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DEPTH STUDY 3: THE ASIAN WORLD

TOPIC 3a
Ancient India

3a.1 Overview
Numerous videos and interactivities are embedded just where you need them, at the point of learning, in 
your learnON title at www.jacplus.com.au. They will help you to learn the concepts covered in this topic.

LEARNING SEQUENCE
3a.1 Overview
3a.2 Chronology
3a.3 Geographical setting
3a.4 Indus Valley civilisation
3a.5 Aryan invasions
3a.6 Beliefs and philosophies
3a.7 Ashoka
3a.8 The spread of Indian influence
3a.9 The Gupta Empire

3a.10 Daily life in ancient India
3a.11 Art, architecture and literature
3a.12 Technology and science
3a.13 Ancient India’s impact on the world
3a.14 Research project: Unlocking the secrets of the Indus Valley
3a.15 Review

LEARNING OBJECTIVES
In this topic students will investigate:

• The physical features of the ancient society and how they influenced the civilisation that developed 
there 3a.3

• Roles of key groups in the ancient society in this period (such as kings, emperors, priests, merchants, 
craftsmen, scholars, peasants, women), including the influence of law and religion 3a.5, 3a.6, 3a.7, 3a.9, 
3a.10

• The significant beliefs, values and practices of the ancient society, with a particular emphasis on at least 
one of the following areas: warfare, or death and funerary customs 3a.4, 3a.5, 3a.6, 3a.10

• Contacts and conflicts within and/or with other societies, resulting in developments such as the expansion 
of trade, the rise of empires and the spread of philosophies and beliefs 3a.5, 3a.7, 3a.8, 3a.11, 3a.12, 3a.13

• The role of a significant individual in the ancient Asian world, for example Chandragupta Maurya, Ashoka, 
Confucius or Qin Shi Huangdi 3a.7, 3a.9

3a.1.1 Introduction
India’s population of 1183 million is 50 times that of Australia, although India’s area is about half that of 
Australia. One in every six people in the world lives in India. As India rapidly industrialises, it will be, 
along with China, one of the world’s superpowers. India is also considered the world’s largest democracy.

It is a country where culture and religion have been closely linked. An important factor in the way India 
has developed has been its geography. The Indian sub-continent is connected to the Eurasian landmass, 
yet its geographical features have made it a separate unit. The northern part of India is isolated from the 
Eurasian landmass by the world’s highest mountain ranges, while its south is isolated by the Indian Ocean.
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During the ancient period, India had one of the earliest city-based civilisations. Its religious leaders have 
been acknowledged around the world; its art has made a significant impact; and it has made important con-
tributions to science and mathematics.

Indian people taking part in a religious procession for the Hindu festival of Dussehra. Two of them are dressed 
as the gods Rama and Laxman.

Starter questions
1. Match each of the following items related to India with the matching term.

(a) India’s capital 1. Hinduism

 (b) Most sacred river 2. Cow

 (c) Religion of majority 3. New Delhi

 (d) Animal considered sacred 4. Sari

 (e) Religion of Taj Mahal 5. Ganges

 (f) Traditional women’s dress 6. Tandoori

 (g) Modern India’s from of Government 7. Islam 

 (h) Method of cooking in clay oven 8. Democracy

2. How big is India compared to Australia?
3. India is considered the world’s largest democracy. What does this mean?
4. Why is modern Indian important to Australia?

 Watch this eLesson: Ancient India (eles-0000)

ONLINE ONLY

3a.2 Chronology
3a.2.1 Evidence of ancient India
The earliest stone tools discovered in India were very basic. However, discoveries dated to around 30 000 
years ago reveal a greater variety of stone tools for different purposes. These are more finely made, with 
carefully worked edges. Rock art found in caves and rock shelters depicts animals and human activities 
such as gathering honey and dancing.
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Settled agriculture 8000–3000 BCE
The earliest agricultural settlements found so far 
are located in present-day Pakistan and date back 
to 8000 BCE. Wheat and barley were cultivated 
and sheep and goats were domesticated, although 
wild gazelle were still an important meat source. 
Houses at this time were of mud brick.

Over the next 3000 years, pottery appeared 
and cattle were domesticated. Baked bricks were 
now used in buildings and burials became more 
complex: tombs had brick walls, and goods such 
as baskets, stone or bone tools, and bangles were 
buried with the body.

The Indus Valley civilisations
As the number of settlements increased along 
the Indus Valley and its surrounding hills, some 
of the settlements close to the rivers developed 
into the first cities in the region. The two settle-
ments that have been most thoroughly excavated 
are Mohenjo-Daro and Harappa. Mohenjo-Daro 
and Harappa each covered an area of about half a 
square kilometre (see section 3a.4).

Hinduism and Buddhism
Around 1000 BCE, during the later stages of the 
Indus Valley civilisation, waves of new immi-
grants from the area between the Black Sea and 
the  Caspian Sea moved eastwards into northern 
India. Historians of the early twentieth century 
gave the name Aryans to these people. They spoke 
a language belonging to the  Indo- European 
family — the same family as the major European 

SOURCE 1 Indian rock art from the end of the 
Old Stone Age (Palaeolithic), depicting men on 
horses going hunting
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SOURCE 2 Timeline showing the main dates and 
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languages. Their beliefs fused with those of the original inhabitants, and Hinduism, the religion followed 
by the majority of Indians today, developed out of this. 

 By 500 BC, cities and towns had developed, especially in northern India. In this environment two new 
religions — Jainism and Buddhism — developed out of Hinduism (see  section 3a.6 ). 

 Kingdoms and empires 
 For the next thousand years India was divided into a complex arrangement of small kingdoms.  Occasionally 
one dynasty was able to dominate much of northern and central India. In ancient times the two most sig-
nifi cant of these were the Mauryan Empire, ruling from 321–185 BCE (see  section 3a.7 ) and the Gupta 
Empire, ruling from 320 CE to around 400 CE (see  section 3a:8 ).   

 3a.2 Activities 
 To answer questions online and to receive  immediate feedback  and  sample responses  for every question, 
go to your learnON title at  www.jacplus.com.au .  Note:  Question numbers may vary slightly. 

 Check knowledge and understanding 
1.    Place the following periods of Indian history in their correct chronological order: 

•    Mauryan Empire 
•    Indus Valley civilisation 
•    Stone tools 
•    Jainism and Buddhism 
•    Hinduism 
•    Aryan migrations 
•    Gupta Empire     

 Develop source skills 
2.    Carefully study   SOURCE 1  . 

(a)    Identify the different hunting methods used.  
(b)   Identify the different animals depicted.     

  3a.3  Geographical setting 
 3a.3.1 The land 
 For most of its history, India included the modern states of Pakistan and Bangladesh and so, in a study of 
ancient India, these regions are included. 

  The Indian  sub-continent  can be divided into three major regions: 
1.     Deccan Plateau . This is a raised area of ancient rocks that forms most of the central and southern 

portion of India. It is higher on the west. Most of the land is between 300 and 1000 metres high.  
2.    Mountain ranges . The Himalayas and other mountain ranges form India’s northern boundary and 

contain the highest peaks in the world. Combined with India’s long coastline, these ranges acted as a 
barrier to the outside world.  

3.    Alluvial plains of the Ganges and Indus rivers . Between the mountains in the north and the Deccan 
Plateau in the south lies a great alluvial plain of 800 000 square kilometres. The plain is rich with 
nutrients from the Ganges and Indus rivers and their tributaries, which fl ow from the Himalayas to 
the sea. This area supports over half of India’s population and it has been fought over by invaders 
throughout India’s history.   
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 India also includes a wide range of latitudes. 
Stretching from the 37th parallel north to the 
8th parallel near the equator, the country has a 
range of zones: in the north are mountains and 
deserts, while parts of the south are tropical.  

 India’s major land connection to the rest of 
the world is through the Indus Valley to moun-
tain passes that link it with the west. It was 
through these passes that a series of invaders 
came, who made their contribution to the com-
plex society that is India today. 

 These passes were also the means by which 
Indian merchants could connect with the Silk 
Road: the trading route that stretched across 
Asia from China to the Roman Empire. 

  SOURCE 2  A waterfall in the state of Karnataka on the 
western edge of the Deccan Plateau  

  SOURCE 1  Map of India showing the three geographical regions and major rivers    
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Having a coastline on the Indian Ocean later became an asset, as India was linked by sea to a large 
 portion of the world — to Africa, the Middle East and Europe in the west; and to South-East Asia and 
China in the east.

3a.3.2 Climate
From February, at the start of spring, the Indus and Ganges rivers are fed by the melting snows in the 
 Himalayas. By the end of May, the flow of water is reduced and much of the land begins to dry out. This is 
when Indians search the sky for the heavy clouds that mark the beginning of the monsoon period. However, 
in some years the monsoons do not come, and drought and famine are the result.

There are two monsoon periods. The south-west monsoon arrives in the south-east in early June and 
reaches the north-west in July. The north-east monsoon follows the reverse path and brings heavy rain to 
the south-east in October and November.

Excluding the mountain ranges in the north and a narrow strip along the south-west coast, India has a 
climate similar to that of northern Australia. Its main features are:
 • a rainy season from June to October
 • a cool season from November to February
 • a hot season from March to May, becoming particularly humid just before the monsoon breaks.

SOURCE 3 Some rainfall and temperature figures for three Indian cities

City Highest rainfall Coolest month (°C) Hottest month (°C)

Delhi July, 211 mm 7–21 (January) 27–41 (May)

Mumbai July, 945 mm 16–31 (January) 26–33 (May)

Chennai Nov, 309 mm 21–28 (December) 28–38 (May)

3a.3.3 The people
There are significant differences in language, culture and appearance as one moves from the south to the 
north in India.

Some traces in the south show that the first wave of settlers came to India from Africa about 50 000 years 
ago. The indigenous settlement of Australia may have been part of this migration.

The second group to settle India arrived about 30 000 years ago. They once occupied all of India, but are 
now mostly in the south of India. These people are darker and more lightly built than those in the north. 
Languages spoken in the south, such as Tamil and Malayalam, belong to a rare family of languages known 
as Dravidian.

