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About the book

In "The Wonder That Was India," A.L. Basham explores the multifaceted

heritage of ancient Indian civilization, tracing its evolution from the

Harappan period through to the advent of the Islamic era. By weaving

together a variety of archaeological findings, historical texts, and cultural

insights, Basham provides a vivid portrayal of a society that has profoundly

shaped global thought and culture.

The narrative opens with an examination of the Indus Valley Civilization,

one of the world's earliest urban cultures, known for its advanced city

planning, trade networks, and agricultural practices. Basham highlights

significant archaeological sites like Mohenjo-Daro and Harappa, which

reveal the complex societal structures and innovations of this ancient

society.

As the chapters progress, the book delves into subsequent historical

developments, including the rise of the Vedic period characterized by the

composition of sacred texts known as the Vedas. These texts lay the

foundation for many Hindu beliefs, rituals, and social structures. Basham

describes the development of major philosophical schools like Vedanta and

the emergence of Jainism and Buddhism, emphasizing their monumental

impact on Indian spirituality and ethics during the sixth century BCE.
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The rich tapestry of Indian civilization is further illuminated through an

exploration of its artistic achievements, from the exquisite sculptures of

temple architecture to the epic narratives of the Mahabharata and Ramayana.

Basham also highlights the advancements in science and mathematics,

showcasing India’s contributions in areas such as astronomy and numerals,

culminating in the concept of zero, which revolutionized mathematics

globally.

With the arrival of various foreign influences, including the Persian and

Greek interactions during Alexander's conquests, and later the establishment

of the Maurya and Gupta empires, Basham illustrates how these encounters

fueled cultural exchanges that enriched Indian society.

As the chapters lead towards the Islamic period, the author discusses the

gradual integration of Islamic culture, art, and architecture into the existing

Hindu framework, marking a significant transformation in the socio-political

landscape of India.

Through each chapter, Basham’s comprehensive overview not only

celebrates the excellence of ancient Indian civilization but also reveals its

ongoing influence, emphasizing the continuity and resilience of its cultural

heritage. This invitation into the depths of India's history enhances readers'

appreciation for a civilization that remains vital and relevant in the

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/scWO9aOrzTb


contemporary world.
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About the author

Arthur Llewellyn Basham, born on May 24, 1914, emerged as a prominent

British historian and indologist, renowned for his deep insights into South

Asian culture and history. After earning his degree at the School of Oriental

and African Studies (SOAS) at the University of London, Basham embarked

on an academic journey that would solidify his legacy in understanding the

complexities of the Indian subcontinent's civilization. His most celebrated

work, "The Wonder That Was India," published in 1954, received critical

acclaim for its thorough and engaging exploration of Indian history and

culture, particularly before the advent of Muslim influence.

In this groundbreaking book, Basham delves into the rich tapestry of India’s

past, highlighting its philosophical, artistic, and technological achievements.

He sheds light on the diverse religious traditions, social structures, and

regional variations that characterized ancient India, presenting a narrative

that emphasizes the continuity and evolution of Indian civilization. His

empathetic approach allows readers to appreciate the intricacies of life in

India, fostering a deeper understanding of the heritage that shaped the

nation.

Throughout his career, including a significant tenure at the Australian

National University, Basham not only expanded the academic discourse

surrounding Asian studies but also inspired countless students and scholars
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to explore the complexities of Indian history. His profound scholarship and

thought-provoking interpretations have made him a respected and influential

figure in indology and history, ensuring that his contributions continue to

resonate in contemporary discussions about South Asia's rich cultural

legacy.
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Chapter 1 Summary: INTRODUCTION: INDIA AND
HER ANCIENT CULTURE

THE LAND OF INDIA

India, a vast subcontinent bordered by the towering Himalayas to the north,

emerged from an ancient civilization that thrived due to its geographical and

climatic diversity. These mountains served as both a protective barrier and a

source for the major rivers—the Indus and Ganges—crucial for sustaining

fertile agricultural lands. The Indus basin, primarily in present-day Pakistan,

marked the cradle of one of the world’s earliest civilizations, dating back

over 4,000 years. In contrast, the Ganges plain, especially around Delhi, has

been the cultural epicenter of India throughout its history, although human

activities have led to deforestation and decreased fertility in some areas.

The Indian subcontinent stretches approximately 2,000 miles from north to

south, showcasing a range of climates from the cold winters in the

Himalayas to the sweltering heat of the northern plains, which are marked by

a significant monsoon season that dictates agricultural practices and affects

the resilience of its people. This reliance on the cycles of nature has led to

differing interpretations of the Indian character. Some suggest it reflects a

sense of fatalism, but many scholars argue that India's rigorous achievements

in infrastructure, irrigation, and military endeavors reveal a society
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characterized by dynamism and agency rather than passivity.

THE DISCOVERY OF ANCIENT INDIA

India's historical continuity sets it apart from other ancient civilizations, as it

has preserved a cultural lineage that remains vibrant today. Early European

explorers, upon encountering this rich heritage, noted the civilization's

profound awareness of its history—an awareness starkly contrasted by the

forgetfulness seen in ancient Egypt and Greece. Initial European accounts

were limited, often relying on brief references by classical authors.

The field of Indology began to flourish in the late 18th century, championed

by figures like Sir William Jones, who recognized the linguistic connections

between Sanskrit and European languages. His groundbreaking work,

alongside that of scholars such as Charles Wilkins, sparked significant

academic interest, leading to translations and the establishment of

institutions focused on Indian studies.

As the 19th century unfolded, Indology transitioned from solely literary

analysis to archaeological exploration. Sir Alexander Cunningham was

pivotal in laying the groundwork for these archaeological endeavors, which

eventually led to the remarkable discoveries of the Indus Valley Civilization.

The 20th century marked a surge in systematic archaeological efforts,
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particularly under Sir John Marshall, revealing crucial insights into India’s

elaborate history, though much remains to be uncovered. In recent years, the

field has witnessed a renaissance as contemporary Indian scholars

increasingly lead research efforts, heralding a new era in the study of India's

past.

