold during 
the hottest part of the day, when 
the heat will have driven the ants 
underground .  .  . When the Indians 
[on their camels] reach the place 
where the gold is, they fi ll the bags 
they have brought with them with 
sand, and start for home again as 
fast as they can go; for the ants (if 
we may believe the Persians’ story) 
smell them and at once give chase; 
nothing in the world can touch 
these ants for speed, so not one of 
the Indians would get home alive 
if they did not make sure of a good 
start while the ants were mustering 
their forces.

SOURCE 2 From The Histories 
by the Greek historian Herodotus, 
written about 440 BCE

8.2 PUTTING IT ALL TOGETHER

USING HISTORICAL SOURCES AS EVIDENCE

1 Engravings from religious buildings provide 
much of the archaeological evidence we have 
from ancient India. List three strengths and 
three weaknesses of this form of evidence.

2 Read SOURCE 2.
a List the observations Herodotus makes 

about India and its culture.
b Evaluate the accuracy of these 

observations.
3 Describe the depiction of the Buddha as 

shown in SOURCE 3. Explain how this 
depiction differs from those seen in India 
before contact with the Greeks.

IDENTIFYING CONTINUITY AND CHANGE

4 Compare SOURCE 1 to a modern map 
of India. Identify and describe the key 
differences.

5 Identify one reason why the differences 
between Ptolemy’s map and a modern map 
might exist.

6 Name three keys cities of the Indus Valley 
Civilisation. Suggest reasons why these cities 
are no longer as important to India as they 
once were.

DETERMINING HISTORICAL SIGNIFICANCE

7 It is easier for archaeologists to learn more 
about ancient Egypt than ancient India. Do 
you agree or disagree with this statement? 
Justify your response.

anthropomorphic 
describing or 
representing something 
as having human traits, 
despite its original lack 
of these characteristics
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8.3 The geography of India
8.3.1 Region and climate
Th e modern nation of India is the seventh largest 
country in the world. Th is in itself is impressive. 
However, if you add other modern nations that 
were once a part of greater India — Pakistan, 
Bangladesh and the island state of Sri Lanka — then 
the Indian land mass is bigger still. It is so big that 
the region is often called the Indian subcontinent. A 
subcontinent is a very large land mass attached to a 
continent. In the case of the Indian subcontinent, 
the land mass is attached to Asia.

Th e Indian subcontinent is made up of three 
geographical regions: the Indian Himalayan 
Region, the Indo-Gangetic Plain and the Deccan 
Plateau.

Th e Indian Himalayan Region is part of the 
Himalayan mountain range. Th ese mountains are 
the highest in the world and provide the snow that 
feeds into three of the subcontinent’s major rivers — 
the Ganges, the Brahmaputra and the Indus. As it 
reaches the Bay of Bengal, the Ganges forms a delta 
that is 350 kilometres wide.

Th e Indo-Gangetic Plain is a fl at, well-watered 
area. It is the most fertile and densely populated 
region of the subcontinent. Its western section is 
drier, merging into the Th ar Desert.

Th e Deccan Plateau in the south is rocky and 
barren. Farmers here use the rivers to water their 
crops. Unlike the rivers of northern India, these 
southern rivers depend on monsoon rains to fi ll 
their banks.

Given its vast size and varied terrain, the Indian 
subcontinent has a wide range of weather patterns. 
Th e seasonal monsoons also infl uence its climate. 
Th ere are six seasons each year: summer, autumn, 
winter, spring, summer monsoon and winter 
monsoon. In the Himalayan north, winters may be 
freezing and, in some areas, summers are cool. In 
the central and southern areas of the subcontinent, 
the tropical climate produces temperatures ranging 
from warm to hot, with some inland areas reaching 
as much as 50 °C in summer.

India’s geographical features had a strong infl uence 
on the location of its ancient civilisations. Th ey 
developed mainly along river valleys that provided 
reliable water supplies, fertile soils for growing crops 
and access to the sea for trading. Such conditions 
were also seen in some of the world’s great early 
civilisations, including ancient Iraq and Egypt.

To access videos, 
interactivities, discussion 
widgets, image galleries, 
weblinks and more, go to 
www.jacplus.com.au

continent one of 
seven very large, 
continuous bodies of 
land; they are Europe, 
Asia, Africa, Antarctica, 
Australia, North America 
and South America

monsoon rainy season 
accompanied by 
south-westerly summer 
winds in South Asia
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source 1 A map of the Indian subcontinent
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8.3.1 Activities 

check your understAnding

1 What is a subcontinent?
2 List the nations that make up the Indian 

subcontinent.
3 Name the three regions of the Indian 

subcontinent.
4 Name the three main rivers of the Indian 

subcontinent.
5 Which region tends to be cool to cold, and 

which regions tend to be warm to hot?

6 Explain how the rivers of the Indian 
subcontinent might have helped to develop a 
civilisation based on farming.

using historicAl sources As evidence

7 Look closely at source 1. Calculate the 
distance of the Indian subcontinent from east 
to west and from north to south.

8 Given the size of the Indian subcontinent and 
the variety in terrain and climate, do you think 
it possible that its population could share the 
same language and culture? Explain.

8.3 Putting it All together

identifying continuity And chAnge

1 Add the following features to a blank map of 
India (you may need to do some additional 
research to locate the areas mentioned):
a major geographical features (rivers, 

mountain ranges, plateaus, deserts)
b main areas of food production
c major cities

d two areas of high population density and 
two areas of low population density.

determining historicAl significAnce

2 Describe the role that rivers have played in 
India’s early history.

3 What other geographic features have 
infl uenced the development of ancient India 
civilisations?

To access videos, 
interactivities, discussion 
widgets, image galleries, 
weblinks and more, go to 
www.jacplus.com.au

8.4 Lost cities of the Indus Valley
8.4.1 The Indus Valley Civilisation
People have lived in the Indian subcontinent since the Old Stone Age. Some rock paintings 
found there date as far back as 50  000 BCE. Th e Neolithic Revolution, when people began 
to settle in farming communities, began about 7000 BCE. Th e fi rst towns and cities in the 
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source 1 The main archaeological sites of the Indus Valley Civilisation
source 2 An Indus Valley stamp-
seal, excavated at Mohenjo-daro 
(see source 1). Seals were designed 
to leave an impression when pressed 
into wet clay. The imprint would be 
fi xed to bundles of merchandise as 
merchants’ marks.
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subcontinent arose around 3000 BCE. � ey � ourished for around 1400 years before their 
mysterious decline. For thousands of years all that was known was that people had once lived in 
the cities, but only the brick ruins remained. What sort of buildings they had been, who built 
them and what became of them — all of this was unknown.

As in Egypt and Mesopotamia, the � rst Indian cities were built in a fertile river valley, with good 
soils and a reliable water supply for growing crops. � is was the valley of the Indus River and its 
tributaries. So this � rst civilisation, arising at much the same time as those in Egypt and Sumer 
(in Mesopotamia), has become known as the Indus Valley Civilisation. It is also sometimes called 
the Harappan Civilisation because Harappa was the � rst of its cities to be excavated.

� e cities of the Indus Valley thrived. Farmers worked the � elds surrounding the cities and o�  cials 
organised the sale and distribution of agricultural produce. � ey had governments and used writing. 
Artisans created ornaments and tools, while traders plied their goods in boats up and down the river 
and its tributaries and even across the sea to Mesopotamia. Artefacts from Mesopotamia have been 
found in the Indus Valley. � is means there were probably trade links between these civilisations.

SOURCE 3 An Indus Valley seal and its impression. Seals such as these have been 
found at the Mesopotamian city of Ur and other sites in that region. Similarly, seals from 
Mesopotamian cities have been found at Indus Valley locations such as the port city of 
Lothal. Animals found on the seals include rhinoceros, elephants, unicorns and bulls.
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SOURCE 4 The Indus Valley Civilisation and Mesopotamia
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8.4.1 Activities 

check your understAnding

1 About how long ago did cities first emerge in the Indus Valley?
2 What geographical feature did the Indus Valley Civilisation share with ancient Egypt and Sumer 

(in Mesopotamia)?

using historicAl sources As evidence

3 Look at source 1.
a Why do you think the cities and other settlements (shown by dots) are mostly located along the 

Indus River and its tributaries?
b Why would Lothal be a suitable place for a port to serve these cities?