A third wave of migration took place around 5000 years ago. Around this time, people from central Asia, 
between the Black and Caspian seas, moved into Europe and South Asia. Sometimes called Aryans, they 
settled in the north of India and brought with them languages that were more closely related to Greek and 
Persian. This language family is called Indo-European, and languages such as English, French and Italian 
are in the same family. The Indo-European-speaking settlers in India replaced the Dravidians in the north. 
See section 3a.5 for more detail.

3a.3 Activities
To answer questions online and to receive immediate feedback and sample responses for every question, 
go to your learnON title at www.jacplus.com.au. Note: Question numbers may vary slightly.

Check knowledge and understanding
1. Briefly describe the three main geographic regions of India.
2. What are two ways in which mountain passes have played an important part in India’s history?
3. The inhabitants of ancient India broadly represented three waves of migration. Complete the table below.
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  3a.4  Indus Valley 
civilisation 
 3a.4.1 Lost cities of the Indus 
Valley 
 Between about 2600 and 1700 BCE — 
 coinciding with the era of the Middle Kingdom 
in Egypt — many fl ourishing cities existed along 
the valley of the Indus River. The Indus River 
fl ows through modern Pakistan. The two best 
known sites are Harappa and Mohenjo-Daro. 

  3a.4.2 Archaeology of the sites 
 The site of Harappa was noticed by European 
explorers in the early nineteenth century. The 
fi rst formal excavations were done in 1920 and 
1921 by the Archaeological Survey of India, led 
by Rai Bahadur Daya Ram Sahni. 

 Mohenjo-Daro was discovered two years later 
by R. D. Banerji, also from the  Archaeological 
Survey of India, and excavations continued 
through the 1930s. The work continued after World War II, but in 1964 further excavations were banned for 
some time because exposed structures were decaying. 

 Recent work has involved carefully mapping other Indus Valley sites as well as fi nding ways to conserve 
the exposed structures. 

 Mohenjo-Daro 
 Harappa and Mohenjo-Daro had similar layouts. Wide roads divided each city into rectangular blocks and 
these blocks were then divided by lanes. Houses opened onto three lanes. There was a separate raised area 
to the west of each city. This was probably for defensive purposes and has been called a  citadel .  

 Develop source skills 
4.    Referring to   SOURCES 1   and   3  , name one city that gets its rain from: 

(a)    the south-west monsoon  
(b)   the north-east monsoon.    

5.   From the text and the information in   SOURCE 3  , in what months would it be best to visit: 
(a)    Delhi  
(b)   Chennai?   
 Give reasons for your answer, taking into account the temperature and the amount of rain.   
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  SOURCE 1  Map of the location of the major sites of 
the Indus Valley civilisation    
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 Mohenjo-Daro is the 
better preserved of the 
two cities. This is partly 
because Harappa was 
raided for building mate-
rials in the 1850s when a 
railway was built there. 
Mohenjo-Daro city is 
1  kilometre by 0.6 kilo-
metres and its main roads 
divide it into rectangular 
blocks about 360 metres by 
240 metres. These blocks 
are criss-crossed by narrow 
lanes. The exterior walls of 
the houses here were made from bricks fi red in a kiln rather than from sun-baked bricks. This is evidence 
that brickmaking was a specialised activity.  

 Many houses had staircases that would have led to a second storey.  Earthenware  drainage pipes ran 
from bathrooms to the main drains (built of bricks) that ran along the streets. 

 Built on a 10-metre-high artifi cial hill to the west of the city was the citadel, which measured 420 by 
180 metres in area. Two features that stand out are the Great Bath and the granary. The Great Bath was 
rectangular, 2.4 metres deep, and had steps going into it on the north and south. The granary also occupied 
a large area. It appears to have been specially designed for storing grain and keeping it dry; however, no 
actual grain has been found there. 

 Among the artefacts archaeologists have found in  Mohenjo-Daro are  hundreds of seals, probably used 
by merchants to stamp their goods. The seals feature pictures and a form of writing that has still not been 
deciphered.   

  SOURCE 2  A modern artist’s reconstruction of the citadel at Mohenjo-Daro, 
with the city in the background. In the centre is the Great Bath and in front of 
that is a building that has been called the granary.  

  SOURCE 3  The elaborate drainage 
system of Harappa. Note also the 
uniform size of the bricks.  

  SOURCE 4  A plan of the city of Mohenjo-Daro  
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Deepen and check your understanding of the topic with the following 
resources and auto-marked questions:

 �      Indus Valley civilisations   

 3a.4 Activities 
 To answer questions online and to receive  immediate feedback  and  sample responses  for every question, 
go to your learnON title at  www.jacplus.com.au .  Note:  Question numbers may vary slightly. 

 Check knowledge and understanding     
(a)    Name two of the major cities of the Indus Valley civilisation.  
(b)   What features did these two cities have in common?     

 Develop source skills 
1.    Carefully study   SOURCES 2  ,   3   and   4  . Using these sources and referring to the text, identify the evidence 

that the Indus Valley civilisation was very advanced for its time. Present your work in a table like the one 
below.      

 Evidence  Deductions from evidence 

 Regular pattern for main streets  High level of social organisation to be able to control 
planning of city 

  3a.5  Aryan invasions 
 3a.5.1 End of the Indus Valley civilisation 
 The Indus Valley civilisation came to an end around 1700 BCE. There are some signs that the quality of 
building materials and techniques had begun to decay before this. A variety of reasons for this have been 
suggested, including: 
 •    climate change and increased fl ooding  
 •   degradation of the environment due to the removal of trees to make the fi red bricks  
 •   attacks by the latest wave of Indo-European-speaking migrants.   

 However, without written evidence, much of this remains guesswork. 

 3a.5.2 A new migration 1700–1000 BCE 
 As we saw in  section 3a.3 , the languages spoken in the north of India belong to the Indo-European family 
of languages. The early form of these languages was brought to India by the Aryans in the middle of the 
second millennium BCE. 

 These Indo-European-speaking people originally came from central Asia, between the Caspian and Black 
Seas. Some moved west — these people were the ancestors of the Greeks. Others moved east — these were 
the ancestors of the Iranians and northern Indians. In the past, historians called these people Aryans, and 
although the word has been tainted because of its use by the Nazis, it is still commonly used.   
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  SOURCE 1  A map showing the Aryan migrations of the fi rst millennium BCE    
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  SOURCE 3  A description of the role of the god Varuna, from the Rig Veda 

 Unto the sovereign lord sing a sublime and solemn prayer, one dear unto glorious Varuna, who has spread out 
the earth as the butcher does the hide, by way of a carpet for the sun. 

 Varuna has extended the air above the trees; he has put strength in horses, milk in cows, willpower in hearts, 
fi re in waters and soma upon the mountains. 

 Varuna poured out the leather bag, opening downward, upon the heaven and earth and the mid region. 
Thereby does the lord of the whole creation moisten thoroughly the expanse of the earth as rain does the corn. 

  Adapted from  Sources of Indian Tradition , volume 1, 
William Theodore de Bary (ed.), Columbia University Press, 1958, p. 9.  

   SOURCE 2  The area in modern north Pakistan through 
which the Aryans passed on their way to India 

 The Aryan settlement 1000–600 BCE 
 The evidence for the Aryan settlement of 
northern India comes mainly from religious 
texts known as the Vedas — a  Sanskrit  
word meaning ‘knowledge’. These were not 
written down until about 600 BCE but they 
had been part of an oral tradition for hun-
dreds of years before that. 

 These texts describe a society of tribal 
people, unlike the city-dwelling Indus Valley 
people whom they replaced. However, they 
did bring with them horses and chariots, and 
they had mastered the production of iron. 
They used this to make ploughs, which could 
turn heavy earth for agriculture. Cattle were 
also very important to them and were even 
used eventually as a unit of currency.  
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 3a.5.3 Beliefs 
 Aryan gods 
 Although connections can be seen between Aryan beliefs and those of other Indo-Europeans, many changes 
had also taken place. For example, the Greek god Zeus was known as Dyaus to the Aryans, although he 
was less important. 

 The greatest of the Aryan gods was Indra, who was both a war god and weather god. He could destroy 
his enemies with a thunderbolt, just like the Greek god Zeus or the Nordic god Thor. 

 Second in importance was Varuna (possibly related to the Greek god Uranus). He was seen as a mighty 
emperor and as the one who created and  maintained moral order in the world. Evildoers would be punished 
by Varuna. 

 At this time Vishnu was a less important god associated with the sun and with sacrifi ce. He would later 
become one of the most important gods in Hinduism. However, the main god associated with sacrifi ce was 
Agni. As god of the fi replace, Agni was also a domestic god, and acted as the messenger of the gods. 

 Sacrifi ce 
 Sacrifi ces of animals (and sometimes of humans) formed part of many ancient religions. Sacrifi ces were 
done with the aim of pleasing the gods and winning favourable treatment from them. 

 This was certainly true of the Aryans. The religious text  Rig Veda  is concerned with the great sacrifi ces 
organised by chiefs. It was important that these sacrifi ces be carried out correctly, and this was the role of 
the priests, called  brahmans . The sacrifi ces could take place over several days and often involved many 
animals being slaughtered. 

 The horse sacrifi ce began a year before the coronation of the king. First, the fi nest possible horse was 
chosen. It was sprinkled with water and then allowed to roam for a year. Any territories it travelled over 
were considered to have been conquered by the king. After the horse had wandered for a year, the main cer-
emony began and continued for three days. On the fi rst day, 21 animals were tied to stakes and sacrifi ced 
to Agni, the god of fi re. On the second day the chosen horse was harnessed with three others to a highly 
decorated chariot. The king and a senior offi cial then climbed into the chariot and it was driven to a sacred 
pool. More animals were sacrifi ced, and then the chosen horse was smothered. 