THE GLORY OF ANCIENT INDIA

Throughout its extensive history, India has navigated periods of internal

conflict, famine, and disease. However, its societal structure has often

exhibited a remarkable level of humanity compared to other ancient cultures.

�T�e�x�t�s� �l�i�k�e� �t�h�e� �*�A�r�t�h�a�[���s�t�r�a�*� �p�r�o�v�i�d�e� �i�n�s�i�g�h�t� �i�n�t�o� �t�h�e� �f�a�i�r� �s�o�c�i�a�l� �r�e�l�a�t�i�o�n�s� �a�n�d

protection of rights that characterized ancient Indian society.

Contrary to colonial narratives that depict ancient Indians as solely ascetic

and life-denying, evidence reveals a vibrant culture that embraced both

material wealth and spiritual fulfillment. The spirit of creativity and joy

permeated various facets of life in ancient India, as reflected in its rich

contributions to the arts and sciences. Rather than a society solely devoted to

asceticism, ancient India was a land celebrating beauty and cultural

achievement, marked by a sense of relative cheerfulness and vibrancy that

defined its enduring legacy.
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�C�h�a�p�t�e�r� �2� �S�u�m�m�a�r�y�:� �P�R�E�H�I�S�T�O�R�Y�:� �T�H�E� �H�A�R�A�P�P��
CULTURE AND THE ARYANS

Primitive Man in India

The history of human activity in Northern India traces back to the ice ages,

with evidence of primitive humans dating from around 400,000 to 200,000

B.C. during the Second Interglacial Period. The Soan Culture, notable for its

palæolithic pebble tools, emerged in the Punjab region. Meanwhile, the

Southern Madras Industry showcased more sophisticated core tools,

indicating a level of technological advancement. The Ganges Valley, still

geologically young, likely served as a crossroads for these early human

cultures. Although the fate of these prehistoric inhabitants remains uncertain,

it is possible that their genetic legacy continues in modern Indian

populations.

The First Villages

Transitioning from a hunter-gatherer lifestyle, palæolithic humans began to

harness fire and domesticate animals between 10,000 and 6,000 B.C.,

marking the advent of the Neolithic period. This era was characterized by

the development of agriculture, pottery, and weaving. By the 5th millennium
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�B�.�C�.�,� �a�g�r�i�c�u�l�t�u�r�a�l� �v�i�l�l�a�g�e�s� �b�e�g�a�n� �t�o� �s�p�r�i�n�g� �u�p� �i�n� �a�r�e�a�s� �s�u�c�h� �a�s� �B�a�l�k�c�h�i�s�t���n

and lower Sind. By the time of classical records in 326 B.C., agriculture had

flourished, yet the landscape featured expansive forests and fertile soils that

made this growth possible.

The Harappa City Culture

Around the 3rd millennium B.C., the Harappa Culture emerged in the Indus

Valley, known for its advanced urban planning and craftsmanship. Distinct

from their contemporaries in Egypt and Mesopotamia, the Indus civilization

left behind limited written records. Their cities were characterized by

standardized brick sizes and organized layouts, promoting economic activity

through long-distance trade, particularly of cotton and semi-precious stones.

Religious practices centered around fertility rites, significant to their worship

of a Mother Goddess figure.

The End of the Indus Cities

The Harappan civilization eventually faced decline due to invasions, likely

from semi-nomadic horse-riders. Societal changes, including potential

overpopulation, contributed to the breakdown of cultural order in major

cities like Mohenjo Daro. By approximately 1600 B.C., fresh invasions
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further accelerated the disintegration of this civilization, paving the way for

�t�h�e� �a�r�r�i�v�a�l�s� �o�f� �t�h�e� ���r�y�a�n�s�.

�I�n�d�o�-�E�u�r�o�p�e�a�n�s� �a�n�d� ���R�Y�A�N�S

By around 2000 B.C., semi-nomadic Indo-Europeans began migrating into

India, introducing horses and advanced technologies. Their tribal structures

and worship of sky deities significantly impacted local cultures. As they

settled, these Indo-Europeans found ways to blend with the indigenous

populations, resulting in a rich and dynamic cultural interchange.

�T�h�e� ���R�Y�A�N�S� �i�n� �I�n�d�i�a�:� �T�h�e� �P�r�o�t�o�-�H�i�s�t�o�r�i�c� �P�e�r�i�o�d

�T�h�e� �a�r�r�i�v�a�l� �o�f� �t�h�e� ���r�y�a�n� �t�r�i�b�e�s�,� �p�a�r�t�i�c�u�l�a�r�l�y� �t�h�e� �B�h�a�r�a�t�a�s�,� �m�a�r�k�e�d� �a� �p�i�v�o�t�a�l

�c�u�l�t�u�r�a�l� �s�h�i�f�t� �i�n� �t�h�e� �r�e�g�i�o�n�.� �T�h�e�i�r� �s�a�c�r�e�d� �h�y�m�n�s�,� �w�h�i�c�h� �l�a�t�e�r� �f�o�r�m�e�d� �t�h�e� �Z�g

Veda, reveal insights into their societal organization and religious practices.

�W�h�i�l�e� �i�n�i�t�i�a�l�l�y� �n�o�m�a�d�i�c�,� �t�h�e� ���r�y�a�n�s� �e�s�t�a�b�l�i�s�h�e�d� �g�o�v�e�r�n�a�n�c�e� �s�y�s�t�e�m�s� �a�n�d

�e�n�g�a�g�e�d� �i�n� �c�o�n�f�l�i�c�t�s� �w�i�t�h� �e�x�i�s�t�i�n�g� �g�r�o�u�p�s� �k�n�o�w�n� �a�s� �t�h�e� �D���s�a�s�.