4 Consider sources 2 and 3.
a Describe the similarities and differences between these two seals.
b Give two reasons for including both animals and writing on the seals.
c What conclusions can you draw about contacts between the civilisations of Mesopotamia and 

the Indus Valley?
5 Using the scale in source 4, calculate how far people would have had to travel by sea and river 

to trade goods between the Indus Valley and Sumer.

8.4.2 Living in the lost cities
Our knowledge of the structure and function of cities during the Indus Valley Civilisation comes 
from several important archaeological sites. These cities have been well preserved and contain the 
remains of buildings and other pieces of important infrastructure. The largest Indus Valley sites 
that have been excavated are the cities of Harappa and Mohenjo-daro. Four hundred kilometres 
apart, both cities were based on a grid system, much like many modern cities. Each city was 
divided into 12 main blocks and had strong outer walls.

Many buildings were made of kiln-fired bricks similar, even in size, to the kinds of bricks used 
in many modern houses. Historians assume they used kiln-fired bricks because the Indus Valley 
had a wetter climate in those times. Such bricks were harder to make than mud bricks, dried only 
by the sun, but they were more durable in a wet environment. There is evidence that mud bricks 
were also used, but only the kiln-fired bricks have survived.

Most of the people of the Indus Valley would have been farmers. Cities could grow only 
where agriculture could produce a surplus to feed people who were not engaged in farming. 
So we know the farmers must have produced such a surplus. Excavations have given us some 
ideas about other kinds of work. Finds include seals, gold jewellery, combs, bronze statues and 
pottery. Such items would have been made by artisans in the cities and transported and traded 
by merchants.

Features of Mohenjo-daro
The grid system is clearly visible in the modern artist’s impression of Mohenjo-daro shown in 
source 5. There are two levels to the city. The first level is called the Higher Town or the 
‘citadel’. Although it looks like a citadel, or fortress, the Higher Town is actually a mound topped 
by a huge granary and communal baths.

The granary was positioned high above the floodplain and was immense. The inhabitants of 
Mohenjo-daro depended on this building and its vast stores of grain such as wheat and barley. 
The granary needed to be on high ground, beyond the reach of floodwaters. Ox-carts laden with 
produce would have been stationed in the recesses as workers raised produce to the platforms 
above. The surviving walls reveal a row of ventilation ducts. These allowed air to circulate inside 
to prevent the produce from going mouldy. The roof of the granary was probably constructed of 
timber and has long since rotted away.

A brick-lined, sunken structure is thought to have been an enormous bath. Traces of bitumen 
have been found in the bath, suggesting that it was sealed to prevent leakage. While we cannot 
know the purpose of the bath for certain, we can use contemporary knowledge of Indian customs 
to make an informed assumption. Ritual bathing is a common aspect of several Indian religions. 
We can also infer that as the bath has stairs and ledges the Great Bath was used for similar 
purposes. 

grid system a 
street network that 
creates square and 
rectangular blocks

granary place 
for storing grain
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Th e second level of Mohenjo-daro is the Lower Town. Here were the houses of the citizens. 
Like the buildings of the Higher Town, they are made of kiln-fi red bricks. Larger houses often had 
courtyards. Th e windows faced inward and were high above ground level, ensuring privacy. A broad 
street, up to 10 metres wide, runs through the Lower Town, with narrower streets running off  it.

source 5 A modern artist’s impression of Mohenjo-daro. In the centre is the Great Bath and granary in 
the Higher Town.

source 6 The Great Bath of Mohenjo-daro

Harappa
Harappa has similar features to Mohenjo-daro. Th eir populations were also similar: Harappa’s 
is estimated at 35  000 people and Mohenjo-daro’s at 30  000. Th ere is no evidence that a central 
government ruled the whole valley and used one of the cities as its capital.

To access videos, 
interactivities, discussion 
widgets, image galleries, 
weblinks and more, go to 
www.jacplus.com.au
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source 8 Large covered drain at Mohenjo-daro — tall 
enough for a person to walk through

source 7 Structure believed to be a toilet at Mohenjo-daro

source 9 A well at Mohenjo-daro
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There were many wells in Mohenjo-daro. These provided the population with fresh water for 
drinking and washing. They were constructed of special wedge-shaped bricks. Some bricks had 
a groove in them to make it easier to send down a bucket on a rope: the groove prevented the 
rope from slipping sideways and spilling the water. Mud brick often covered the walls of the 
wells. Most wells were built inside dwellings. However, wells have also been found adjoining 
the city streets.

For one of the world’s first cities, Mohenjo-daro was remarkably hygienic. Many of the houses 
unearthed in the city had baths. Structures resembling toilets have also been unearthed. Many 
houses had drainage outlets onto the street, where gutters carried away waste water. Sometimes 
terracotta pipes were used. Chute systems were also used to expel water. Often a notched brick 
was placed at the end of the chute so solid waste could be trapped, preventing rubbish from 
accumulating in the street. Drains below the city streets were enclosed channels big enough for a 
person to walk through. This made it possible for workers to unblock the drainage system if the 
need arose.

8.4.2 Activities 

check your understAnding

1 What two structures dominate the Higher Town at Mohenjo-daro?
2 What substance was used to prevent water leaking out of the Great Bath?
3 What sort of buildings were in the Lower Town of Mohenjo-daro?
4 Explain why the drains under the city streets were so big.
5 What was the purpose of wells at Mohenjo-daro?

using historicAl sources As evidence

6 Look at source 5.
a In a short paragraph, describe the layout of Mohenjo-daro as seen in this source.
b Why do you think the people of Mohenjo-daro would have needed such a huge granary for 

their produce?
c What does such a large single granary tell us about the way society would have been 

organised at Mohenjo-daro?
d From where would they have brought the produce to store in the granary?

7 Why do some historians suggest that the Great Bath shown in source 6 was intended for 
bathing as part of some religious ritual?

8 Describe the features of the structures shown in sources 7, 8 and 9 that could have led 
archaeologists to conclude that these are toilets, drains and wells.

8.4.3 The end of a civilisation
The end of the Indus Valley Civilisation is another mystery. However, historians and 
archaeologists have at least formed some solid hypotheses about the last days of Harappa 
and Mohenjo-daro.

Originally it was thought that the Aryan invasion (see 8.5 Contacts and conflicts: India and 
the ancient world) led to the fall of the Indus Valley Civilisation. Few scholars now accept 
this theory. Firstly, the Indus cities had already been abandoned by the time of the Aryan 
invasion. Secondly, there is no evidence of warfare in or around the cities. There are none of 
the weapons, chariots, armour or remains of men and horses that would have been scattered 
across battlefields. Some skeletons found in Harappa that show signs of violent death were 
once thought to be the victims of Aryan invaders. The problems with this theory are that these 
victims do not occupy strata levels that coincide with the last days of the city itself.

The Indus River flows through an earthquake-prone region and has changed its course 
many times. Excavations reveal that in the last years of Mohenjo-daro there was a series of 
floods and that repairs were carried out in their wake. One earthquake blocked the Indus 
River downstream from Mohenjo-daro, resulting in the creation of a huge lake. This increased 
the flooding problems for the city. There is evidence that Mohenjo-daro was rebuilt at least 
seven times as a result of heavy flooding in the Indus River basin. Most recently, the disastrous 
floods of 2010 (see source 10) threatened the site, although fortunately the floodwaters did 
not reach it. (These floods affected 20 million people; at one point as much as one-fifth of the 
modern country of Pakistan was underwater.)