 3a.5.4 Class and caste 
 The Aryans believed that there were different and quite distinct roles for people to play in society. They 
brought with them a system of three classes, or varna. The three classes were: 
 •     brahmans  — priests  
 •    kyshatriyas  — warriors  
 •    vaishyas  — labourers.   

 However, they seem to have developed a fourth class to take account of the Dravidian-speaking inhabit-
ants, whom they called  shudras . These people were forbidden to take part in the Indo-European religious 
ceremonies. Finally, a fi fth class of ‘untouchables’ or  panchamas  was created for those who performed 
dirty and menial jobs. 

 Over time, this system became far more complicated, and the classes were further divided into hundreds 
of different categories based on a person’s birth and occupation. These were called jati — a word meaning 
‘birth’ (see  section 3a.10 ).  

 3a.5 Activities 
 To answer questions online and to receive  immediate feedback  and  sample responses  for every question, 
go to your learnON title at  www.jacplus.com.au .  Note:  Question numbers may vary slightly. 
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 Check knowledge and understanding 
1.    Where did the Aryans come from?  
2.   Why is the group of languages spoken in northern India called Indo-European?  
3.   Match each of the following descriptions with the appropriate Aryan god. 

(a)    The god of war and the sky  
(b)   The god responsible for moral order who punished evildoers  
(c)   The god of sacrifi ce and fi re       

4. (a)    Name the three social classes brought to India by the Aryans  
(b)   Identify the two additional classes introduced as they settled in India.    

5.   Explain how varna and jati differ in the Indian social system.   

 Develop source skills 
6.    From evidence provided in   SOURCE 1  , explain the link between the languages spoken in northern India, such 

as Hindi, and languages spoken in Europe.   

  3a.6  Beliefs and philosophies 
 3a.6.1 Religions of ancient India 
 During the sixth and fi fth centuries BCE there was 
lively growth in religious and philosophical ideas, 
not just in India but around the world. It was the 
time of philosophers and prophets who often ques-
tioned the old religious beliefs: Socrates in Greece, 
Confucius in China, Elijah in Israel and Zoroaster 
in Iran are examples.  

 This change came with the increasing develop-
ment of city life. The religion brought to India by 
the Aryans shared many features with religions 
in Greece and Rome. For example, gods were 
connected to natural events such as thunder and 
 lightning, and animal sacrifi ces played an impor-
tant role. In India, with the infl uence of Dravidian 
beliefs, early forms of Jainism, Buddhism and 
 Hinduism began to evolve. 

 3a.6.2 Jainism 
 The founder of the ancient Jain religion was Mahavira, who lived in the sixth century BCE. Jains are those 
who follow the  jinas  — the ‘victorious ones’ who have discovered a path to salvation. To live as a Jain 
involves turning your back on earthly pleasures and preferably living as a monk. The central virtue of a 
Jain’s life is  ahimsa  — non-violence. This was the creed drawn on by Mahatma Gandhi in his fi ght to lib-
erate India from British rule in the twentieth century. 

 This belief in non-violence extends to all living things, so a Jain monk must strain his water to avoid 
drinking insects and sweep the ground in front of him so that living things are not crushed as he walks. For 
the ordinary person, being a Jain means being a vegetarian and not taking alcohol or drugs. It also means 
not having any occupation that could involve killing people or animals. This includes agriculture, which 
was the occupation of the majority of Indian people in the sixth and fi fth centuries BCE. Because of these 

  SOURCE 1  Images from Mohenjo-Daro: (a) ‘The 
Priest-King’, an 18-cm-high statuette thought to 
be connected with religion; (b) a merchant’s seal, 
possibly with religious signifi cance   

(a)
(b)
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SOURCE 2 Statue of a Jain 
saint, Gomateshwara, in 
Mysore, India

prohibitions, most Jains were involved in business or finance. Jain statues 
are of serene people who are confident in themselves and do not depend 
on gods.

3a.6.3 Buddhism
The founder of Buddhism was also a historical figure. Siddhartha was 
brought up in luxury, and protected from the outside world.

However, when Siddhartha was a young man, he saw an old man, a sick 
man and a dying man. These encounters made him aware of how much 
suffering was part of life. When he saw a wandering hermit, Siddhartha 
was inspired to become one himself. He stole away from his family and 
set out to find the cause of suffering and what might be its cure.

He tried to learn from teachers and imposed a harsh discipline on him-
self. But this did him no good. Then, during a night of meditation under a 
sacred tree, he gained a full understanding of what life was about. It was 
here that he became the Buddha — the enlightened one. He subsequently 
travelled to Varanasi on the Ganges, which was then, and still is, India’s 
most sacred city. SOURCE 4 is an account of how, in a deer park outside 
Varanasi, Buddha taught what he considered the basic truths.

SOURCE 3 An extract from a Jain scripture. ‘Heroes’ refers to the founder Mahavira and his ancestors.

Oh man, refrain from evil, for life must come to an end.
Only men foolish and uncontrolled are plunged in the habit of pleasure.
Live in striving and self-control, for hard to cross are the paths full of insects.
Follow the rules that the heroes have surely proclaimed.
Heroes detached and strenuous, subduing anger and fear,
Will never kill living being, but cease from sin and are happy.
‘Not I alone am the sufferer — all things in the universe suffer!’
Thus should man think and be patient, not giving way to his passions.
As old plaster flakes from a wall, a monk should make thin his body by fasting.
And he should injure nothing. This is the Law taught by the Sage.

Sources of Indian Tradition, volume 1, William Theodore de Bary (ed.),  
Columbia University Press, 1958, p. 61.

SOURCE 4 The Four Noble Truths of Buddhism

The noble truth of sorrow. Birth is sorrow, age is sorrow, disease is sorrow, death is sorrow; contact with the 
unpleasant is sorrow; separation from the pleasant is sorrow, every wish unfulfilled is sorrow.

The noble truth of the arising of sorrow. It arises from craving, which leads to rebirth, which brings delight 
and passion, and seeks pleasure now here, now there — the craving for sensual pleasure, the craving for 
continued life, the craving for power.

The noble truth of the stopping of sorrow. It is the complete stopping of that craving, so that no passion 
remains, leaving it, being emancipated from it, being released from it, giving no place to it.

The noble truth of the way which leads to the stopping of the sorrow. It is the Noble Eightfold Path — right 
views, right resolve, right speech, right conduct, right livelihood, right effort, right mindfulness and right 
concentration.

Adapted from Sources of Indian Tradition, volume 1,  
William Theodore de Bary (ed.), Columbia University Press, 1958, pp. 98–9.
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Buddhism in practice
Buddhist teaching accepted that not 
everybody was suited for the highest 
levels of enlightenment, but for those 
who wanted a life closer to the higher 
levels of the Eightfold Path, there was the 
order of monks known as the Sangha.

Buddhists also realised that this world 
was imperfect and that people needed to 
be governed or ruled. However, it was 
important that the ruler himself was just 
and fair. Today the Dalai Lama, the leader 
of Tibetan Buddhism, travels the world 
meeting leaders of all political parties to 
encourage them to follow the same prin-
ciples of justice.

3a.6.4 Hinduism
The majority of Indians found Jainism and Buddhism too challenging. Instead, they followed their tradi-
tional beliefs. Hinduism developed as a mingling of the past with some ideas from Buddhism and Jainism. 
For instance, elements of modern Hinduism are evident in artefacts from the Dravidian culture of the Indus 
Valley. These include the role of spiritual exercises such as yoga, the worship of the cow (see SOURCE 1B) 
and the sacred fig tree. Aryan features in modern Hinduism include the sacred role of fire and the inclusion 
of certain Aryan gods, such as Vishnu.

SOURCE 5 The Dalai Lama at a public meeting in Ontario, 
Canada, in October 2001

3a.6 Activities
To answer questions online and to receive immediate feedback and sample responses for every question, 
go to your learnON title at www.jacplus.com.au. Note: Question numbers may vary slightly.

Check knowledge and understanding
1. Give examples of religious reformers during the fifth and sixth centuries BCE in each of the following regions.

(a) China
(b) Israel
(c) Greece
(d) Iran

2. Why does a devout Jain sweep the ground in front of him as he walks?
3. What were the four things Buddha saw that led him to give up his life as a prince and to search instead for 

spiritual truth?
4. In Buddhism, what was the Sangha and what was its purpose?

Develop source skills
5. What elements of Jainism does SOURCE 2 depict?
6. Review SOURCE 3 and write down four things a Jain should do.
7. In SOURCE 4, what is the way to end dissatisfaction and ‘stop the sorrow’?
8. Refer to SOURCE 5. What part of his role is the Dalai Lama playing here?
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  3a.7  Ashoka 
 3a.7.1 The Mauryan Empire 
 In 326 BCE, Macedonian leader Alexander the Great 
commenced an invasion of northern India. Despite ini-
tial successes, his troops were exhausted by years of 
warfare and persuaded him to stop. 

 Alexander and his troops retreated; travelling 
through the Persian Gulf aboard 800 ships built and 
sailed by Indians, they eventually returned to Babylon, 
where, in 323 BCE, Alexander died aged 33. Control 
of his vast empire was then divided up among his gen-
erals. In the eastern region, which is covered by mod-
ern-day Iran and Afghanistan, the dynasty in control 
were the  Seleucids . 

 Just three years after Alexander’s retreat from India, 
the fi rst Indian Empire began. Chandragupta Maurya 
was the fi rst of the Mauryan rulers. In 321 BCE, he 
made his capital the city of Pataliputra on the Ganges 
River. By 303 BCE, Chandragupta was strong enough 
to win Macedonian territory in the west from the 
Seleucid king. Despite this victory, relations between 
the Seleucids and Chandragupta remained very good. 
There was a marriage alliance between the two dynas-
ties and ambassadors moved back and forth between 
the two empires. 

  Expansion of the Mauryan Empire continued under 
Chandragupta’s son Bindusara, and by the time of Bind-
usara’s death the empire included most of the sub-continent. States in the south 
submitted to Mauryan rule, with the exception of the state of Kalinga, which 
was strong because of the wealth gained from trade along the north–south and 
east– west routes. 