�T�h�e� �C�u�l�t�u�r�e� �o�f� �t�h�e� �Z�g� �V�e�d�a
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�T�h�e� �Z�g� �V�e�d�a� �p�o�r�t�r�a�y�s� �a� �c�o�m�p�l�e�x� �s�o�c�i�e�t�y� �c�e�n�t�e�r�e�d� �o�n� �c�a�t�t�l�e� �h�e�r�d�i�n�g� �a�n�d

pastoralism, intertwined with warfare. This Aryan civilization operated

�u�n�d�e�r� �a� �p�a�t�r�i�a�r�c�h�a�l� �f�r�a�m�e�w�o�r�k�,� �w�h�e�r�e� �t�r�i�b�a�l� �l�e�a�d�e�r�s� �(�r���j���s�)� �a�n�d� �p�r�i�e�s�t�s

�(�b�r���h�m�a�n�a�s�)� �h�e�l�d� �s�i�g�n�i�f�i�c�a�n�t� �i�n�f�l�u�e�n�c�e�.� �T�h�e� �s�o�c�i�e�t�y� �w�a�s� �o�r�g�a�n�i�z�e�d� �i�n�t�o

classes, an early formation of what would later evolve into the more rigid

caste system.

The Later Vedic Age

�D�u�r�i�n�g� �t�h�e� �l�a�t�e�r� �V�e�d�i�c� �p�e�r�i�o�d�,� ���r�y�a�n�s� �e�x�t�e�n�d�e�d� �t�h�e�i�r� �s�e�t�t�l�e�m�e�n�t�s� �a�c�r�o�s�s� �t�h�e

Ganges Valley, leading to the establishment of structured kingdoms and

administrations. This era marked notable advancements in agriculture,

craftsmanship, and military strategies, alongside evolving religious

practices, laying the groundwork for the rich tapestry of Indian culture that

would follow.

This summary captures the evolution of prehistoric India, the rise and fall of

�t�h�e� �H�a�r�a�p�p�a�n� �c�i�v�i�l�i�z�a�t�i�o�n�,� �a�n�d� �t�h�e� �t�r�a�n�s�f�o�r�m�a�t�i�v�e� �i�m�p�a�c�t� �o�f� �t�h�e� ���r�y�a�n�s�,

reflecting the dynamic shifts in population, culture, and societal organization

throughout these historical stages.
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Chapter 3 Summary: HISTORY: ANCIENT AND
MEDIEVAL EMPIRES

Sources of History

The historical narrative of ancient India is shaped by fragmented records and

chronicles, many of which have been lost over time. While ancient Indian

kings were meticulous in their record-keeping, the remnants we possess

today primarily focus on regional histories rather than a comprehensive

Indian perspective. Notable texts include Kalhana's *Rajatarangini* and the

Ceylon Chronicle, which provide insights into specified localities.

Understanding political history is crucial to deciphering ancient Indian

civilization, even if it is constructed from an array of sources—religious

writings, foreign accounts, and inscriptions—resulting in an incomplete yet

valuable picture.

The Age of the Buddha

The 6th century B.C. marks a pivotal moment in Indian history,

characterized by the development of reliable historical accounts. This period

witnessed significant political dynamics alongside profound intellectual and

spiritual growth. Major kingdoms, particularly Kosala and Magadha,
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emerged during this time. Central figures include Bimbisara of Magadha,

known for his strategic governance, and his ambitious son Ajatashatru, who

expanded territorial reach through conflict with neighboring tribes. Their

lineage foreshadowed an early concept of empire in India, drawing

inspiration from Persian models.

Alexander and the Mauryas

The political landscape of India underwent substantial changes due to

Alexander the Great’s conquests in the 4th century B.C. Following

Alexander’s invasions, the once-powerful Nanda dynasty weakened, paving

the way for Chandragupta Maurya to consolidate power and form the

Mauryan Empire. Chandragupta's vision of unifying India was furthered by

his successor, Asoka, who championed moral governance and Buddhism.

Asoka's reign is particularly noted for his edicts, which emphasize ethical

rulership and cultural integration.

The Age of Invasions

After the decline of the Mauryan Empire, India faced fragmentation as

feudal kingdoms like the Sungas arose. This period was also marked by

waves of invasions from foreign tribes, including the Greeks and later
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nomadic groups such as the Indo-Scythians and Kushans. Despite the

decline of Greek influence, the spread of Buddhism facilitated significant

cultural exchanges across Central Asia, enriching the region's diversity.

The Guptas and Harsa

The Gupta Empire emerged around A.D. 320, heralding a cultural

renaissance in Northern India. Under notable rulers like Samudra Gupta and

Chandragupta II, the Gupta period became renowned for advancements in

art, science, and philosophy. However, after Chandragupta II's reign, the

empire faced external pressures from Hun invasions, which weakened its

hold. Harsa of Kanyakubja briefly restored unity but was unable to sustain it

posthumously, leading to a resurgence of disunity among the regional

powers.

The Middle Ages in the North

The aftermath of Harsa's death plunged India into a period of rivalry among

various dynasties, resulting in pervasive instability. This era saw the rise of

the Palas and Gurjara-Pratiharas, who were embroiled in power struggles.

Alongside internal discord, the Turkish invasions began to shape the

political landscape, highlighted by Mahmud of Ghazni's destructive raids

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/scWO9aOrzTb


into the subcontinent.

The Middle Ages in the Peninsula

In contrast to the tumult in Northern India, the Deccan region thrived

�c�u�l�t�u�r�a�l�l�y� �a�n�d� �p�o�l�i�t�i�c�a�l�l�y� �u�n�d�e�r� �s�t�a�b�l�e� �g�o�v�e�r�n�a�n�c�e� �f�r�o�m� �t�h�e� �C�M�l�a� �a�n�d

�C�a�l�u�k�y�a� �d�y�n�a�s�t�i�e�s�.� �T�h�e� �C�M�l�a�s� �r�e�a�c�h�e�d� �i�m�p�r�e�s�s�i�v�e� �h�e�i�g�h�t�s� �t�h�r�o�u�g�h� �m�a�r�i�t�i�m�e

expansion and a participatory approach to local administration. Additionally,

the rise of the Vijayanagara Empire bolstered resistance against external

threats, providing a significant counterbalance to encroaching forces, even as

Hindu power faced challenges.