To access videos, 
interactivities, discussion 
widgets, image galleries, 
weblinks and more, go to 
www.jacplus.com.au

hygienic healthy, 
sanitary 

UNCORRECTED P
AGE P

ROOFS



242 Jacaranda History Alive 7 Victorian Curriculum

c08AncientIndia 242 October 26, 2016 9:16 AM

source 10 NASA images from space showing the fl ooding of the Indus River in 2010. The top image 
shows the Indus River Valley on 10 July, just before the fl oods. The bottom image shows the valley on 
11 August, at the height of the fl oods. These images combine infra-red and visible light to give us a 
clearer picture of the difference between water and dry land. 

10 July 2010

Bare earth is pinkish-brown. Clouds are very light 
blue-green or turquoise.

Vegetation is green.

11 August 2010

The mid and dark blue shows 
the river has clearly burst 
its banks in several places, 
indicating major fl ooding.
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Uplift, almost certainly accompanied by more or less violent earthquake shocks, would not only have 
caused destruction of cities and settlements but would have disrupted the system of river and coastwise 
communications on which the commercial life of the culture must have largely depended. Damage to the 
cities and settlements in the Indus Valley would have been due rather to fl ooding than to the shocks .  .  . 
a point would have been reached when it would no longer have been considered worth the trouble and 
expense of rebuilding  .  .  .

source 11 From Robert R. Raikes, ‘The End of the Ancient Cities of the Indus’, American 
Anthropologist, 1964

A gradual end?
Most historians now believe that the cities were gradually abandoned when it ceased to be practical 
to live in them, but that their culture lived on. Even today there are pottery styles in the Indus Valley 
similar to those of the ancient Indus Valley Civilisation. Th e ox-carts still in use, and the mud brick 
platforms around houses, would have been familiar to anyone from those ancient communities. 
So the Indus Valley Civilisation may not have come to an end after all. Perhaps its culture simply 
blended into, and became a part of, the rich array of cultures that now span the Indian subcontinent.

A careful review of the literature suggests that although the Harappans did experience great natural disasters 
and a dramatic [shift] in their urban process, they never declined or fell at all: the Harappan legacy continues 
to this day.

source 12 From Chris J. D. Kostman, ‘The demise of utopia’, Journal of the Association of Graduates 
in Near Eastern Studies, 1995

8.4.3 Activities 

check your understAnding

1 List two reasons why it is unlikely that the Aryans 
destroyed the Indus Valley Civilisation.

2 What two natural disasters affected the cities of the Indus 
Valley Civilisation?

3 What may have fi nally led to the cities being abandoned?
4 Where might the people have gone after abandoning their 

cities?
5 Outline the evidence that suggests the Indus Valley 

Civilisation was not warlike.

using historicAl sources As evidence

6 How does the evidence of source 10 support the idea 
that the Indus River can cause problems with fl ooding?

7 Why does the author of source 11 say ‘it would no 
longer have been considered worth the trouble and 
expense of rebuilding’?

8 The author in source 12 mentions ‘Harappans’. Who 
were the Harappans? (You will fi nd out by revisiting earlier 
parts of the topic.)

9 According to source 12, what became of the Harappans?

8.4 Putting it All together

using historicAl sources As evidence

1 Compare the photo of the excavated Great Bath at 
Mohenjo-daro in source 6 to the artist’s impression 
of the same location in source 5. Compile a list of the 
similarities and differences. 

2 Review all images of archaeological sites in this learning 
module. Explain why it is diffi cult for archaeologists to 
determine the exact purposes of particular structures and 
buildings?

3 Compare the satellite images in source 10 to the map in 
source 1.
a Which ancient Indian city was fl ooded in August 2010?
b What could modern Indian governments do to protect 

this and other important archaeological sites from the 
dangers of fl ooding?

identifying continuity And chAnge

4 Explain how the cities of Harappa, Mohenjo-daro and 
Lothal was so well preserved?

AnAlysing cAuse And effect

5 Identify the reasons for the fl ourishing of human 
civilisation in the Indus Valley.

6 Compile a table that summarises the factors which 
contributed to the end of the Indus Valley Civilisation.

determining historicAl significAnce

7 Rank the factors identifi ed in question 6 in terms of 
their importance. Which factor was the most signifi cant 
contribution to the decline of the Indus Valley Civilisation?

To access videos, 
interactivities, discussion 
widgets, image galleries, 
weblinks and more, go to 
www.jacplus.com.au

legacy something 
handed down 
from the past

demise death

utopia a perfect social 
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8.5 Contacts and conflicts: India 
and the ancient world
8.5.1 Trade during the Indus Valley Civilisation
From as early as 3000 BCE, members of the Indus Valley Civilisation had begun trading with 
the outside world. Home to unique and exotics items such as precious stones, hardwoods and 
spices, international trade developed quickly in the Indus Valley. Once word of India’s riches 
had spread the region soon attracted explorers and traders from around the ancient world. 
However, India’s abundance of resources also caught the attention of individuals with less 
peaceful intentions, such as Alexander the Great. Evidence of this contact and con� ict has been 
uncovered in several locations around Europe and Asia. In ancient Mesopotamia Indus seals 

have been discovered, at the city Lothal 
we see one of the world’s earliest ports 
and India features prominently in early 
Roman maps. In this subtopic, we will 
learn about ancient Indian civilisations 
and their contact and con� ict with the 
outside world.

� e lost cities of Harappa and 
Mohenjo-daro have provided us with 
incredible insight into the Indus Valley 
Civilisation. As we have seen previously, 
the archaeological remains of these sites 
reveal much about the social, religious 
and political features of the Indus 
Valley. Countless examples of Indus 
Valley Civilisation jewellery, pottery, 
everyday items and seals have been 
discovered at Harappa and Mohenjo-
daro. � ese highly sought-after goods 
would have been traded with other 
civilisations across Asia and Europe. 
� is begs the question of how this trade 
actually occurred. � e answer can be 
found in the ancient port city of Lothal 
(see SOURCES 1 and 2).

Excavated from 1955 to 1960, 
Lothal is one of the oldest docks in 
the world. Goods from Harappa and 
other Indus cities were transported to 
the port at Lothal. Small compared 
to modern examples, the port was 
large enough to house boats capable 
of international journeys. Exiting 
the port via the ancient Sabarmati 
River, these boats then made their 
way down the Gulf of Khambhat and 
across the Arabian Sea. � e Indus 
Valley traders may have then met with 
their Mesopotamia counterparts in 
what we now call Iran. � e strongest 
evidence of this activity comes in 
the form of seals. A small block 

SOURCE 1 A map showing the location of important cities of the Indus Valley 
Civilisation
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SOURCE 2 A photograph of the ancient dock at Lothal

Indus seals imprints 
of stamps found on 
pottery made during the 
Indus Valley Civilisation
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engraved with pictures and writing, seals were used to stamp pottery and other items. Th e 
fact that Harappan seals (see source 3) have been found in places previously occupied by the 
Mesopotamians strongly suggests that trade occurred between these two civilisations. It is also 
interesting to note that activity at Lothal continued many years after the decline of Harappa 
and Mohenjo-daro.

source 3 Harappan pottery stamp seal (left) and modern 
impression (right): unicorn and incense burner 

8.5.1 Activities 

check your understAnding

1 Describe the route taken by traders leaving Lothal.
2 Explain what types of goods were traded from India?
3 Seals can be found on artefacts from many different civilisations across the ancient world. 

Explain the purpose of this practice?

using historicAl sources As evidence

4 What evidence is there to suggest that trade occurred between the Indus Valley Civilisation and 
Mesopotamia?

5 Describe the seal shown in source 3. Explain what you think is represented on the seal. 
6 Look closely at the location of Lothal on the map in source 1.

a Considering that it was a port town, what is strange about its location?
b Given the nature of the location of Lothal, suggest why this may not have been a problem 

during the time the port was in operation.