 3a.7.2 Ashoka – a Buddhist ruler 
 Ashoka, the grandson of Chandragupta and son of Bindusara, ruled for 
40 years from 272 BCE to 232 BCE. He is the fi rst Indian ruler about whom 
there is extensive written evidence. This evidence comes from reports to his 
people carved throughout his reign. In the early years, these were carved 
onto cliffs and inside caves. Later he had his inscriptions carved on tall 
 pillars built throughout India.  

 In his inscriptions, Ashoka mentions contacts with many other rulers in 
Egypt, Syria and Macedonia. His closest contacts were with the successors 
of Alexander the Great in the Seleucid Empire, where he continued the close 
diplomatic relations made by his father and grandfather. 

 Eight years into his reign, Ashoka fi nally conquered the eastern state of 
Kalinga. According to Ashoka, 150 000 people were deported, 100 000 were 
killed and many more died. The conquest caused such devastation and loss 
of life that it led Ashoka to renounce violence. 

  SOURCE 2  Ashokan Lion 
Pillar, third century BCE. 
The four lions represent 
control of the spirit. They 
are now the emblem 
of the modern Indian 
Republic.  
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  SOURCE 1  Map showing the expansion of the 
Mauryan Empire in India    
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Ashoka had been interested in Buddhism for some time, but his final conversion came about because he 
regretted the human cost of the battle against Kalinga. However, he ensured that despite his own conversion 
to Buddhism, as emperor he maintained respect for the two other major religions in India: Hinduism and 
Jainism. As seen in SOURCE 3, the key word he used was righteousness, which is a translation of the San-
skrit word dharma — a concept common to all three religions.

SOURCE 3 An edict of Ashoka’s inscribed on a rock. Here, calling himself ‘the Beloved of the Gods’, he refers 
to the consequences of the battle of Kalinga.

Now the Beloved of the Gods regrets the conquest of Kalinga, for when an independent country is conquered, 
people are killed, they die, or are deported, and that the Beloved of the Gods finds very painful and grievous. 
And this he finds even more grievous — that all the inhabitants — brahmans, ascetics, and other sectarians, 
and householders who are obedient to superiors, parents and elders, who treat friends, acquaintances, 
companions, relatives, slaves and servants with respect, and are firm in their faith — all suffer violence, murder 
and separation from their loved ones …

I have had this inscription of Righteousness engraved that all my sons and grandsons may not seek to gain 
new victories, that in whatever they gain they may prefer forgiveness and light punishment, that they may 
consider the only valid victory the victory of Righteousness which is value both in this world and the next.

Sources of Indian Tradition, volume 1, William Theodore de  
Bary (ed.), Columbia University Press, 1958, pp. 143–4.

Ruling an empire
In a text about government written at this time, it was said that a king should be assisted by ten main 
officers: a religious adviser, a deputy, a prime minister, a military commander, a counsellor, a judge, a 
scholar, an economic adviser, a minister and an ambassador.

The area around Ashoka’s capital was ruled directly by the king, but the rest of the empire was divided 
into four provinces, then districts and villages.

Ashoka spelled out his ideas on how to govern in statements carved into seven pillars spread throughout 
the empire. He gave governors responsibility to ‘judge and punish’ and to ensure that they brought  ‘welfare 
and happiness to the people of the provinces and … help to them’. Because of the Buddhist and Jain 
rules against killing animals, when Ashoka toured his empire, he gave up hunting and instead gave gifts 
to brahmans, ascetics (people who give up worldly pleasures) and the aged. He also organised practical 
things such as planting mango orchards and having shelters and wells built along the main roads of the  
kingdom.

3a.7.3 Ashoka’s significance
Although the Mauryan Empire lasted only another fifty years, Ashoka’s influence became very important 
in India’s struggle for independence from Britain in the first half of the twentieth century. It was a factor 
in independence leader Mahatma Gandhi’s non-violent resistance to the British, as it was seen as evidence 
that India could again be a great power.

When India regained its independence from Britain in 1947, the Wheel of the Law from Ashoka’s pillar 
(SOURCE 2) was placed in the centre of the Indian flag and the lions became the symbol of India.

However, modern Hindu nationalists play down the role of Ashoka. Ashoka believed in religious freedom, 
but nationalists believe that to accept religions other than their form of Hinduism would weaken the Indian 
state.

UNCORRECTED P
AGE P

ROOFS

diacriTech
Highlight

diacriTech
Highlight



c03aAncientIndia_Online.indd Page 17 15/07/17  1:11 AM

Jacaranda Retroactive 1 NSW Australian curriculum History Stage 4, Topic 3a

3a.8 The spread of Indian influence
3a.8.1 An increase in Indian influence
The break-up of the Mauryan Empire into smaller independent states was actually a period of great eco-
nomic growth as well as intellectual and spiritual activity. During this time, Indian culture would have a 
significant impact in Europe, South-East Asia and China.

For hundreds of years, Indian boats had carried goods to and from Africa and South-East Asia. The 
Indians discovered from the Arabs that timing sea voyages with the monsoon periods (see section 3a.3) 
made for faster trips between ports.

Europeans had some knowledge of India. The Greek historian Herodotus, during the fifth century BCE 
(about the same time as the Buddha), wrote about crocodiles in the Indus River, Indian cotton and the 
extremes of climate in the north-west of India.

During the first two centuries CE, there was a dramatic increase in the regions influenced by Indian cul-
ture. This was a combination of the effects of religion and a widening of trade.

Buddhism and Hinduism at this time were having a very strong impact on Indian society, and they were 
also carried by traders into South-East Asia. Traders would often spend months in foreign ports, waiting for 
the monsoon season to return to India. They continued their religious practices in the countries they visited, 
and local inhabitants adopted these religions.

3a.8.2 Increased trading contact with China and the West
A trading route from India through Afghanistan joined the Silk Road — the major route between Rome 
and China. By the first century CE, the Romans had conquered much of what had formerly been the 

3a.7 Activities
To answer questions online and to receive immediate feedback and sample responses for every question, 
go to your learnON title at www.jacplus.com.au. Note: Question numbers may vary slightly.

Check knowledge and understanding
1. Who was the first ruler of the Mauryan dynasty?
2. What relation was Ashoka to the founder of the Mauryan dynasty?
3. Why do we know more about Ashoka’s reign than all previous Indian rulers?
4. How were Ashoka’s beliefs changed by his experiences in the battle against Kalinga?

Develop source skills
5. Identify what part of SOURCE 2 has been used in the Indian flag, shown here.
6. Refer to SOURCE 3.

(a) Explain why Ashoka was so affected by the battle with Kalinga.
(b) What message does he want to give his sons and grandson?

Explanation and communication
7. Conduct an internet search using the term ‘Ashoka pillar edicts’ to locate text and video sources. Use your 

findings and information in the text to:
(a) identify Ashoka’s beliefs about religious tolerance and non-violence
(b) demonstrate the importance of Ashoka’s ideas in India’s struggle for independence
(c) explain why Hindu nationalists would be opposed to some of Ashoka’s message.
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Macedonian Empire, creating another link with Rome and making the Roman Empire a major trading 
partner of India. We can see evidence of this increased contact in the following examples. 
 •    The Roman emperor Augustus (see topic 2c) met twice with Indian offi cials in the period 25–22 BCE.  
 •   Hoards of Roman coins, dating back to the times of the emperors Augustus, Tiberius and Nero, have 

been found in India.  
 •   In 99 CE, an Indian ambassador congratulated the emperor Trajan on his succession.   

 There is also evidence of a Roman trading settlement in south-east India. Indian exports to Rome 
included pepper, precious stones, pearls, silk and other textiles. The Romans, however, had little that the 
Indians wanted in exchange. Around the middle of the fi rst century CE, the Roman writer Pliny was con-
cerned that too much Roman gold was fl owing into India and China in return for luxuries from these coun-
tries (see  SOURCE 2 ).  

  SOURCE 2  Pliny complains about money fl owing out of Rome. 

 By the lowest reckoning, India, China and the Arabian peninsula take from our empire 100 million sesterces 
every year — this is the sum which our luxuries and our women cost us. 

  Pliny,  Naturalis Historia , XII, 41.  

 There were three major trading routes to Europe from India (see  SOURCE 1 ). The fi rst went overland 
through Kandahar in Afghanistan, and this in turn linked to the Silk Road between China and the Roman 
Empire. The second trading route was by sea through the Persian Gulf. 

 The fi nal route crossed the Indian Ocean, went to the far north of the Red Sea, and then overland to 
Alexandria. This route had fi rst been used by Arab sailors from North Africa, and it relied on the monsoons. 

 3a.8.3 The spread of Buddhism 
 Buddhist missionaries spread Buddhism through most of Asia. Eventually, Buddhism would have a far 
greater infl uence in other countries than within India, where its infl uence declined. With the encouragement 
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of Ashoka, Buddhism gained a foothold in Sri Lanka and, in the following centuries, its infl uence spread 
through Tibet into China and then into Japan and Thailand. Its infl uence still remains strong in all these 
regions today. 

 Indian infl uence in South-East Asia 
 Both Hinduism and Buddhism followed traders to South-East Asia. The Indians obtained tin and gold 
from present-day Malaysia, where they left behind a complex of temples in Kedah. Indians also sailed to 
Indonesia — islands renowned for their spices. Again, there are remains in Indonesia of both Hindu and 
Buddhist temples. The most famous of these is the Buddhist temple of Borobudur on the island of Java. 
Hinduism’s infl uence in Indonesia remained particularly strong in Bali (see  section 3a.13 ).  

 Cambodia was infl uenced by both Chinese and Indian traders who traded silks and metals for spices, 
aromatic wood, ivory and gold. The famous temple of Angkor Wat in Cambodia was based on the design of 
south Indian Hindu temples, but it was later converted to a Buddhist site.   

  SOURCE 3  Borobudur, a major Buddhist 
site in Indonesia  

  SOURCE 4  Temples at Angkor Wat in Cambodia. These 
were originally Hindu but later became Buddhist.  