Conclusion

The political history of ancient and medieval India presents a rich and

intricate tapestry, marked by the rise and fall of various dynasties, cultural

exchanges, invasions, and internal conflicts. Although this vast timeline was

often characterized by fragmentation, it also paved the way for considerable

cultural development and pivotal shifts in religious practices, shaping the

trajectory of Indian civilization.
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Chapter 4: THE STATE: POLITICAL LIFE AND
THOUGHT

SUMMARY OF CHAPTER 4: SOURCES AND POLITICAL

 STRUCTURE OF ANCIENT INDIA

Chapter 4 delves into the intricate political philosophy and structure of

ancient India, highlighting its unique characteristics contrasting sharply with

Western political thought.

Political Philosophy in India  

Unlike Western traditions that cultivated formal schools of thought, Indian

political philosophy addressed fundamental questions of governance and law

through narratives rather than extensive theoretical debate. Key texts often

reference legends to validate their perspectives, indicating a rich tapestry of

cultural and historical influences that shaped governance.

Key Texts on Statecraft  

Among the most influential texts in Indian statecraft is the *Kautiliya

�A�r�t�h�a�[���s�t�r�a�*�,� �a�t�t�r�i�b�u�t�e�d� �t�o� �t�h�e� �s�t�r�a�t�e�g�i�s�t� �K�a�u�t�i�l�y�a� �(�o�r� �C�h�a�n�a�k�y�a�)�,� �w�h�i�c�h

outlines principles of governance, economic management, and military
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�s�t�r�a�t�e�g�y�.� �O�t�h�e�r� �s�i�g�n�i�f�i�c�a�n�t� �w�o�r�k�s� �i�n�c�l�u�d�e� �t�h�e� �e�p�i�c� �n�a�r�r�a�t�i�v�e�s� �*�M�a�h���b�h���r�a�t�a�*

�a�n�d� �*�R���m���y�a�n�a�*�,� �w�h�i�c�h� �e�m�b�e�d� �d�i�s�c�u�s�s�i�o�n�s� �o�n� �e�t�h�i�c�a�l� �l�e�a�d�e�r�s�h�i�p� �w�i�t�h�i�n

�t�h�e�i�r� �s�t�o�r�i�e�s�.� �L�a�t�e�r� �w�r�i�t�i�n�g�s�,� �s�u�c�h� �a�s� �*�N�+�t�i�s���r�a�*� �a�n�d� �*�N�+�t�i�v���k�y���m�r�t�a�*�,� �b�u�i�l�d

upon these foundational ideas while introducing distinct perspectives on

morality and governance.

Concept of Kingship  

�L�e�g�e�n�d�s� �i�n� �t�e�x�t�s� �l�i�k�e� �t�h�e� �A�i�t�a�r�e�y�a� �B�r���h�m�a�n�a� �u�n�d�e�r�s�c�o�r�e� �t�h�e� �d�i�v�i�n�e� �r�i�g�h�t� �o�f

kings, portraying them as warriors endowed with celestial powers. The ritual

�o�f� �*�r���j�a�s�k�y�a�*� �s�y�m�b�o�l�i�z�e�s� �t�h�i�s� �d�i�v�i�n�e� �c�o�n�s�e�c�r�a�t�i�o�n�,� �s�e�t�t�i�n�g� �k�i�n�g�s� �a�p�a�r�t� �a�s

semi-divine figures. Contrastingly, Buddhist and Jaina philosophies present

a more contractual view of kingship, emphasizing social duty over divine

mandate and focusing on the ruler's responsibility to maintain societal order.

Royal Functions and Responsibilities  

Kings in ancient India carried the weighty obligation of protecting society

and ensuring welfare, with their effectiveness measured by their compassion

and approachability. The expectation of benevolence highlights the integral

relationship between rulers and their subjects, where the king's duty is to

serve the populace.

Local Administration Structure  
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The governance system was structured in a layered hierarchy, ranging from

provincial governors to local village councils, which wielded significant

autonomy in managing affairs. The village remained the core unit of

administration, with elected headmen and councils playing pivotal roles in

local governance and community representation.

Public Finance and Taxation  

A robust taxation system was essential for maintaining royal revenues,

primarily generated from land, agriculture, trade, and services. The balance

between necessary taxation for state sustenance and public welfare often

sparked considerable debate, reflecting the socio-economic responsibilities

of the rulers.

Judicial System and Legal Framework  

The legal system was characterized by strict rules for crime and punishment,

showcasing the king's authority. Courts at the village level addressed minor

disputes through community-based justice, while higher courts dealt with

more significant offenses, reinforcing a hierarchy of law and royal oversight.

Military Organization and Warfare  
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Ancient Indian armies exhibited a diverse composition, including infantry,

cavalry, and elephants, illustrating sophisticated military strategy. The

ethical implications of warfare were significant, with practical tactics

�d�e�t�a�i�l�e�d� �i�n� �t�h�e� �*�A�r�t�h�a�[���s�t�r�a�*� �b�e�i�n�g� �h�a�r�m�o�n�i�z�e�d� �w�i�t�h� �m�o�r�a�l� �c�o�n�s�i�d�e�r�a�t�i�o�n�s

from later texts rooted in the concept of Dharma (righteous duty).

Conclusion  

In summary, ancient Indian governance represented a complex interplay of

power dynamics, divine rights, public welfare, and ethical considerations

within statecraft. The evolving structures of law and administration sought

to maintain stability and order amidst the diverse cultural and political

landscapes of the time, embodying a unique approach to governance that

valued both the ruler's authority and the welfare of the governed.
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Chapter 5 Summary: SOCIETY: CLASS, FAMILY AND
INDIVIDUAL

In the exploration of ancient Indian society, the chapters unravel the intricate

 social fabric woven through class hierarchies, life stages, and the roles of

individuals within these frameworks. 