8.5.2 The Vedic Civilisation
Th e next civilisation to develop in India was named after a collection of sacred writings — mostly 
hymns, prayers and poems. Th ese writings, called the Vedas, form the oldest books of the Hindu 
religion. Th ey were written in Sanskrit, the language of this civilisation. Th e most important of 
these books, the Rig-Veda, was composed around 1000 BCE. Th e Vedic (sometimes called Aryan) 
culture came from western Asia. Some groups of Aryans moved westward into Europe. Others 
entered the Indian subcontinent around 1600 BCE.

Th e Aryans were warlike nomads. With horses and chariots they stormed across the Indus River 
Valley and the fl oodplain of the Ganges River. Th ey had no interest in building cities such as those 
of the Indus Valley Civilisation before them. Th ey were not united as a nation but rather were 
made up of numerous tribes, each ruled by a chief or raja. Often they fought among themselves. 

With civil confl ict common, the Aryans eventually divided their territory into 16 mahajanapadas 
or ‘city-states’. Soon after this, a series of Persian leaders including Cyrus the Great and Darius I, 
invaded Northern India and the Indus Valley. With its strong and well-organised armies, the Persian 
occupation of India continued until that empire was defeated by the famed Macedonian ruler, 
Alexander the Great. Believing the Greek theory that the known world ended in India, Alexander 
invaded northern India and then swept through the subcontinent towards the Middle East. 
Although Alexander’s Indian campaign was swift and ultimately successful, it also included one of 
his most costly battles: the Battle of Hydaspes.

To access videos, 
interactivities, discussion 
widgets, image galleries, 
weblinks and more, go to 
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sanskrit ancient 
Indian language used in 
classical Hindu literature
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source 4 Alexander’s Macedonian and Greek army encountering an Indian army under the 
Hindu king Porus at the battle of the Hydaspes River

8.5.2 Activities 

check your understAnding

1 What is another name for the Vedic Civilisation?
2 List ways in which the Vedic Civilisation was different from the Indus Valley Civilisation.

using historicAl sources As evidence

3 Look closely at source 4.
a Describe some of the weapons and the means of battle engagement. 
b Why may the battle of Hydaspes have been so costly for Alexander the Great?

8.5.3 The Mauryan Empire
Th e Mauryan Empire is believed to have created the fi rst unifi ed Indian state. In 321 BCE a leader 
called Chandragupta Maurya set out to create an empire across the subcontinent. It is believed that 
he was inspired by the exploits of the Macedonian conqueror Alexander the Great. Alexander had 
tried to conquer India only a few years before. When he withdrew from western India, Alexander 
left a power vacuum in the region. Chandragupta took advantage of it.

Ashoka and Buddhism
Th e Mauryan Empire off ered India stable government and a regulated economy. It was also 
during the time of the Mauryans that a system of writing was reintroduced. However, the texts 
that were popular in Mauryan times were not the traditional Hindu religious writings normally 
associated with this group. Instead, they were Buddhist. It was the ambitious and highly 
successful ruler Ashoka who was responsible for this change.

macedonian native 
of Macedon, an 
ancient kingdom 
north of Greece

power vacuum a 
situation in which 
there is a lack of 
political leadership
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Ashoka was the grandson of the founder of the Mauryan Empire, Chandragupta Maurya, and 
he ruled when the Empire was at its peak. With a reputation as a � erce warrior, Ashoka expanded 
his family’s empire until it covered most of the Indian subcontinent including modern-day 
Afghanistan and Bangladesh. However, the years of bloodshed took their toll on Ashoka and 
as a result he began to see the world di� erently. In 259 BCE, Ashoka converted to Buddhism, 
which was a relatively unknown religion at the time. He gave up his violent and warlike ways, 
embracing peace in accord with his new-found beliefs. He even sent Buddhist missionaries to 
other regions and assisted the spread of Buddhism in Asia. So the � rst known writings since the 
fall of the Indus Valley Civilisation were Buddhist religious texts. 

� e Mauryan Empire declined after Ashoka, and � nally fell apart when its last ruler was 
assassinated. A turbulent period directly followed the fall of the Mauryan Empire. � e ancient 
Greek and then Roman empires attempted to assert their control over the subcontinent. 

First, it was the Indo-Greek rulers who invaded India. In nearly 200 years of rule, over 30 kings 
struggled to keep control over the region. Despite the tumultuous political events, Greek culture 
had signi� cant a� ects on Indian life. In fact, as previously mentioned, it was the in� uence of Greek 
art that was responsible for the � rst representation of Buddha in human form. 

� e Roman Empire also had a strong connection to ancient India, particularly in the last stages of 
its rule. Trade between Rome and India was frequent and strong evidence of this relationship exists 
today. � e Greco-Roman document the Periplus of the Erythraean Sea is a record of trade routes and 
partnerships that existed between Rome, North Africa and the Indian subcontinent (see SOURCE 5). 
Archaeological evidence also exists at the southern India site of Arikamedu. Excavations at this site 
have revealed many Roman artefacts including unique Roman pottery, coinage, wine jugs, glass and 
stone beads, and other pieces of jewellery. Evidence suggests these important relationships continued 
well into the reign of the Guptas — the so-called ‘Golden Age’ of India.

To access videos, 
interactivities, discussion 
widgets, image galleries, 
weblinks and more, go to 
www.jacplus.com.au

SOURCE 5 Seventeenth century representation of the Periplus of the Erythraean Sea 
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source 6 An Indian silver coin (c. fi rst century BCE) depicting 
the local ruler wearing Roman-type helmet with bristles

source 7 Buddhist bas-relief in the Ajanta Caves, created during the Gupta dynasty
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8.5.3 Activities 

check your understAnding

1 Who was the first ruler of the Mauryan Empire?
2 What elements of society did the Mauryans offer the Indian people which they had not yet 

experienced?
3 Explain why Ashoka adopted the Buddhist faith.
4 Identify the foreign forces that attempted to control India after the fall of the Mauryan Empire.

using historicAl sources As evidence

5 Create a timeline of the Mauryan Empire using the dates and events mentioned in this section.
6 What do sources 5 and 6 suggested about Indian contact with the Roman Empire?
7 Using the library and the internet, research the Ajanta Caves (see source 7). Explain what you 

have learned about them in your research.

8.5 Putting it All together

using historicAl sources As evidence

1 Using the library and the internet, explore the battle shown in source 4 and its outcome 
This was the first time the Macedonian and Greek army had encountered elephants in battle. 
Find out how useful elephants were in situations like this. Also find out whether Alexander’s 
army was impressed enough by the Indians’ use of elephants to include them in their own 
armed forces.

2 Use Google Maps to locate the cities of Lothal and Arikamedu.
a Identify which port city would have been the most active.
b Explain your answer in part (a).

identifying continuity And chAnge

3 Create a table that summarises the accomplishments of the Vedic and Mauryan empires.

AnAlysing cAuse And effect

4 Explain the relationship (cause and effect) between the following events, people and/or beliefs.
a The writing of the Vedas
b The defeat of Alexander the Great
c Ashoka’s brutal experiences of war
d The assassination of the last Mauryan ruler

determining historicAl significAnce

5 Using the table created in question 3, evaluate the accomplishments of the Vedic and 
Mauryan empires. Which empire do you believe had the most significant impact on the 
development of Indian culture and beliefs? Provide historical evidence to support your 
arguments.

6 Evaluate the impact of foreign countries on ancient Indian society. Which other empire(s) had the 
greatest influence on the development of Indian culture, beliefs and traditions? Provide historical 
evidence to support your arguments.

8.6 The Mauryan Empire: India’s  
first unified state
8.6.1 Chandragupta Maurya and Kautilya
The Mauryan Empire, sometimes called the Mauryan dynasty, ruled over the Indian 
subcontinent from about 323 BCE to 185 BCE. The Mauryan emperors conquered a region 
reaching from Bangladesh in the east to Afghanistan in the west. This was the first state to stretch 
over most of the Indian subcontinent.