 3a.8 Activities 
 To answer questions online and to receive  immediate feedback  and  sample responses  for every question, 
go to your learnON title at  www.jacplus.com.au .  Note:  Question numbers may vary slightly. 

 Check knowledge and understanding 
1.    How did connections with the remains of Alexander the Great’s Macedonian Empire (the Seleucid Empire) 

make Indian trade easier?     
2. (a)    List the main goods that India sent to Rome.  

(b)   What did Rome send India in return? What problems did this cause in Rome?    
3.   Name three countries in which Buddhism became established, and in which Buddhism is still strong.   

 Develop source skills 
4.    Carefully study the map in   SOURCE 1  . 

(a)    What were three different routes for trading goods to Europe?  
(b)   For each of these routes, name one city or port through which the goods travelled.  
(c)   What were the two ways in which Indian goods could reach China?    

5.   Carefully study the photograph in   SOURCE 3  . Conduct an internet search of Indian temples and fi nd two 
examples with some similarities to this temple in Bali.   
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  3a.9  The Gupta Empire 
 3a.9.1 The Classical Age of India 
 In 320 CE, the northern and central states of India were again brought under the rule of one family. This 
time it was the Guptas, a family of wealthy landowners. Historians call this the Classical Age of India, 
comparing it with Athens of the fi fth century BCE (see topic 2b), because of the way art, sculpture, liter-
ature and philosophy fl ourished. However, as more archaeological evidence is uncovered and accurately 
dated, historians have discovered that many of these achievements were present in the centuries before the 
Guptas came to power. 

 3a.9.2 Chandragupta I, 320–335 CE 
 By the third century CE, many people in 
India had become rich through trade. The 
Gupta family was one of these. At fi rst, the 
Guptas ruled over a small Indian state; then 
 Chandragupta, who was third in the family line, 
founded what was to become a dynasty in 320 
CE. He  strengthened his position by marrying 
a princess from the  Licchavi clan. This family 
ruled an important state at the foot of the Hima-
layas. Chandragupta celebrated his wedding by 
issuing commemorative gold coins — an indica-
tion of the family’s great wealth — and took the 
title of  Maharaja Adhiraja , which means ‘great 
king of kings’ 

  The role of the horse sacrifi ce 
 Chandragupta also revived the horse sacrifi ce, 
a ritual of the Indo-European invaders over a 
thousand years earlier (see  section 3a.5 ). He did 
this to give religious backing to the authority 
of the Guptas and to secure the prosperity of 
the kingdom. It was in strong contrast to the 
 Buddhist and Jain beliefs in non-violence. 

 3a.9.3 Samudragupta, 335–375 CE 
 Samudragupta succeeded his father in 335. He produced a series of gold coins, some of them showing him 
as a warrior and others as a musician playing a lyre or harp. He considered his father’s marriage to the 
Licchavi princess so important that he stressed his descent from her, calling himself ‘son of the daughter 
of Licchavi’. 

 Samudragupta imitated the Mauryan king Ashoka by having descriptions of his own reign added to one 
of Ashoka’s columns. On the pillar, he had carved a long list of the kings and states he had conquered and 
all the tributes paid to him by foreign rulers in places such Iran, Sri Lanka and ‘The Islands’ (which could 
refer to South-East Asia). Also included was a description of a long march south into the Deccan region; 
however, this march failed to bring the Deccan under his control. 

  SOURCE 1  A map showing the growth of the Gupta 
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 3a.9.4 Chandragupta II, 375–413 CE 
 It was under Chandragupta II, son of Samudragupta, that the empire reached its greatest extent. In the west 
he was able to take control of the Indus Valley. According to an inscription on a pillar, ‘He smashed the 
King of Bengal [in the east] and crossed the seven mouths of the Indus [in the west] to rout his enemies.’ 

 In central India, his daughter married a Deccan king. When the Deccan king died at a young age, his 
widow continued to rule in the interests of the Guptas. A marriage alliance with the daughter of another 
Deccan ruler established peace with this part of southern India. 

 During Chandragupta II’s rule, creativity fl ourished in the arts: frescoes were painted in the rock caves 
in Ajanta and it is possible that the great writer Kalidasa wrote poetry and plays during this period (see 
 section 3a.11 ). 

 During Chandragupta’s reign, a Chinese Buddhist monk called Fa Xien (also Fa Hien) left China on a 
six-year journey to travel through India. He wished to visit the sacred places where Buddhism had begun 
and to fi nd better copies of Buddhist books than were available in China.   

  SOURCE 2  An extract from the Chinese 
Buddhist Fa Xien’s account of his travels in india 
400 CE 

 All south from here is known as the Middle 
Land or Kingdom. In it the cold and heat are 
fi nely tempered, and there is neither hoar frost 
nor snow. The people are numerous and happy; 
they have not to register their households, nor 
to be ruled by magistrates; only those who 
cultivated the royal land have to pay a tax on 
the gain from it. If they want to go [leave their 
land], they can go; if they want to stay on, they 
stay. The king governs without decapitation 
or corporal punishments. Criminals are 
simply fi ned lightly or heavily according to 
the circumstances of the case …The king’s 
bodyguards and staff all have salaries. 
Throughout the country the people do not kill 
any living creature, nor drink intoxicating liquor, 
nor eat onions, nor garlic…the only exception is 
the  chandalas  [untouchables]. That is the name 
for those who are held to be polluted, and who 
live apart from the rest of the population. 

  Quoted in Michael Wood,  India , 
Basic Books New York, 2007, p. 156 . 

  SOURCE 3  A modern portrayal of Sarasvati, 
the goddess of wisdom and music, showing her 
playing the vina  

 3a.9.5 Huns end the dynasty 
 Around 400 CE, a new movement of people from central Asia spread south-east into India and south-west 
into northern Europe. They were the Huns, a militant people who had an impact that would last hundreds 
of years. In the west they entered Rome and contributed to the end of the Western Empire. In the east they 
followed the traditional route through the passes of Afghanistan to the Indus Valley. The Guptas fought 
them but were weakened by the confl ict and eventually lost their control of northern India.  
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3a.10 Daily life in ancient India
3a.10.1 Village life
Most people in ancient India lived in villages, 
and this is still true of India today. According 
to the 2001 census, 74 per cent of Indians lived 
in villages and one third of these villages had 
a population fewer than 500. In ancient times, 
over 90 per cent of people lived in villages 
where they produced food for themselves as 
well as for the towns and cities nearby.

3a.10.2 Town life
In town, workers were divided into sreni — guilds. There were separate guilds for occupations such as 
potters, cloth-weavers, carpenters, pressers and sellers of oil, millers and gardeners. Particular trades were 
often grouped in one area of the town.

3a.9 Activities
To answer questions online and to receive immediate feedback and sample responses for every question, 
go to your learnON title at www.jacplus.com.au. Note: Question numbers may vary slightly.

Check knowledge and understanding
1. (a) Who did Chandragupta marry in order to strengthen his position?
 (b) What evidence is there that his son Samudragupta also considered the marriage important?
2. What aspect of Ashoka’s reign (see section 3a.7) was imitated by Samudragupta?
3. How did Chandragupta II gain influence over the Deccan region without having to go to war?
4. The Guptas reintroduced the horse sacrifice ritual.

(a) How did this go against the teachings of Buddhism and Jainism?
(b) How did it connect with the early Aryan period?

5. Who were the new wave of people from central Asia who helped bring the Gupta dynasty to an end?

Develop source skills
6. Examine SOURCE 1. What was the major city of the Gupta Empire?
7. Refer to SOURCE 2.

(a) What was the purpose of Fa Xien’s visit?
(b) What part of India do you think he had come from when he wrote the extract, and in what part might he 

have been at the time of writing?
(c) It is likely that Fa Xien notes things that are done differently in China. What are three features of Indian 

society he mentions?
(d) What conclusions could you make about the continuing influence of Buddhism in India from this source?
(e) In terms of Fa Xien’s reliability, what would you have to take into account if you used this source as 

evidence about Gupta India?
8. Refer to SOURCE 3.

(a) What are the Buddhist elements in Sarasvati’s pose?
(b) Find two other images of Sarasvati, including at least one traditional sculpture. List the features the three 

images have in common, and list the different objects she is shown holding.

SOURCE 1 A scene from an Indian village today
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3a.10.3 Class and caste
One of the distinctive features of Indian society was its division into a very large number of castes (jati). 
A person’s caste described not only their place in society and their occupation, but also who they could 
marry —people from different castes were not permitted to marry one another. Occupations were ranked; 
for example, a clerk was of a higher caste than a leatherworker, because the leatherworker dealt with dead 
animals.

People generally accepted their position, but if they wanted to move out of their caste they could adopt 
some of the practices of a higher caste, such as being vegetarian; if they were accepted by others, they 
could move to the higher caste.

3a.10.4 Religious practice
Religion played an important part in all ancient societies, but this was particularly so in Indian society. The 
influence of religion was particularly strong in marking the significant stages of life, in carrying out sea-
sonal rituals, and in indicating class and caste, as well as being important in weddings and funerals.

Stages of life
In traditional India, a man’s life was thought to pass through four stages:
1. Student — until marriage, a person was preparing for their adult life
2. Householder — after marriage, a person balanced his life between family, vocation and serving the 

community.
3. Spiritual search — a time during which a person discovers who he really is.
4. Renunciation — the giving up of earthly things, defined by the Bhagavad Gita (see section 3a.11) as 

becoming ‘one who neither hates nor loves anything’.

Women
In traditional India, a woman’s life was determined by her marriage. She could be promised to a man while 
still a child, and could be married not long after puberty. Marriages were particularly elaborate ceremonies. 
Two processions, one of the bride’s guests and one of the bridegroom and his guests, came from opposite 
directions to the marriage pavilion. A carpet was stretched along the floor of the pavilion and a curtain 
placed across the middle. A sacred fire was set, and a millstone and a sieve with roasted rice were placed 
to its west.