Laws of Class and Stage of Life introduces the concept of “Dharma of

 class and stage of life,” emphasizing that individuals' duties (Dharma) differ

based on their social class and life phase. This reflects the rigid social

stratification characteristic of early Indian civilization, rooted in the varna

system—an ancient fourfold classification that organized society into

�b�r���h�m�a�G�s� �(�p�r�i�e�s�t�s�)�,� �k�c�a�t�r�i�y�a�s� �(�w�a�r�r�i�o�r�s�)�,� �v�a�i�[�y�a�s� �(�t�r�a�d�e�r�s�)�,� �a�n�d� �[�k�d�r�a�s

(laborers). Higher classes enjoyed privileges, while the lower classes,

�p�a�r�t�i�c�u�l�a�r�l�y� �t�h�e� �[�k�d�r�a�s�,� �w�e�r�e� �o�f�t�e�n� �m�a�r�g�i�n�a�l�i�z�e�d�.

The Four Great Classes details these divisions, noting that while the

 classes had specific, functionally assigned duties, real-life practices

frequently strayed from this ideal, resulting in a caste system that further

entrenched social disparities and inequalities throughout history.

Untouchables highlights those at the absolute bottom of this hierarchy,

 often known as outcastes or untouchables, who faced extreme social

ostracism and were relegated to the most menial of tasks. Despite minimal
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legal recognition, some outcasts gradually gained a semblance of rights

through various social and spiritual movements that emerged over time.

In the discussion of “Confusion of Class,” the text addresses the societal

 anxieties surrounding class mobility and intermarriage. Although strict rules

governed the class system, personal experiences often resulted in varying

degrees of movement across class boundaries, leading to cultural and

regional differences in societal response.

Caste further complicates the social structure, introducing the idea of

� �j���t�i�—�s�u�b�-�g�r�o�u�p�s� �w�i�t�h�i�n� �t�h�e� �m�a�i�n� �c�l�a�s�s�e�s�—�r�e�s�u�l�t�i�n�g� �i�n� �a� �n�u�a�n�c�e�d� �h�i�e�r�a�r�c�h�y

still evident today. The stringent characteristics of caste—endogamy,

commensality, and occupational exclusivity—shape daily interactions,

reinforcing social boundaries.

The Family section depicts the joint and patriarchal nature of families

 in ancient India, where kinship provided economic and emotional support.

Rituals marked the roles within families, predominantly reinforced through

male authority, leaving women significantly constrained in their autonomy.

The framework of life is structured within The Four Stages of Life, represe

�n�t�i�n�g� �a�n� �i�d�e�a�l�i�z�e�d� �s�e�q�u�e�n�c�e�—�c�e�l�i�b�a�t�e� �s�t�u�d�e�n�t� �(�b�r�a�h�m�a�c���r�i�n�)�,� �h�o�u�s�e�h�o�l�d�e�r

�(�g�[�h�a�s�t�h�a�)�,� �h�e�r�m�i�t� �(�v���n�a�p�r�a�s�t�h�a�)�,� �a�n�d� �a�s�c�e�t�i�c� �(�s�a�n�n�y���s�i�n�)�.� �W�h�i�l�e� �t�h�i�s

structure outlines a traditional path, individual adherence varied greatly,
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influenced by societal and personal factors.

Shifting to Marriage, it was a key social institution predominantly

 arranged by families, aligning with socio-economic and religious needs.

The rituals and customs surrounding marriage underscored its importance,

allowing for variations such as monogamy and polygamy.

The chapter on Old Age and Death considers the transition to later life,

 where men often withdrew from societal roles, adopting hermit-like

lifestyles focused on spiritual readiness for death. Funeral rites were integral,

reflecting cultural beliefs regarding purity and the journey of the soul.

Women in this societal context were generally positioned subordinate to

 men, mainly engaged in domestic roles with limited access to education and

religious activities. Nonetheless, certain women, particularly widows or

courtesans, occasionally navigated avenues of agency despite societal

constraints.

Prostitution emerged as a multifaceted aspect of society, at times

 celebrated and intertwined with religious practices, while prostitutes

occupied varied social statuses, from respected figures to marginalized

individuals suffering stigma.

Finally, the plight of Widows is examined, revealing their limited rights
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 and societal pressures that often led to stark lives of asceticism. Remarriage

was largely forbidden, prompting extreme measures such as self-immolation

in the face of societal expectations.

Overall, ancient Indian society is depicted as deeply structured, marked by

complex class and caste systems, where personal and public life was

significantly dictated by ingrained cultural norms and expectations.
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Chapter 6 Summary: EVERYDAY LIFE: THE DAILY
ROUND IN CITY AND VILLAGE

This summary explores the various aspects of life in ancient India,

 emphasizing its rural foundation, agricultural practices, social interactions,

economic structures, and cultural developments.

The Village  

Ancient India was primarily a rural society, with approximately 85% of the

population residing in villages characterized by tightly-knit communities

surrounding wells or ponds. Village councils focused on communal welfare,

addressing infrastructure needs and preserving cultural values. Although

most villagers were free peasants who owned varying sizes of land, they

faced challenges from taxation and natural disasters. Community

cooperation often played a crucial role in overcoming hardships like famine.

Agriculture and Stockbreeding  

Agriculture formed the backbone of ancient Indian life, with staple crops

such as wheat, barley, rice, and millet cultivated through diverse practices

like irrigation and manure use. Cattle were integral not only for labor but

also as a dietary staple, alongside other livestock such as buffalo and goats.

The reverence for cows in social customs reflected the significance of
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agriculture in daily life.

The Wild Tribes  

Interspersed with settled communities were wild tribes, often perceived as

uncivilized. These tribes had complex relationships with agrarian societies;

some assimilated into Hindu culture and affected caste structures, while

others maintained their traditional lifestyles, sometimes resulting in violent

encounters with more established populations.

The Town  

By the time of the Buddha, small towns began to develop into important

cultural hubs featuring various architectural styles and governance

structures. Urban dwellings ranged from multi-storied homes of wealthy

citizens to simpler abodes for the less affluent, with lively bazaars and

cultural activities contributing to the vibrant urban life.