The dynasty was founded by Chandragupta Maurya. Little is known of his early life. 
However, we do know that he overthrew the last ruler of the preceding dynasty, the Nanda, 
with the aid of a former Nanda minister, Kautilya. It appears Kautilya helped Chandragupta 
raise an army against his former leader. 

To access videos, 
interactivities, discussion 
widgets, image galleries, 
weblinks and more, go to 
www.jacplus.com.au

UNCORRECTED P
AGE P

ROOFS



250 Jacaranda History Alive 7 Victorian Curriculum

c08AncientIndia 250 October 26, 2016 9:16 AM

source 1 Mauryan silver medallion from 
the second century BCE. It shows riders on 
an elephant, under a decorative umbrella. It is 
likely that they are part of a royal procession. 
Elephants have been used in India for both 
transport and heavy labour for thousands of 
years up to the present day. However, Mauryan 
emperors employed elephants in their armed 
forces as well. Ashoka is reputed to have 
had several thousand war elephants. They 
were used to destroy enemy fortifi cations 
and villages, as well as to trample infantry. 
source 1 in ‘8.5 Contacts and confl icts: India 
and the ancient world’ shows war elephants in 
action against Alexander the Great’s army.

source 2 From an ancient Greek account 
of a report by a Greek ambassador, 
Megasthenes, who had visited the Mauryan 
capital, Pataliputra, on a mission from the 
Seleucid Empire

Megasthenes informs us that this city 
[Pataliputra] stretched in the inhabited quarters 
to an extreme length on each side of eighty 
stadia, and that its breadth was fi fteen stadia, 
and that a ditch encompassed it all round, 
which was six hundred feet in breadth and thirty 
cubits in depth, and that the wall was crowned 
with 570 towers and had four-and-sixty gates. 
The same writer tells us further this remarkable 
fact about India, that all the Indians are free, 
and not one of them is a slave.

stadia the plural 
form of stadium, 
which is a measure of 
about 200 metres

cubit an ancient 
measure of length, 
based on an 
adult’s forearm

Kautilya is also credited with compiling 
a set of rules on running a government, 
called � e Arthashustra. Some of these 
rules appear ruthless and cruel. For 
example, the punishment for murder 
was not just death but torture too. If you 
injured someone in a drunken brawl you 
would have your hand cut off . However, 
� e Arthashustra also laid the basis for 
responsible administration. For example, 
Kautilya advised the ruler to meet every 
petitioner who entered his court, and not 
leave them to talk only to his offi  cials. Th is, 
Kautilya said, would avoid confusion and 
discontent that might lead to rebellion, 
and would ensure satisfaction with the 
ruler’s government.

Kautilya’s rules laid the basis for a 
powerful unifi ed government across the 
subcontinent. Th e Mauryan Empire was 
divided into districts run by administrators 
whose duty it was to report to the emperor. 
It was their job to ensure law and order, 

source 3 Bas-relief from the Great Stupa of 
Sanchi. It shows what appears to be a festive scene 
from a Mauryan city.

bas-relief a carving 
or relief sculpture 
that projects from a 
fl at background

medallion a coin-
shaped, usually metal 
decorative disk
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provide troops for the army and collect taxes. Th e central government kept a network of spies to 
ensure that these district offi  cers followed directions properly. In this way India became a single 
state under central rule. Th e state regulated the economy and introduced a standardised system of 
weights and measures.
The observations of Megasthenes
Th e effi  ciency of the Mauryan Empire under Chandragupta is described in the only written 
primary source apart from � e Arthashustra. Th is is an account by a Greek ambassador, 
Megasthenes, from the Seleucid Empire. We know that Megasthenes visited the court of 
Chandragupta as a representative of the fi rst Seleucid emperor, Seleucus Nikator, one of 
Alexander the Great’s generals. Th e empire founded by Seleucus ruled over much of the old 
Persian Empire from 313 to 65 BCE. In source 2, Megasthenes describes the wonders of 
Chandragupta’s capital city, Pataliputra. According to Megasthenes, it was a vast and splendid city 
ringed with a high wooden wall and 570 towers. 

Th e account Megasthenes wrote about India, called Indika, has been lost. What have survived 
are small infrequent references to it in the works of other Greek writers. Added together, these 
have helped us to build up a picture of India under Chandragupta Maurya. 

Chandragupta extended the Mauryan Empire across the northern half of the subcontinent, 
expanding westwards into lands held by the Seleucid Empire. In 324 BCE he pushed Seleucid 
garrisons out of the Indus Valley. Seleucus Nikator tried to regain this region but was defeated in 
battle in 305 BCE. After Chandragupta’s death his son Bindusara continued to extend Mauryan 
power. He conquered 16 kingdoms. But the ruler under whom the empire would grow to its 
furthest extent was the next emperor, Ashoka. 

Deepen and check your understanding of the topic with the 
following resources and auto-marked questions:
mauryan empire

8.6.1 Activities 

check your understAnding

1 Create a timeline and insert on it the events mentioned in this subtopic.
2 Who was the leader credited with creating the fi rst unifi ed Indian state?

using historicAl sources As evidence

3 Describe what you believe is happening in source 3. How does this source help us understand 
what life was like in the Mauryan Empire?

4 To what extent does source 3 support Megasthenes’ description of a Mauryan city in 
source 2?

8.6 Putting it All together

using historicAl sources As evidence

1 How do we know from sources 1 and 3 that during the Mauryan Empire Indians relied heavily 
on the elephant? How was the elephant helpful to them? 

identifying continuity And chAnge

2 Which empire did Chandragupta drive out of the Indus Valley, thus expanding the Mauryan Empire?
3 Identify and explain the administrative changes undertaken by Kautilya.

AnAlysing cAuse And effect

4 How do you believe the changes identifi ed in question 3 allowed the Mauryans to control India?

determining historicAl significAnce

5 It was Kautilya not Chandragupta who was responsible for the success of the early Mauryan 
Empire. Do you agree or disagree with this statement? Justify your response. 
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8.7 Ashoka the Great
8.7.1 The warrior repents
Chandragupta’s grandson Ashoka was remarkable not 
only by the standards of ancient India. Th e famous 
and respected English writer H. G. Wells, in his book 
A Short History of the World, claimed that Ashoka was 
‘the greatest ruler in world history’! Often referred to as 
‘Ashoka the Great’, in this subtopic we will see exactly 
why this ruler was so ‘great’ and why he was seen as such 
an important individual.

Like his predecessors Chandragupta and Bindusara, 
Ashoka was a warrior king. He was already a successful 
general under his father, putting down several rebellions. 
After their father’s death Ashoka vied with his brothers 
for the throne, a struggle that Ashoka eventually won. 
Legend claims that Ashoka may have even killed his 
brothers during this confl ict. 

Over the next eight years Ashoka conducted wars 
of conquest that extended the Mauryan Empire to 
its furthest limits. His fi nal military campaign was in 
Kalinga, a kingdom on the north-east coast of India. 
During this bitter campaign tens of thousands were 
slaughtered and the cities of Kalinga sacked.

source 2 Another of Ashoka’s pillars, this one with a single lion on top, at Kolhua. Behind it is a 
Buddhist stupa.

source 1 A stamp issued on 
15 August 1949, the second 
anniversary of modern India’s 
independence. It shows lions on 
top of a pillar erected by Ashoka at 
Sarnath in northern India.
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source 3 Map of India showing the furthest extent of the Mauryan Empire, as achieved by Ashoka. Also 
shown are the sites where Ashoka erected his rock or pillar edicts.
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Th en something truly amazing and profound happened to Ashoka. It is said that when Ashoka 
visited the battlefi elds and ruined homes of the Kalingans, the sight of so much death and 
suff ering sickened him, and he vowed never to wage war again. Although he had probably already 
regarded himself as a Buddhist, he now underwent a complete transformation and devoted 
his life to Buddhist principles. Ashoka vowed to look after his people in the same way that a 
father looks after his children. To this end, he promised he would extend his empire no further 
through war. Instead, Ashoka sent missionaries to persuade people to live according to the moral 
principles of the Buddhist faith. 