The bride and groom entered the wedding pavilion from opposite ends and sat on either side of the cur-
tain. After they made their marriage vows, the curtain was removed. The newly married couple then carried 
out a ceremonial walk around the sacred fire (see SOURCE 3).

SOURCE 2 Description of shops in an ancient Indian town

In the towns and villages, the tradesmen usually occupied a particular district whose streets were lined with 
covered stalls. These were very similar to those of today, lines of small shops with verandas that were raised 
slightly above street level. Opening right on to the street, they were crammed close together, separated by no 
more than the thickness of a post. The open fronts were closed at night with removable shutters. The merchant 
lived with his family on the floor above, in tiny rooms, or else in living quarters behind the shop on the other 
side of an inner courtyard. Throughout the day, he sat cross-legged on the wooden floor, in the middle of his 
shop, scantily clad because of the heat and stuffiness prevailing in the cramped quarters, and usually bare-
headed. The principal tradesmen, in town and village alike, were the milkman, the spice-merchant, the oil 
merchant, the perfumer and the tavern-keeper.

From Jeannine Auboyer, Daily Life in Ancient India,  
Phoenix Press, London, 2002, p. 87.
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Cremation
At the moment of death, the soul was believed to be trapped inside the skull — the physical body had to be 
destroyed by fire (cremated) to release the spirit.

For those who could afford it, the cremation would take place in the sacred city of Varanasi, on the banks 
of the Ganges River. A sacred fire was kept burning at the cremation site. A funeral pyre was built from 
twigs and branches and a canopy of foliage was placed over it. The priest would circle the pyre three times, 
keeping to his left and sprinkling it with holy water.

The body was placed on the funeral pyre and the eldest son of the deceased used a bundle of twigs to 
carry a flame from the sacred fire and light three smaller fires around the body. In Varanasi, after the body 
was burned the ashes might be thrown into the Ganges, but in other places there would be ten days of 
mourning. Every evening, a bowl of milk and water would be left outside the house for the deceased person 
to bathe. On the eleventh day, the ashes were collected and placed in an urn that was stored in a cemetery 
outside the town or village.

After her husband’s death, a widow’s life was seldom a happy one. She could not marry and was under 
the authority of her eldest son. Sometimes a wife would throw herself on her husband’s funeral pyre and 
be burned alive. This was called Sati, meaning ‘true wife’. During India’s history, this practice has been 
opposed and banned many times.

3a.10.5 Seasonal rituals
Each stage of the year was marked by festivals. In spring (February/March), the house would be cleaned 
and sometimes repainted with whitewash. Fields would be consecrated with holy water to prepare for 
planting. In March and April, girls and women would compete on swings to see how high they could go. It 
was thought the higher the swing, the better the harvest would be. Towards the end of the monsoon season, 
in October, there was a festival to honour the goddess Durga; and in autumn, following the monsoon, the 
Feast of Lamps took place. This is still celebrated today as Deepavali. See the Practise your historical 
skills activity at the end of this topic for details of modern Deepavali celebrations.

SOURCE 3 Circumambulation of the sacred fire

The bride arose, and side by side the newly wedded couple approached the sacred fire. Lifting a corner of 
his garment, he knotted it to a corner of his wife’s; then, joined in this way, they began to walk around the fire, 
keeping it to their right since it was a joyous ceremony. They circled it three times, and each time that they 
passed near the millstone lying to the west of the hearth, the husband made his wife touch it with her right foot, 
enjoining her ritually to be as firm as the millstone and always to confront enemies boldly. Now the husband 
pronounced the beautiful marriage formula: ‘I am he, you are she, you are she, I am he; I am the sky, you 
are the earth; I am the song, you are the verse. Come, we shall marry and give children to the world! Loving, 
agreeable, joyful in heart, may we live for a hundred autumns!’

From Jeannine Auboyer, Daily Life in Ancient India,  
Phoenix Press, London, 2002, p. 183.

3a.10 Activities
To answer questions online and to receive immediate feedback and sample responses for every question, 
go to your learnON title at www.jacplus.com.au. Note: Question numbers may vary slightly.

Check knowledge and understanding
1. In what three ways did religion play an important role in Indian life?
2. In both weddings and funerals, people walked in a circle around a central point.

UNCORRECTED P
AGE P

ROOFS



c03aAncientIndia_Online.indd Page 25 15/07/17  1:11 AM

Jacaranda Retroactive 1 NSW Australian curriculum History Stage 4, Topic 3a

3a.11 Art, architecture and literature
3a.11.1 Art and architecture
During the Gupta period of the fourth and fifth centuries, representations of the Buddha in human form 
reached their peak. The process began some 200 years before the beginning of the Gupta dynasty. Buddhist 
art before this focused on earlier, mythical lives of the Buddha but art of the Gupta period represented 
Buddha as a real person, and focused on some of the key events in his life. The art also provided evidence 
of many links between India and the Greek and Roman worlds. Even the way the Buddha is dressed is 
influenced by Greek and Roman dress.

(a) What was the central point in each case?
(b) In what direction did they walk in each case?
(c) What do you think was the significance of this difference?

Develop source skills
3. In SOURCE 2, what were the five most important trades in towns and villages?
4. In SOURCE 3, what was the significance of the wife touching the millstone?

Perspectives and interpretations
5. What do you see as the (a) advantages and (b) disadvantages of an arranged marriage?

Research and communication
6. Research one of the Indian religious festivals that takes place during the year. Prepare a single-page fact 

sheet that includes an illustration, a description of what happens during the celebration and the significance 
of the festival.

SOURCE 1 A representation of Buddha 
in stone, 70 cm high, c.200 CE

SOURCE 2 A relief carving in stone showing a scene from 
Buddha’s life. Here, devotees are shown listening attentively 
while Buddha delivers a sermon.
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The Ajanta Caves
The Ajanta Caves are a World Heritage site in 
Western India. Here, a group of some 30 tem-
ples and monasteries have been carved into a 
20-metre-high vertical wall of granite that runs 
along a river valley. The cave-building took 
place over 600  years, beginning in the second 
century BCE and reaching its peak in the fourth 
century CE, when the region was under Gupta 
influence. The earliest Buddhist temples were 
made of wood, and at the Ajanta Caves stone 
pillars have been carved to imitate wooden pil-
lars, even copying the grain of the wood.

These caves are also famous for the frescoes 
on the walls. They have been preserved because 
the caves were deserted around 800 CE and 
remained buried for many centuries until they 
were rediscovered by modern  archaeologists. 
The frescoes vividly depict daily life at the 
time, and they focus on life in the royal court.

3a.11.2 Literature
The earliest Indian literature was concerned 
with religious matters. It describes the gods 
and the correct rituals to follow in worship. 
However, some of these writings also contain 
literary elements, such as describing the battle 
between good and evil as warfare.

A famous example of this is the Bhagavad 
Gita (‘song of the blessed one’), which was 
probably written round 200 BCE. In this story, the hero Arjuna is in his chariot ready to go into battle. 
Although Arjuna is fighting on the side of good, he knows that his relations and his tutor are fighting on the 
other side and he hesitates because he knows he could kill some of those closest to him.

However, the god Krishna has climbed onto the chariot beside him. Krishna begins by telling Arjuna 
that the death of the body does not mean the death of the person’s soul, or atman. He goes on to say that 
because Arjuna’s motives are pure and lack self-interest, he should not sorrow for what cannot be avoided. 
‘If you do not fight this just battle you will be failing your duty.’ Krishna tells Arjuna about the idea of 
universal harmony and duty — his dharma.

Kalidasa: the Indian Shakespeare
The greatest writer in the ancient language of Sanskrit was Kalidasa. It is unclear exactly when he lived 
and died but many historians now believe it was during the reign of  Chandragupta II. He is compared with 
Shakespeare because he was both a great poet and a great playwright. His plays are generally set around 
the courts of kings, and give written accounts of the type of life that is also portrayed in the Ajanta wall 
paintings of the time.

His most popular poem is Meghaduta or ‘Cloud Messenger’. It describes a demi-god (a man who is 
part human and part god) who has been exiled from his home in the  Himalayas for offending his spiritual 
master. He has left behind his beautiful wife. At the end of the  monsoon period he sees a cloud moving 
towards the Himalayas and he pours out his heart to it.

SOURCE 3 Some of the caves at Ajanta

SOURCE 4 A fresco from the wall of a cave at Ajanta 
showing a princess and her servant
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3a.12 Technology and science
3a.12.1 Evidence from the Indus Valley civilisations
The cities of the Indus Valley show careful planning in the way their streets have regular layout and in the 
use of standard sized bricks. Bricks appear to have had two standard measures of length, one of which was 
about a third of a metre and the other just over half a metre. Many carefully carved stone weights have also 
been found, and these have a constant ratio to each other, in proportions such as 1 : 2 : 2.66 : 4 : 8 : 16. 
The elaborate drainage systems at Harappa and Mohenjo-Daro also show a high level of technology (see 
section 3a.4).

3a.12.2 Irrigation
The storage and control of water was crucial in India. There would be heavy rainfall in the monsoon 
season, but before the rains came there were months of hot, dry weather. The irrigation systems in Indian 
villages today often use the same long, narrow channels bordered by earth embankments that have been 
used for thousands of years.

In ancient India, large tanks were built for storing water, and wells were dug to capture underground 
water. To keep the channels topped up, they were filled either by carrying water on the backs of animals or 
by using a chain of buckets to raise water from a tank or well.

SOURCE 5 An extract from Kalidasa’s poem Meghaduta

After describing his home and his beautiful wife, the exile gives the cloud a message to his wife:
I see your body in the sinuous creeper, your gaze in the startled eyes of deer,
Your cheek in the moon, your hair in the plumage of peacocks,
And in the tiny ripples of the river I see your sidelong glances,
But alas my dearest, nowhere do I find your whole likeness.

Kalidasa, Meghaduta.

3a.11 Activities
To answer questions online and to receive immediate feedback and sample responses for every question, 
go to your learnON title at www.jacplus.com.au. Note: Question numbers may vary slightly.