The Man About Town  

Affluent young men engaged in a test of cultural sophistication, indulging in

poetry, music, and social interactions while cultivating various skills. This

illustrates the importance of cultural development during this period,

reflecting a nuanced social structure.
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Amusements  

Festivals punctuated the calendar year and spanned all social classes,

featuring games, fairs, animal contests, and theatrical performances. The

lively array of cultural activities enriched daily life, reinforcing community

ties.

Clothes and Ornaments  

Traditional attire primarily consisted of unstitched cloths, which evolved

over time due to foreign influences. Jewelry was significant, with intricate

designs reflecting social status and an emphasis on personal beauty through

cosmetics and grooming.

Food and Drink  

Regional diversity characterized ancient Indian cuisine, with vegetarianism

becoming prevalent among higher castes due to religious beliefs. Although

some continued to consume meat, dietary habits shifted towards local fruits

and delicacies, and early regulatory practices on alcohol consumption

emerged.

Economic Life  
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Ancient Indian society valued wealth acquired through various means,

including craftsmanship and agriculture. Trade guilds played a fundamental

role in regulating artisans and merchants, thereby shaping the economy and

community life.

Guilds  

Guilds were essential in managing trades and crafts, providing protection

and social equity for their members similar to cooperatives today. They

interacted with local governance to structure economic activities.

Technical Achievement  

Indian craftsmen made significant strides in industries like textiles and

metalwork, exemplified by engineering feats such as the Iron Pillar in Delhi,

which showcased the quality of ancient materials and skills.

Trade and Finance  

The introduction of coinage in India paralleled external influences and

facilitated commerce through established trade routes developed over

centuries. Interest rates were tailored to different classes of borrowers,

indicating a well-organized economic structure.
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Caravans and Trade-Routes  

A comprehensive network of trade routes, particularly under the Mauryan

kings, enabled flourishing land and maritime trade. Despite risks like

banditry, merchant caravans often traveled together to ensure safety.

Sea-Trade and Overseas Contacts  

Maritime trade became increasingly important, linking India with regions

such as Southeast Asia and the Roman Empire. These overseas contacts

facilitated a rich exchange of goods and ideas, contributing significantly to

India's economic and cultural dynamics.

In bringing together these chapters, we see a vivid picture of ancient India as

a society rooted in agriculture and community, yet rich in culture and

economic opportunities, setting the foundation for future developments in its

history.
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Chapter 7 Summary: RELIGION: CULTS, DOCTRINES
AND METAPHYSICS

The Religion of the Vedas: A Summary

�G�o�d�s� �o�f� �t�h�e� �Z�g� �V�e�d�a  

In the early stages of Indian civilization, the inhabitants practiced a religion

that significantly revolved around a Mother Goddess and a fertility deity,

emphasizing rituals tied to agricultural fertility. Although the specifics of the

�H�a�r�a�p�p��� �r�e�l�i�g�i�o�n� �r�e�m�a�i�n� �l�a�r�g�e�l�y� �e�l�u�s�i�v�e�,� �i�t�s� �r�e�m�n�a�n�t�s� �p�e�r�s�i�s�t�e�d� �a�n�d� �l�a�t�e�r

�i�n�f�l�u�e�n�c�e�d� �t�h�e� �b�e�l�i�e�f�s� �o�f� �t�h�e� ���r�y�a�n�s�.� �T�h�e� ���r�y�a�n�s�,� �a� �n�o�m�a�d�i�c� �p�e�o�p�l�e� �w�h�o

migrated into the Indian subcontinent, documented their religious practices

�i�n� �t�h�e� �Z�g� �V�e�d�a�,� �a� �c�o�l�l�e�c�t�i�o�n� �o�f� �h�y�m�n�s� �c�o�m�p�o�s�e�d� �b�e�t�w�e�e�n� �1�5�0�0� �a�n�d� �9�0�0� �B�.�C�.

These verses were primarily meant for aristocratic rituals, and as time

progressed, the broader Vedic tradition emerged with additional texts such as

�t�h�e� �B�r���h�m�a�G�a�s� �a�n�d� �U�p�a�n�i�c�a�d�s�,� �w�h�i�c�h� �e�l�a�b�o�r�a�t�e�d� �o�n� �a�n�d� �r�e�f�i�n�e�d� �t�h�e� �o�r�i�g�i�n�a�l

Vedic concepts.

Worship of Deities  

�I�n� �t�h�e� �Z�g� �V�e�d�i�c� �e�r�a�,� �t�h�e� �p�a�n�t�h�e�o�n� �o�f� �g�o�d�s� �c�o�n�s�i�s�t�e�d� �p�r�e�d�o�m�i�n�a�n�t�l�y� �o�f� �m�a�l�e

deities known as *devas*, primarily associated with the sky. Among the
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most significant were Indra, the valorous warrior god; Varuna, the ethical

overseer responsible for cosmic order (Rta); and Agni, the fire god central to

many rituals. Soma, a divine being associated with an intoxicating ritual

drink, was believed to induce mystical experiences among worshippers.

�N�o�t�a�b�l�y�,� �t�h�e� �Z�g� �V�e�d�i�c� �p�e�r�i�o�d� �e�x�h�i�b�i�t�e�d� �a� �r�e�l�a�t�i�v�e�l�y� �u�n�s�t�r�u�c�t�u�r�e�d� �p�a�n�t�h�e�o�n�,

where the gods did not have fixed hierarchies or established statuses.

Sacrifice and Rituals  

�T�h�e� �s�a�c�r�i�f�i�c�i�a�l� �r�i�t�u�a�l�,� �o�r� �*�y�a�j�ñ�a�*�,� �w�a�s� �a�t� �t�h�e� �h�e�a�r�t� �o�f� ���r�y�a�n� �w�o�r�s�h�i�p�,� �s�e�r�v�i�n�g

to appease the deities in hopes of receiving blessings and tangible rewards in

return. These complex sacrificial rites not only aimed to gain favor from the

gods but also reinforced societal bonds through reciprocal relationships.

During this period, the concept of *brahman* emerged, representing the

mystical power intrinsic to these rituals.