The edicts of Ashoka
Much of what we know about Ashoka’s rule we learn from edicts inscribed on pillars and rocks 
that were erected throughout the empire. According to the edicts, Ashoka provided medical care 
for people and animals alike, and planted shade and fruit trees to be enjoyed by all. Sacrifi ces 

edict order issued 
by a sovereign to his 
or her subjects
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were banned, as was hunting, a sport that Ashoka himself had loved in his youth. Th e burning of 
forests for agriculture was banned, because this could harm animals that sheltered there. Ashoka 
also promoted a vegetarian diet to refl ect his care and regard for the animal world. Many of the 
harsh punishments decreed by Chandragupta’s chief minister, Kautilya, such as torture and the 
death penalty, were abolished. Parents, teachers, priests, servants and those practising religions 
other than Buddhism — all were to be equally respected.

Th e edicts of Ashoka can be seen as demonstrations of dharma (or dhamma) — the moral 
teachings upon which Buddhism is based. Essentially, dharma recognised the individual’s duties 
and obligations to both other people and animals, and to nature. 

Following Ashoka’s death in 232 BCE, his son succeeded in bringing Buddhism to Sri Lanka, 
but such achievements failed to halt the rapid decline of the Mauryan Empire. Nonetheless, the 
Mauryan Empire had provided India with a model for a unifi ed state and represented a high 
point in its history.

Dhamma is good, but what constitutes Dhamma? [It includes] little evil, much good, kindness, generosity, 
truthfulness and purity. I have given the gift of sight in various ways. To two-footed and four-footed beings, 
to birds and aquatic animals, I have given various things including the gift of life. And many other good 
deeds have been done by me.
 People see only their good deeds saying, ‘I have done this good deed.’ But they do not see their evil 
deeds saying, ‘I have done this evil deed’ or ‘This is called evil.’ But this [tendency] is diffi cult to see. One 
should think like this: ‘It is these things that lead to evil, to violence, to cruelty, anger, pride and jealousy. 
Let me not ruin myself with these things.’ And further, one should think: ‘This leads to happiness in this 
world and the next.’

source 4 From the pillar edicts of Ashoka

8.7.1 Activities 

check your understAnding

1 What was Ashoka’s relationship to Chandragupta?
2 How did Ashoka change after witnessing the appalling suffering brought about by war with Kalinga?
3 Where were the edicts of Ashoka inscribed?
4 What is dhamma?

using historicAl sources As evidence

5 Examine source 1. Why do you think modern India’s government, on the second anniversary 
after independence, issued a stamp with one of Ashoka’s pillars on it?

6 Why do you think Ashoka inscribed his edicts on monuments, as seen in sources 1 and 2?

8.7 Putting it All together

using historicAl sources As evidence

1 Explain how source 3 supports the idea that Ashoka was trying to get his message across to 
all Indians through his edicts?

2 Discuss how Ashoka’s edicts, as shown in source 4, differ from the ideas of Chandragupta’s 
chief minister, Kautilya, described in 8.6 The Mauryan Empire: India’s fi rst unifi ed state? How do 
you think Ashoka’s subjects would have felt about these changes?

identifying continuity And chAnge

3 Describe how the Mauryan Empire grew under Ashoka’s rule.

AnAlysing cAuse And effect

4 Describe the effects a life of battle had on Ashoka.
5 How did Ashoka’s reign infl uence religious observance in ancient India?

determining historicAl significAnce

6 Now you have read about Ashoka, what do you think inspired H. G. Wells to describe him as ‘the 
greatest ruler in world history’?

To access videos, 
interactivities, discussion 
widgets, image galleries, 
weblinks and more, go to 
www.jacplus.com.au
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8.8 The religions of Ancient India
8.8.1 Hinduism and the natural world
As we have learned earlier, India’s unique geographic characteristics enabled the expansion of human 
civilisations in the area. Th e plentiful waters of the Ganges, Brahmaputra and Indus rivers became 
the life-blood of the Indian people. Enriching the surrounding lands, these rivers allowed people to 
farm and cities to grow. Th e importance of the natural world can be seen in the evolution of Indian 
religions, with environmental themes particularly apparent in Hinduism, Buddhism and Jainism. In 
the following sections, we will investigate some of India’s oldest religions and discover the ways in 
which they represent, symbolise and seek to protect the natural world.

Th e oldest of the world’s major religions, Hinduism is followed by almost 80 per cent of modern 
Indians. Hinduism is full of symbols, references and customs that relate to the natural world. In 
fact, the very name India is derived from the word Hindu, which comes from the Sanskrit word 
sindh, meaning ‘river’. Ancient Hindu texts, including the Vedas and the Mahabharata, frequently 
mention the divine presence in nature. Th ey describe how Hindu gods such as Krishna often took 
the form of features in the natural world. As such, animals and the environments in which they 
lived had to be worshipped and protected. Th ese texts also taught that humans had a duty to live in 
harmony with the natural world. Th is duty is often referred to as dharma. A word used across many 
diff erent Indian religions, dharma can be described as a person’s responsibility to follow religious 
and cultural teachings and laws.

source 1 An exert from the Sanskit verse 
Srimad Bhagavata Mahapurna (2.2.41) 

Ether, air, fi re, water, earth, planets, all 
creatures, directions, trees and plants, rivers 
and seas—they all are organs of God’s body. 
Remembering this, a devotee respects all 
species.

Hinduism explained
Hinduism is both a pantheistic and polytheistic 
religion. Th e fi rst term describes religions that see 
the entire universe as being divine. Pantheists do not 
believe in a single god-like being but rather see god 
in all aspects of the natural world. Th is means that 
Hindus are also polytheists as they worship the natural 
world through a variety of divine beings. Another key 
Hindu belief is reincarnation, through which a person’s 
spirit or soul is reborn in another body after death. 
Hindus believe that after many cycles of death and 
rebirth the individual may achieve joy and freedom 
through eventual unity with a universal spirit, called 
Brahman.

Hindus also believe that a person’s current life will 
determine what form the next life will take. If you 
perform religious duties and live a moral life, you may 
be born to a higher class in the next life. But a sinful life 
would mean being born into some lower life, perhaps 
as a poor person, a slave or an animal. Hinduism 
holds that every living thing contains a part of the 
universal spirit and is therefore sacred. For this reason, 
vegetarianism is widely practised. Cows are particularly 
honoured and protected.

source 2 During the Ganesha Festival in August, Hindus 
place statues of the elephant god, Ganesh, in their homes and in 
decorated tents to receive his blessing. On the eleventh day, the 
statues are taken to a river or the sea and immersed in water.
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source 3 Hindus bathing in the Ganges River during a major religious festival in northern India. They 
believe that the water of the Ganges purifi es the soul and washes away sin.

source 4 A sadhu, or Hindu holy man, at the Ardh Kumbh Mela, the world’s largest religious festival. Millions 
of Hindus attend this festival, held twice a year at the meeting place of the Ganges and two other rivers.
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8.8.1 Activities 

check your understAnding

1 What percentage of modern Indians identify as Hindus?
2 Explain dharma and how it relates to the natural world?
3 Explain what is meant by a ‘divine presence in nature’.
4 List examples of three monotheistic and three polytheistic religions.
5 Explain the concept of reincarnation. 

using historicAl sources As evidence

6 Consider the sources included in this section. From what you have learned in this topic, why do 
you think water plays a key role in these Hindu festivals?

7 What do you believe the phrase ‘they are all organs of God’s body’ refers to?

8.8.2 The caste system
As in all ancient societies, civilisation brought increased inequality with privileged classes 
oppressing less privileged classes. In India, class diff erences were reinforced by religious ideas 
as the Indo-Aryan conquerors set about creating oppressed classes out of the peoples they 
conquered.