Check knowledge and understanding
1. The Gupta period was one of creative activity in many areas. Give two examples of these.
2. Why has Kalidasa been called the ‘Indian Shakespeare’?
3. In the Bhagavad Gita:

(a) who is Arjuna going into battle against?
(b) who is the god in the chariot with him?

Develop source skills
4. Carefully study SOURCES 1 and 2 and the text. What are two pieces of evidence that show that the way 

Buddha is represented has changed to a more human form?
5. Who is the princess and who is the servant in the fresco in SOURCE 4? Give reasons for your answer.

UNCORRECTED P
AGE P

ROOFS

diacriTech
Highlight

diacriTech
Highlight

diacriTech
Highlight

diacriTech
Highlight



c03aAncientIndia_Online.indd Page 28 15/07/17  1:11 AM

Jacaranda Retroactive 1 NSW Australian curriculum History Stage 4, Topic 3a

3a.12.3 Shipbuilding
Greeks and Romans were able to 
carry out their marine trade on the 
Mediterranean Sea, but for the Indians 
to reach their trading partners in 
Africa or South-East Asia, they had to 
cross large stretches of ocean. There 
are representations of boats on clay 
tablets from Mohenjo-Daro. Ocean 
travel meant rougher conditions — 
including big waves and cyclones — 
and having to travel out of sight of 
land. Consequently, they had to build 
ships that could cope with these diffi-
cult conditions. In the caves at Ajanta, 
there is a portrayal of a ship created 
around 500 CE. There are also detailed drawings on the walls of the temple at Borobodur in Indonesia but 
these are from a later period — around 800 CE.

The Indians, like the Chinese, were aware of the Earth’s magnetic field and knew how to use a compass 
to find north. They were afraid that this magnetic field might also attract metal in their ships, so they did 
not use nails to fasten their planks. Instead, the timber planks were lashed together. However, this had 
advantages for ocean sailing. The flexibility enabled them to stand up better to ocean storms and survive 
scraping against coral reefs.

3a.12.4 Mathematics
It may seem odd, but the greatest contribution the Indians made to mathematics was the use of the zero. 
This was because it allowed something that we take for granted today — that numbers could be arranged in 
columns with each column increasing in value by ten. The Roman CVII could now be written as 107 (one 
hundred, zero tens and seven ones) and MXLIII written as 1043 (one thousand, zero hundreds, four tens 
and three ones). In this ‘Arabic’ system, zero acts as a placeholder.

SOURCE 2 A Syrian mathematician, Severus Sebokbt, writing in 662 CE, describes the Indian use of the zero.

I shall now speak of the knowledge of the Hindus … of their subtle discoveries in the science of astronomy — 
discoveries even more ingenious than those of the Greeks and Babylonians — of their rational system of 
mathematics, or of their method of calculation which no words can praise strongly enough. I mean the system 
using nine symbols. If these things were known by the people who think that they alone have mastered the 
sciences because they speak Greek they would perhaps be convinced, though a little late in the day, that other 
folk, not only Greeks but also men of a different tongue, know something as well as they.

SOURCE 1 A water-wheel, used for irrigation, is driven by cattle 
in a present-day village near Udaipur, in north-western India.

3a.12.5 Astronomy
Indians were very interested in the movement of the sun, stars and planets. This was partly because astrology 
played an important part in Hinduism. Making predictions about a person’s future required careful calcu-
lation of the movement of stars and planets. Likewise, the sun played an important role in Indian  religion, 
so they needed to have expert  knowledge of it. Ancient Indians considered the sun as the centre of the solar 
system, and the stars as other suns.
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An important astronomer of the late Gupta 
period was Aryabhata (476–550 CE) and his 
major work, the Aryabhatiya, has survived to 
present times. Some of his notable achieve-
ments are:
 • calculating the Earth’s circumference. 

His figure of 39 968 kilometres is very 
close to the modern calculation of 40 075 
kilometres.

 • determining the actual length of the year 
as 365 days, 6 hours 12 minutes and 
30 seconds. This differs from modern 
calculations by only three minutes.

 • being able to accurately predict the times 
when an eclipse would occur, and the 
length of time that eclipse would take.

SOURCE 3 The Jantar Mantar observatory at Jaipur, built in 
the eighteenth century, was used to make observations of 
the sun, stars and planets.

3a.12 Activities
To answer questions online and to receive immediate feedback and sample responses for every question, 
go to your learnON title at www.jacplus.com.au. Note: Question numbers may vary slightly.

Check knowledge and understanding
1. Modern building practice and trade requires that measurements are in standard sizes. What evidence is there 

that a use of standard measures was also a feature of the Indus Valley civilisations?
2. (a) What features of the Indian climate made good irrigation and water storage practices important?

(b) List three important elements of the irrigation systems that are still present today in the Indus Valley.
3. (a) What reason did Indians give for not using nails to fix the planks on the sides of their boats?

(b) What was the advantage for ocean sailing of using ropes rather than nails?
4. Why was the introduction of a zero into a numbering system so important?
5. List three contributions to astronomy made by Aryabhata.

Develop source skills
6. How are the cattle being used in SOURCE 1?
7. Read the text describing irrigation in ancient India and make a list of all the features used then that were still 

being used at the time the SOURCE 1 photograph was taken.
8. The writer of SOURCE 2 comes from Syria.

(a) What is the main language in Syria today?
(b) At the time he wrote, Syria would have been part of the Hellenistic (Greek) world. What language would 

Severus have been familiar with then?
(c) Today if we write one hundred and six as CVI we call these Roman numerals, but if we write it as 106 we 

call it Arabic numerals. What should we really call the use of numbers in the form 106?

3a.13 Ancient India’s impact on the world
3a.13.1 Religious influence
Buddhism
Although Buddhism arose first in India, according to the census of 2001 less than one per cent of Indians 
practise it. Nevertheless, this still means nearly eight million people are Buddhists. Buddhism arose out of 
Hinduism, and within India the two have merged together again over time, with Hinduism incorporating 
some of the key beliefs of Buddhism.
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However, Buddhism was carried outside India by missionaries and traders, and its impact in other lands 
has been far greater. Countries in which Buddhism is a major religion include Sri Lanka, Burma, Thailand, 
Tibet, Laos and Cambodia. It also has strong support in China, and in Japan about ten million people (out 
of a population of 127 million) practise Zen Buddhism.

Hinduism
In the past, Hinduism was spread by traders 
throughout Malaysia, Cambodia and Indonesia. 
In Malaysia it was replaced by Islam, although 
some of the rituals of the monarchy still have 
links with  Hinduism. There is still a Hindu pres-
ence in Malaysia, but this is from recent Indian 
immigrants. In the last census, Hindus made up 
six per cent of the population and Buddhists 19 
per cent.

Hinduism was also replaced by Islam in most 
of Indonesia, but Hinduism’s influence has 
remained strong on the island of Bali. Over 90 
per cent of people in Bali practise a Balinese 
form of Hinduism, which combines the religion brought by Indian 
traders with elements of Buddhism and traditional nature worship.

Indian religions in the western world
In the western world, many people have been attracted to various 
forms of Buddhism, such as Tibetan Buddhism and Zen Buddhism. 
Some of the aspects they find attractive about Buddhism are its 
emphasis on the right way to live, its lack of dogma and the impor-
tance it places on meditation.

There is also a strong interest in Hinduism among a small 
minority of westerners. They may have their own guru or wise 
adviser, or belong to a group such as Hare Krishna.

3a.13.2 Economy and trade
India had an extensive trade in metals, spices, rare woods and fine 
materials such as silk and muslin. These came to play an important 
role in the European way of life when the trading routes to Europe 
came under Muslim domination in the late Middle Ages. Europeans 
such as Christopher Columbus and Vasco da Gama set out on long 
voyages into unknown seas in order to discover an alternative route 
to India and to secure control of this trade and profit from it.

3a.13.3 Technology and science
We saw in section 3a.12 that the worldwide numbering system we call Arabic came originally from India. 
This also allowed Indians to do complex calculations such as finding square roots.

Indian mathematicians used the method of approximations to irrational numbers. We can see this 
approach in the process of finding the square root of a number that is not a perfect square. For example, to 
find the square root of 8, one would first recognise that it must lie between 2 (the square root of 4) and 3 
(the square root of 9) and must be closer to 3.

SOURCE 2 An advertisement for a 
Hare Krishna feast in Brisbane

SOURCE 1 A Balinese cremation ceremony
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Indians developed algebra as a separate study. They also discovered that angles in a triangle were related 
to the ratio of the sides, and in this way developed trigonometry. With their understanding of trigonometry 
they were better able to plot the movement of planets. During the Middle Ages, when Islam dominated the 
Middle East, Arabic and Persian scholars were able to draw on both Greek and Indian ideas to develop a 
much more detailed understanding of the night sky.

SOURCE 3 Finding the square root of 8 by a series of approximations

Approximation 1
The square root must lie between 2 and 3, but closer to 3.
2.82 = 7.85       2.92 = 8.41
The square root lies between 2.8 and 2.9 but is closer to 2.8.

Approximation 2
2.822 = 7.9524   2.832 = 8.0089
The square root lies between 2.82 and 2.83 and is closer to 2.83.

Note that after only two steps you are close to the value, which to six decimal places is 2.828 427 1.

3a.13 Activities
To answer questions online and to receive immediate feedback and sample responses for every question, 
go to your learnON title at www.jacplus.com.au. Note: Question numbers may vary slightly.

Check knowledge and understanding
1. (a) Which religion arose in India but is now more widely practised in other countries?

(b) Name two other countries in which it is now the major religion.
2. In which two countries has Hinduism been replaced by Islam?
3. Why did Europeans try to find a sea route to India to obtain spices?
4. Name two mathematical achievements in India during the ancient period.

Develop source skills
5. Carefully study the photograph in SOURCE 1.

(a) What is the main religion in most of Indonesia?
(b) What is the main religion on the Indonesian island of Bali?
(c) What religious ceremony is being practised in the photograph?