Development of Afterlife and Asceticism  

As religious thought evolved, so did the understanding of the afterlife.

Concepts such as transmigration of the soul, karma (the principle of cause

and effect in one’s actions), and the spiritual necessity for asceticism became

prominent. Ascetics, those who practice self-denial and meditation, began to

carve a path toward enlightenment, seeking to transcend the repetitive cycle

of rebirth.
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�S�p�e�c�u�l�a�t�i�o�n� �a�n�d� �t�h�e� �R�i�s�e� �o�f� �U�p�a�n�i�c�a�d�s  

�A� �p�h�i�l�o�s�o�p�h�i�c�a�l� �s�h�i�f�t� �l�e�d� �t�o� �t�h�e� �c�r�e�a�t�i�o�n� �o�f� �t�h�e� �U�p�a�n�i�c�a�d�s�,� �w�h�e�r�e� �t�h�i�n�k�e�r�s

began contemplating profound existential questions, often critiquing

conventional religious practices. These texts emphasized the importance of

self-realization as the key to liberation from the cycle of life and death,

asserting that true understanding comes not just from ritual but from

personal insight and enlightenment.

Conclusion and Embrace of Mysticism  

The advancements in Vedic religion were instrumental in shaping

subsequent spiritual systems in India, particularly Buddhism and Jainism.

The increasing focus on ascetic practices and mystical experiences became

central elements of this evolving spiritual landscape, connecting early Aryan

traditions to later philosophies. As these mystical concepts matured, they

significantly enriched Indian spirituality, moving beyond mere ritualism to a

deeper, more substantive quest for understanding.
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Chapter 8: THE ARTS: ARCHITECTURE,
SCULPTURE, PAINTING, MUSIC AND THE DANCE

### The Spirit of Indian Art

Ancient Indian art is predominantly shaped by religious contexts, with the

majority serving religious purposes while secular forms have largely

disappeared over time. Critics often highlight the mystical and spiritual

essence of this art, but it also reflects the vibrancy and dynamism of

contemporary life, depicting a harmonious coexistence of the divine and the

lived experiences of people.

### Earliest Architecture

�T�h�e� �a�r�c�h�i�t�e�c�t�u�r�a�l� �l�a�n�d�s�c�a�p�e� �b�e�t�w�e�e�n� �t�h�e� �H�a�r�a�p�p��� �c�i�v�i�l�i�z�a�t�i�o�n� �a�n�d� �t�h�e

Mauryan Empire is sparse, primarily due to the usage of timber as the main

construction material, which has not survived the ages. The earliest stone

structures, emerging during the Mauryan period, were designed to emulate

wooden forms. Despite a brief prominence during this era, the use of stone

architecture gradually declined afterward.

�#�#�#� �T�h�e� �S�t�k�p�a
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Stupas originated as simple earthen burial mounds and evolved into

�s�i�g�n�i�f�i�c�a�n�t� �B�u�d�d�h�i�s�t� �m�o�n�u�m�e�n�t�s�.� �N�o�t�a�b�l�e� �e�x�a�m�p�l�e�s�,� �s�u�c�h� �a�s� �t�h�o�s�e� �a�t� �S���n�c�h�+

�a�n�d� �A�m�a�r���v�a�t�+�,� �h�i�g�h�l�i�g�h�t� �t�h�e� �a�r�c�h�i�t�e�c�t�u�r�a�l� �a�d�v�a�n�c�e�m�e�n�t�s� �t�h�r�o�u�g�h� �t�i�m�e�,

illustrating increasingly elaborate designs and rich decorations that signify

both spiritual and artistic growth.

### Cave Temples

The early Indian cave temples began as rudimentary imitations of wooden

structures. However, they transformed over time into spectacular rock-cut

architectures, such as the renowned Ajanta and Ellora caves. This evolution

marks a significant shift from basic meeting halls to grand temples adorned

with intricate carvings and monumental sculptures, showcasing

advancements in artistic craftsmanship.

### Temples

The development of Indian temple architecture reflects an intricate journey

of religious devotion through design. Originally simple shrines, temples

evolved into complex structures featuring diverse regional styles, most

notably the Indo-Aryan and Dravidian. South India, in particular, is home to

remarkable feats of temple construction that exemplify architectural

prowess.
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### Sculpture

�I�n�d�i�a�n� �s�c�u�l�p�t�u�r�e� �t�r�a�c�e�s� �i�t�s� �o�r�i�g�i�n�s� �b�a�c�k� �t�o� �t�h�e� �H�a�r�a�p�p��� �p�e�r�i�o�d�,� �e�v�o�l�v�i�n�g

significantly during the Mauryan era. Influenced by various artistic schools,

the sculptural landscape saw major advancements in Buddhist and Hindu

iconography, which varied greatly across regions and times, embodying a

profound spiritual resonance central to Indian culture.

### Terracottas

Terracotta figures, often more accessible to the general populace than stone

sculptures, depict both sacred and secular themes that mirror everyday life in

ancient India. While some examples are simplistic, others demonstrate

exceptional artistry and skill, reflecting the creativity of their makers.

### Metal Sculpture and Engraving

�I�n�d�i�a�'�s� �c�r�a�f�t�s�m�a�n�s�h�i�p� �i�n� �m�e�t�a�l�s�,� �e�s�p�e�c�i�a�l�l�y� �d�u�r�i�n�g� �t�h�e� �G�u�p�t�a� �a�n�d� �P���l�a

periods, showcased outstanding jewelry and intricate metalworks. Innovative

techniques like "cire perdue" (lost wax casting) enabled artisans, particularly

Tamil craftsmen, to create detailed bronze sculptures, one of the most

�c�e�l�e�b�r�a�t�e�d� �b�e�i�n�g� �t�h�a�t� �o�f� �N�a�t�a�r���j�a�,� �t�h�e� �c�o�s�m�i�c� �d�a�n�c�e�r�.

### Painting
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Though few ancient paintings have survived, literary references suggest a

rich tradition of mural art that flourished, particularly in cave complexes like

Ajanta. These artworks exhibit a blend of everyday life and spiritual themes,

capturing the vibrancy of ancient Indian culture and its artistic expressions.