From Vedic times, Hinduism divided society into classes called castes. Th e caste system 
(see source 4) was a means of social control — of keeping people in the social classes into which 
they were born. From around 200 CE, four main castes were described under the Manu code. 
Th ese castes were the Brahman or priestly class, warriors and landowners, farmers and craftsmen, 
and Untouchables or outcasts. Th ese main castes developed further into a complex system of 
hundreds of castes, each with its own rules, occupations and restrictions. A contested verse of 
the Purusha Sukta states that the castes originated from diff erent parts of giant deity, Purusha. 
It claims that the Brahmin came from its mouth, the kshatriya from its arms, the vaisya from 
its thighs and sudra from its feet. Th e dalit or untouchables were not mentioned in the verse. 
However, in recent years, historians and commentators have doubted whether the verse was 
actually written during the Vedic period. In modern times there have been attempts to change 
this social system.

source 5 This social pyramid represents the main castes and social classes of ancient India by about 
the time of the Mauryan Empire. Children were born into a caste. It was almost impossible to move 
between castes, especially as Sudra and Untouchable children were denied any formal education. 
Buddhism rejected the caste system.

SUDRA

VAISYA

BRAHMIN
Priests, scholars,
religious teachers

KSHATRIYA
Rulers, warriors 

and administrators

Business class
of land-owning
farmers, merchants
and traders

Working class
of artisans,

peasants and
labourers who

were often
treated 

as slaves

UNTOUCHABLES
People outside the caste system who worked as cleaners 

or launderers, or who handled dead people, 
dead animals or human waste
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8.8.2 Activities 

check your understAnding

1 During which period of ancient Indian history 
was the caste system introduced?

2 Identify and explain the key reason for the 
introduction of the caste system?

3 Which two groups occupied the top caste of 
the system?

4 Why was the lowest ranked group known as 
the Untouchables?

using historicAl sources As evidence

5 Create a visual representation of the caste 
system (as shown in source 5). You can 
either copy the format shown in this source 
or create a new image.

6 Why would someone have written the 
Purusha Sukta after the Vedic period? What 
purpose might the author have had?

8.8.3 Buddhism and the natural world
A deeply spiritual religion, Buddhism originated in India and then spread throughout Asia 
and beyond (see source 6). Buddhism also sees humankind as part of a sacred natural world. 
Buddhism advocates contentment. Th e Buddha taught that humans must understand nature 

source 6 Map showing the spread of Buddhism within India up to the fi rst century CE
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source 7 Statue of the Buddha 
from Gandhara region in northern 
Pakistan, fi rst century CE
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8.8.2 Activities 

check your understAnding

1 During which period of ancient Indian history 
was the caste system introduced?

2 Identify and explain the key reason for the 
introduction of the caste system?

3 Which two groups occupied the top caste of 
the system?

4 Why was the lowest ranked group known as 
the Untouchables?

using historicAl sources As evidence

5 Create a visual representation of the caste 
system (as shown in source 5). You can 
either copy the format shown in this source 
or create a new image.

6 Why would someone have written the 
Purusha Sukta after the Vedic period? What 
purpose might the author have had?

8.8.3 Buddhism and the natural world
A deeply spiritual religion, Buddhism originated in India and then spread throughout Asia 
and beyond (see source 6). Buddhism also sees humankind as part of a sacred natural world. 
Buddhism advocates contentment. Th e Buddha taught that humans must understand nature 

source 6 Map showing the spread of Buddhism within India up to the fi rst century CE
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source 7 Statue of the Buddha 
from Gandhara region in northern 
Pakistan, fi rst century CE

in order to satisfy their needs without harming the natural world. Whenever 
humans became corrupted by unrestricted greed, both humanity and the 
natural world suff ered. Buddhists see the natural world as being fi lled with 
interconnections. Buddhism also teaches that humans must achieve a balance 
between themselves and the environments in which they live. An important 
element of Buddhism has always been the belief that people can be reincarnated 
as animals. In Buddhist thought, this provided another reason for a gentle 
relationship with nature, and sympathy and respect for all living creatures.

Buddhism explained
Buddhism was founded by a Hindu prince named Siddhartha Gautama in the 
sixth century BCE. After observing the suff ering of people in his kingdom, 
Siddhartha decided to give up his worldly riches and seek deeper truths about 
life. It is said he lived as a hermit for seven years, and then set out to teach 
people what he called the Four Noble Truths. It is at this time that people began 
calling him the Buddha, which means ‘the Enlightened One’.

Th e Four Noble truths are:
 • All people, regardless of wealth, suff er pain.
 • People suff er pain so long as they remain locked in the cycle of the soul’s 

reincarnation — through birth, death and rebirth.
 • Pain is caused by the desire, or craving, for things.
 • To overcome desire, a person must follow the Eightfold Path.

Th e Eightfold Path is concerned with the seeking of wisdom, resisting 
and freeing the mind from wrongdoing, serving one’s neighbours, and ‘right 
concentration’ or meditation. Th e goal is to rid oneself of desire. By following 
this path, the Buddha taught, one could achieve nirvana, a state of spiritual 
peace and joy, free from worldly desires and attachments, suff ering and 
individual consciousness. Th e soul ceases to exist as it comes into harmony with 
the universe.

Buddhism spread throughout ancient India, but by the twelfth century CE it 
had lost much of its infl uence. Today there are about fi ve million Buddhists in 
India. But Buddhism also spread throughout much of Asia, including China, 
Japan, Tibet, Korea and South-East Asia. Today its infl uence is more marked in 
these countries than in India.

8.8.3 Activities 

check your understAnding

1 Who was Siddhartha Gautama?
2 According to Buddhist belief, what happens to the soul when it reaches nirvana?
3 Name three modern countries where Buddhism is one of the major religions?
4 Explain what is meant by the Eightfold Path?

using historicAl sources As evidence

5 According to source 1, in which part of India were most centres of Buddhism by 
about 200 BCE?

6 What do you notice about the representation of the Buddha shown in source 2?

8.8.4 Jainism and the natural world
Another of ancient India’s three religions, Jainism is often mistakenly seen as a branch of Hinduism 
and Buddhism. Although the three religions do share common values and ideas, Jainism should 
be viewed as a separate belief system. One of the most important principles in Jainism is ahimsa, 
or non-violence. Jains believe that violence against any living thing is wrong and must be avoided 
at all costs. Th ey believe that living a non-violent life will bring you closer to holiness. For this 
reason, Jains commonly practice vegetarianism and adopt lifestyles that reduce their environmental 
impact. Strict Jains will even sweep the ground in front of them to avoid killing insects. Th is custom 
demonstrates just how important the natural world is in Jainism.
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Jainism explained
Ahimsa is not the only important aspect of Jainism. In fact, it is only one of the fi ve major vows 
that all Jains must take. By fulfi lling these vows, Jains believe that all people have the opportunity 
to become gods. Th e Five Vows of Jainism are:
 • ahimsa — non-violence
 • satya — truthfulness
 • asteya — non-stealing
 • brahmacharya — celibacy/chastity
 • aparigraha — non-attachment.

By living their lives according to these vows, Jains attempt to seek liberation from the cycle 
of reincarnation in which they also believe. Once a person attains liberation, their soul becomes 
immortal and stays in an ever-lasting state of bliss. In modern times, Jainism remains a relatively 
minor religion in India. It was popularised in the Western world by the famous Indian political 
leader, Mahatma Gandhi. Th ough not a Jain by birth, Gandhi’s non-violent methods of protest 
closely follow the teachings of Jainism. 

source 8 An explanation of Jainism symbols

Right faith
Right knowledge
Right conduct

Abode of the
Liberated Souls

Swastika
shows
Four
Destinies
of Worldly
Soul

Raised hand is
symbol of
protection and
blessing

Heaven

Human

Animal

Hell

Non-
violence

Mutual interdependence of all lives

Three dots
show Triple
Faith for
Liberation

8.8.4 Activities 

check your understAnding

1 Explain the concept of ahimsa.
2 Why do many Jains practice vegetarianism? 
3 What are the Five Vows of Jainism?
4 Choose one of Five Vows of Jainism and 

explain it in further detail (you may need 
to conduct further research to answer this 
question).