3a.14 Research project: Unlocking the secrets of 
the Indus Valley
Numerous videos and interactivities are embedded just where you need them, at the point of learning, in 
your learnON title at www.jacplus.com.au.

3a.14.1 Scenario and task
You are a director of INTER, an archaeology team devoted to translating ancient languages. One of your 
field teams has been digging in a small settlement near Harappa. Now, thanks to the momentous discovery 
of a large clay tablet, you have been able to announce that you have broken the code of the ancient Indus 
Valley Civilisation’s writing. The reason for this breakthrough is that the tablet features two texts — one in 
the Harappan language, the other in Sanskrit.
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Working by yourself or with a partner, present 
either an image of the tablet in its original form 
(you will need to invent an alphabet) or, with your 
teacher’s permission, a clay replica of the tablet, 
and your translation of this amazing document. 
An imaginary love poem in Harappan is provided 
as an example. Another idea to help you visualise 
what this tablet might look like is to research the 
Rosetta Stone, an archaeological find that helped 
unlock the secrets of ancient Egyptian texts.

Each student should also write a reflective 
journal of at least 300 words (a model is provided) 
explaining the decisions you made in creating your 
new language and your reasons for making those 
decisions. It will also record your references.

3a.14.2 Process
 • Watch the introductory video at the beginning 

of this subtopic.
 • Research the Indus Valley Civilisation. Maybe 

compare this civilisation with aspects of other 
ancient civilisations. (Hint: You’ll need to think 
carefully about the tablet’s contents: it could be 
a poem celebrating gods, or a lover’s ode, a letter from a son to his mother, a report from a government 
official to someone higher in authority, or even an inventory of goods sought in trade (essentially a 
shopping list). Remember that the ability to write might belong only to a certain class or group in 
society (in ancient Egypt, for example, only priests, scribes and high officials were literate). Research 
will help you craft a credible document.

 • Download the models for your project from the Resources tab. These will help you craft the document 
you want to ‘read’ — you will need to write this in English (the translation).

 • Invent an ancient alphabet for Harappa and show the English equivalent letters or phonemes. 
(Hint: Researching other ancient languages such as the hieroglyphic Egyptian, Sumerian, Latin or 
Sanskrit will give you a feel for what it might look like. Note that one Harappan letter may in fact 
represent a sound in English; for example, imagine that a symbol such as ± is actually transcribed as 
the sound or, as in ‘for’.)

 • Transcribe the English document back into the Harappan you have invented.
 • Create the clay tablet — it could be a real clay tablet or a drawing of one.
 • Don’t forget to keep a journal that outlines the decisions you made and the reasons you made the 

choices you did. If working with a partner, your journal should also record how you divided up the task 
— note that both partners should be involved in all parts of the process.

 • A reminder
Because so little is known of this ancient civilisation, much of what you write will be a work of fiction, 
but this does not mean you should neglect research. Significant details in your poem, report or letter 
should be credible; research will help you achieve this. Try to create a sense of what life was like for 
people in the Indus Valley at that time.

 • When you have fully checked and are happy with your completed project, submit it to your teacher for 
assessment.

The Rosetta Stone helped decipher 
ancient Egyptian hieroglyphics.
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Go online to access additional resources such as templates, images and weblinks.

ONLINE ONLY

3a.15 Review
3a.15.1 Review

KEY TERMS
ahimsa a rule of doing no injury to humans or animals
Aryans those who migrated to India from central Asia around 1500 BCE
citadel a strongly defended place close to a city
dharma path of righteousness (ashoka) or sacred law, which one must follow in Hinduism
earthenware pottery made from clay fired in a kiln
enlightenment in Buddhism, the highest stage of spiritual understanding
Indo-European the language group that contains most of the major European languages as well as the 
languages of Persia and India
Sangha a Buddhist monastery order
Sanskrit the classical language of India, still used in religious ceremonies
Seleucid name of the empire created out of the eastern conquests of Alexander the Great and founded by his 
general Seleucus
sub-continent a large landmass, smaller than a continent and partly isolated by geographical features; refers 
particularly to India
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Practise your historical skills
Comprehension: chronology, terms and concepts
1. Match the terms, places and names in column A with the definitions in column B.

2. Place the following key events in the history of ancient India in the correct chronological order.
• Buddha’s teaching
• Indus Valley civilisation
• Aryan invasion
• Mauryan Dynasty
• Gupta Dynasty

Analysis and use of sources
3. Read SOURCE 1 and then answer the following questions.

(a) List the things Ashoka claims to have done for travellers.
(b) What belief held by both Jains and Buddhists does he stress?
(c) What was the most important thing that Ashoka wanted to increase during his reign?
(d) What was Ashoka hoping to achieve by having this inscription made?
(e) How might this affect the value of this source for a historian?

Column A Column B

  1. Dravidian a. The Indonesian island where a form of Hinduism is still practised

  2. Ashoka b. The caves carved containing Buddhist temples and monasteries and 
decorated with frescoes of palace life

  3. Bali c. Name of the plateau that forms central and southern India

  4. Kyshatriyas d. Name given to the group of languages spoken in the south of India

  5. Indra e. The official common language for all Indians

  6.  Bhagavad 
Gita

f. The greatest of the Aryan gods

  7. Siddhartha g. The Indian ruler who converted to Buddhism after a great battle

  8. Hindi h. The most popular of the ancient Indian stories, in which Arjuna is the 
hero

  9. Deccan i. The name given to the warrior class in the Indian class system

10. Ajanta j. The name Buddha had when he was still a prince

3a.15 Activities
To answer questions online and to receive immediate feedback and sample responses for every question, go to 
your learnON title at www.jacplus.com.au. Note: Question numbers may vary slightly.

Go online to access additional end of topic resources such as interactivities and printable worksheets.
3a.15 Activity 1: Check your understanding
3a.15 Activity 2: Practise your historical skills
3a.15 Activity 3: Multiple choice quiz

ONLINE ONLY
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Perspectives and interpretations
4. A distinctive feature of ancient India was the division into classes (varna) and castes (jati) (see 

sections 3a.5 and 3a.10). These divisions have lasted in some form in India up to recent times.
(a) What might people see as advantages of such a system?
(b) What disadvantages does it have for living in the modern world?

Empathetic understanding
5. Research one of the Indian gods. Imagine that you are a young boy or girl in ancient India and write about 

how that god is worshipped and what he or she means to you.

Research
Almost all countries have a national flag and a national symbol, and 
these are often chosen to tell something about the country’s history. For 
example, the Union Jack in the top left-hand corner of the Australian flag 
indicates that our nation was once a group of British colonies.

India’s flag and emblem also represent history. Carefully study the 
flags and symbols in SOURCES 2–5 and then answer the questions that 
follow.

SOURCE 1 An extract from the final pillar edict made by Ashoka

I have had banyan trees planted on the roads to give shade to man and beast; I have planted mango 
groves, and I have had ponds dug and shelters erected along the roads at every eight kos*. Everywhere I 
have dug wells for the benefit of man and beast. But this benefit is but small, for in many ways the kings 
of olden times have worked for the welfare of the world; but what I have done has been done that men 
may conform to Righteousness.

All the good deeds that I have done have been accepted and followed by the people. And so 
obedience to mother and father, obedience to teachers, respect for the aged, kindliness to Brahmans 
and ascetics, to the poor and weak, and to slaves and servants have increased and will continue to 
increase … I have enforced the law against killing certain animals and many others, but the greatest 
progress of Righteousness among men comes from exhortation in favour of non-injury to life and 
abstention from killing living beings.

I have done this that it may endure … as long as the moon and sun and that my sons and my great-
grandsons may support it; for by supporting it they will gain in this world and the next.

Sources of Indian Tradition, volume 1, William Theodore de Bary  
(ed.), Columbia University Press, 1958, p. 150.

* A kos was equal to about 3 km; six of these would be about a day’s journey.

SOURCE 2 The national 
emblem of India

SOURCE 3 A comparision of the Ashoka Lion Capital at 
Sarnath (see SOURCE 2 in section 3a:6) with the modern 
Indian emblem

Original Sarnath 
Capital

Modern Indian symbol

Four lions Three lions

Four animals around 
base: elephant, horse, 
bull and lion

Two animals around base: a bull and 
a horse

A lotus base No base, but an inscription that 
translates as ‘Truth alone triumphs’

Dharma Chakra (Wheel 
of law) under lion

Dharma Chakra under lion
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6. The flag in SOURCE 4 was officially adopted by the Indian National Congress in 1931. The spinning wheel 
was a symbol of Indians making their own cloth rather than being dependent on the British.
(a) Why do you think the modified lion pillar of Ashoka (SOURCE 2) was chosen as India’s national emblem? 

(You may need to re-read section 3a.7 to help you.)
(b) What symbol is common to both the national emblem and the national flag? Why would this symbol be 

considered important to a new government?
(c) Explain why the changes were made to the way the lion pillar was represented when it was used as the 

national emblem. In your answer consider the differences between a sculpture and a printed symbol.
(d) List the similarities and differences between the Indian National Congress flag of 1931 and the national 

flag of India today.

Explanation and communication
Indian communities all round the world celebrate their religious festivals. One of the most popular of these is 
Deepavali (or Diwali), which translates as ‘row of lamps’, sometimes called the Festival of Lights. For Hindus, 
Deepavali marks the triumph of good over evil and celebrates the return of the hero of the epic Ramayana, 
King Rama, to his kingdom after 
defeating the evil king Ravana. The 
festival is popular with children 
because it involves gifts, sweets 
and fireworks.
7. Most Australian capital cities 

have a celebration of Deepavali. 
Using an internet search engine, 
find out:
(a) how Deepavali is celebrated 

in two cities in Australia
(b) who organises the 

celebrations
(c) in what year the celebrations 

began.
 From your research, write an 

article about the different ways 
in which Deepavali is celebrated 
in Australia. Give it a catchy 
title.

SOURCE 4 The flag of the Indian National 
Congress — the group led by Gandhi in 
the fight for independence from the British

SOURCE 5 India’s flag today

SOURCE 6 Celebrating Deepavali in Singapore
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