### Minor Arts

The intricate craftsmanship found in the minor arts, such as jewelry and

ivory work, is indicative of a longstanding artistic tradition that embodies

both indigenous creativity and influences from external sources, particularly

through trade and cultural exchanges.

### Music

Indian music possesses a deeply rooted heritage characterized by early

systems of scales and melodies, documented in texts like the Bharata

�N���t�y�a�[���s�t�r�a�.� �T�h�e� �t�r�a�d�i�t�i�o�n�s� �p�l�a�c�e� �a� �s�t�r�o�n�g� �e�m�p�h�a�s�i�s� �o�n� �i�m�p�r�o�v�i�s�a�t�i�o�n� �a�n�d

complex rhythms, reflecting the rich cultural depth and diversity of ancient

musical practices.

### The Dance

In ancient India, dance constituted a vital art form intrinsically linked to
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music and drama. Its characteristics include elaborate gestures and

storytelling, providing emotional expression through movement. Although it

has evolved over time, the art of dance remains deeply anchored in tradition,

continuing to convey profound narratives through its performances.
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Chapter 9 Summary: LANGUAGE AND LITERATURE

Chapter 9 Summary: The Wonder That Was India by A. L. Basham

In Chapter 9, A.L. Basham explores the profound evolution of language and

literature in ancient India, highlighting the intricate relationship between

various linguistic traditions and their cultural significance.

I. LANGUAGE

Basham begins by emphasizing the historical importance of Sanskrit, an

 ancient language connected to many European languages through shared

ancestral roots in the Proto-Indo-European family. This link underscores

Sanskrit's complex system of grammar and phonetics, characterized by its

inflections and the use of dual numbers.

The chapter differentiates between Vedic Sanskrit, used in the sacred texts

� �o�f� �t�h�e� �*�Z�g� �V�e�d�a�*�,� �a�n�d� Classical Sanskrit, which emerged as a

 standardized form thanks to the influential grammatical rules established by

the ancient scholar �P���n�i�n�i. His work contributed significantly to the

 stability and intellectual heritage of the language.
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As languages evolved, simpler vernaculars like �P�r���k�r�i�t and its notable

 variant Pali arose, particularly significant in Buddhist scriptures. These

 vernaculars featured simplified grammatical structures, becoming a basis for

various Indian literary traditions.

Basham also discusses Dravidian languages such as Tamil, Telugu,

 Canarese, and Malayalam, which possess their own rich literary histories

and evolved independently from the Indo-Aryan influences associated with

Sanskrit. Tamil, recognized as the oldest of these languages, boasts an

extensive literary tradition distinct from its Indo-Aryan counterparts.

The chapter further delves into the historical context of writing systems in I

ndia, tracing the origins back to the �H�a�r�a�p�p��� �c�u�l�t�u�r�e. The Brahmi script, s

een in the Edicts of �A�[�o�k�a, represents a significant advancement,

 influencing regional scripts throughout North and South-East Asia.

II. LITERATURE

Transitioning into literature, Basham outlines the foundational role of Vedic 

literature�,� �i�n�c�l�u�d�i�n�g� �w�o�r�k�s� �l�i�k�e� �t�h�e� �*�Z�g� �V�e�d�a�*�,� �c�h�a�r�a�c�t�e�r�i�z�e�d� �b�y� �h�i�g�h

 literary quality despite some archaic elements. These hymns touch on

themes ranging from cosmology to nature.
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Basham categorizes the monumental epics� �o�f� �I�n�d�i�a�,� �t�h�e� �*�M�a�h���b�h���r�a�t�a�*

� �a�n�d� �t�h�e� �*�R���m���y�a�n�a�*�,� �a�s� �k�e�y�s�t�o�n�e�s� �o�f� �H�i�n�d�u� �n�a�r�r�a�t�i�v�e� �t�r�a�d�i�t�i�o�n�.� �T�h�e

�*�M�a�h���b�h���r�a�t�a�*� �p�r�e�s�e�n�t�s� �a� �g�r�a�n�d� �c�i�v�i�l� �w�a�r� �e�n�c�o�m�p�a�s�s�i�n�g� �f�a�m�i�l�i�a�l� �b�o�n�d�s� �a�n�d

�m�o�r�a�l� �c�o�n�f�l�i�c�t�s�,� �w�h�i�l�e� �t�h�e� �*�R���m���y�a�n�a�*� �r�e�c�o�u�n�t�s� �t�h�e� �t�r�i�a�l�s� �f�a�c�e�d� �b�y� �R���m�a

�a�n�d� �S�+�t���,� �i�l�l�u�s�t�r�a�t�i�n�g� �t�h�e�m�e�s� �o�f� �l�o�v�e� �a�n�d� �r�i�g�h�t�e�o�u�s�n�e�s�s�.

The chapter praises classical poetry and drama, particularly within the

 courtly tradition. The renowned poet and playwright �K���l�i�d�a�s�� exemplifies

 this with works like *Shakuntala*, known for its emotional depth and vivid

imagery. This evolution of drama broadens to accommodate a spectrum of

narratives, from lighthearted comedies to deep philosophical inquiries.

In the realm of narrative poetry, authors such as Dandin and Bana

 emerge, encapsulating the complexities of courtly and everyday life. Texts

like the *Pañcatantra*, a collection of fables, significantly influenced both

Indian and Western literary canons.

Basham dedicates a segment to Tamil literature, which stands apart from

 the Sanskrit tradition. The *Eight Anthologies* reveal a more grassroots

narrative style, contributing uniquely to the broader Indic literary landscape

while retaining distinct thematic and stylistic features.

Conclusion
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Chapter 9 concludes by painting a comprehensive picture of the dynamic

evolution of languages and literature in ancient India. Basham illustrates

how Sanskrit, along with its derivatives and the rich traditions of local

languages, shaped the subcontinent's cultural identity, underscoring a diverse

and intricate heritage that continues to resonate through time.
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