5 What do Jains believe happens to the soul 
after a person attains liberation from the 
cycle of reincarnation?

using historicAl sources As evidence

6 Use source 8 to complete the following 
table.

Symbol Element of 
Jainism

Meaning

8.8.5 Rites of passage in Ancient India
Life-cycle events are a large part of many religions. In Catholicism, a new-born baby’s baptism is 
a signifi cant religious event, as is a bar or bat-mitzvah to a young Jewish boy or girl. In ancient 
India, life-cycle events were known as samskara. A term with diff erent meanings, in this instance 
samskara refers to the moment in the lives of Hindus, Buddhists and Jains. source 9 outlines the 
most important samskara in Hinduism.
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source 9 The most important samskara in Hinduism

Samskara Description

Garbhadhana A ritual that signifi ed the intent to conceive a child

Pumsavana A ritual to increase the chances of conception

Simanatonayana ‘Parting of the hair’ ceremony; completed to ensure the safe delivery of a baby

Jatakarman A ritual to celebrate the birth of a baby

Namakarana A baby-naming ceremony usually performed on the tenth to twelfth day after its birth

Nishkramana A ritual during which a baby is formally introduced to the world for the fi rst time; the 
timing usually corresponds to sunrise or sunset

Annaprashana A ritual during which a baby will eat solid food for the fi rst time

Chudakarana The ritual of a child’s fi rst haircut (usually involves shaving the head, especially for boys)

Karnavedha An ear-piercing ceremony that in modern times is more common for girls than boys

Vidyarambha A ritual to celebrate the beginning of a child’s education

Upanayana A rite of passage during which a child receives a sacred thread, usually from a teacher

Praishartha A ritual that marks the beginning of the study of sacred texts including the Hindu Vedas

Keshanta and 
Ritusuddhi

Rituals that mark a young man’s fi rst shave (the former) and a young woman’s fi rst 
menstruation cycle (the latter) 

Samavartana A ritual to celebrate graduation from the education system

Vivaha The range of rituals in a marriage ceremony

Antyeshti Funeral rites often including cremation

source 10 A modern example of the upanayana ritual

There are many reasons why ancient Indians took part in these rituals, and continue to 
do so today. Th e most simple of these reasons is that the various samskara allowed people to 
demonstrate their commitment to what they believe. Take the ritual of upanayana, for example. 
Conducted between a guru (teacher) and a student, this ritual is conducted by only the upper 

To access videos, 
interactivities, discussion 
widgets, image galleries, 
weblinks and more, go to 
www.jacplus.com.au

UNCORRECTED P
AGE P

ROOFS



262 Jacaranda History Alive 7 Victorian Curriculum

c08AncientIndia 262 October 27, 2016 10:09 AM

three castes of Indian society. � e ceremony marks the beginning of a student’s educational 
journey. Yet more importantly, it also signi� es a young person’s acceptance as a full member of 
their community. During the ceremony, a sacred thread is tied across the student’s chest. While 
it may need to be replaced over the years, this thread is worn for the remainder of the bearer’s 
life — a constant reminder of their connection to their beliefs.

Death and funerary customs
� e concept of death in ancient Indian belief systems is extremely interesting. With the belief 
in incarnation strong in many Indian religions, death is seen as a transition from one life into 
another. For Hindus, the funerary ceremony, or antyesti, signi� es the separation of the soul from 
the body. For this reason, adults are usually cremated with their ashes scattered either in a sacred 
river such as the Ganges or a place of importance to the deceased. � e funeral occurs in that 
days that follow the death and is usually presided over by the oldest son of the grieving family. 
An interesting, but rare, custom in Indian funerals is the use of professional mourners. People 
referred to as rudaali are employed by the grieving family to attend the funeral. Rudaali are 
only employed by members of the upper castes who, because of their status, are not allowed to 
publically show their emotions. Due to this social restriction, the role of the rudaali is to mourn 
on their behalf.

Cremation was also practiced by Buddhists in ancient India. Buddhist monks would chant 
with the grieving family while the body was set alight. � eir prayers were thought to help the 
soul of the deceased leave the body and transition into its next incarnation. Another Buddhist 
funerary custom was the construction of stupa. Found at monasteries and religious centres, stupas 
usually took the form of a hemispherical structure. � e shape of the stupa represents the original 
burial mounds of the Buddha. While the central mound was usually left plain and undecorated, 
the surrounding walls and arches were covered with elaborate engravings. On early Indian stupas, 
the Buddha himself was never depicted in human form. Instead, the Buddha was represented 
through symbols such as the footprints shown in SOURCE 12. Within the structure, the relics of 
great Buddhist scholars and monks were stored. Small ceramic, stone or metal stupas were also 
used to house the ashes of the deceased. It was (and still is) common for these smaller stupas to 
become the focus of family shrines. 

SOURCE 11 The Great Stupa at Sanchi and a small personal stupa
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SOURCE 12 Engraved stupa walls at the Great Stupa of Sanchi, showing footprints 
of the Buddha with a wheel — the Ashoka Chakra — embedded in them

8.8.5 Activities 

CHECK YOUR UNDERSTANDING

1 Provide a broad defi nition of samskara.
2 Why do people participate in the various 

rituals explained in this section?
3 Explain why death is such an important event 

in Indian society?
4 Who were rudaali and what was their role?
5 What does the shape of a stupa represent?

USING HISTORICAL SOURCES AS EVIDENCE

6 After reading the table in SOURCE 9, list the 
three rituals that you found most interesting. 
Explain your choices.

7 Examine SOURCE 12. What object is located 
within the Buddha’s footprints? What is the 
signifi cance of this object? (You made need to 
do some research to answer the last part of 
this question.)

To access videos, 
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8.8 PUTTING IT ALL TOGETHER

USING HISTORICAL SOURCES AS EVIDENCE

1 Compare representations of Hindu gods (such as Ganesha in SOURCE 2) with representations 
of the Buddha (shown in SOURCE 7). What are the major differences between these two religious 
fi gures?

IDENTIFYING CONTINUITY AND CHANGE

2 To what extent is the caste system still functioning in India today?
3 The customs of ancient India share nothing in common with modern Indian society. Discuss this 

statement, using examples to support your arguments.

ANALYSING CAUSE AND EFFECT

4 Death is an important event in Indian society. Explain what each of India’s three major religions 
believe happens to the soul after death.

DETERMINING HISTORICAL SIGNIFICANCE

5 The major religions of India are closely linked through shared beliefs and customs. Evaluate the 
accuracy of this statement with examples. 

6 Discuss the ways in which connections to the natural world are present within Indian religions.

8.9 SkillBuilder: Analysing 
different perspectives

How do we analyse the different perspectives of people in ancient India?

Primary sources often give different perspectives because not everyone will have seen an event or 
problem from the same point of view. It is important to analyse different perspectives, especially for 
bias and propaganda when trying to determine what happened in the past.

Go to your learnON course 
to access:
• An explanation of the skill 

(Tell me)
• A step-by-step process to 

develop the skill, with an 
example (Show me)

• An activity to allow you 
to practise the skill 
(Let me do it)

• Questions to test your 
application of the skill 
(Applying skills)
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8.10 Review
This final subtopic provides a range of opportunities  
for you to review and respond through:
i revising and checking your historical knowledge
ii demonstrating your ability to apply historical concepts 

and skills.

Go to your learnON course to access:
• A key chronology of events relevant to the topic
• A summary of the key knowledge presented in 

the topic
• A ‘Big Questions’ activity
• A multiple choice topic test
• Short answer or extended writing responses

Interactivity
Ancient India timeline
Create a visual timeline of 
key events in ancient India.
int-2940
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