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The Whole Thing in One Page

Ancient India was not one ancient country. It was a subcontinent
of river  plains,  coasts,  forests,  plateaux and mountain corridors,
inhabited by peoples who spoke different languages, worshipped
different gods and lived beneath different rulers,  when a ruler's
reach extended to them at all. Empires occasionally joined large
parts of it.  None made political  unity the normal condition.  The
mistake is to treat every period between empires as an interval in
which India failed to become itself.

The first great urban world appeared in the Indus region between
about 2600 and 1900 BCE. Harappa, Mohenjo-daro and hundreds
of smaller settlements shared weights, seals, crafts and patterns
of building across an enormous area. Their inscriptions remain un‐
deciphered,  which means the earliest South Asian cities left  us
drains, workshops and standardised bricks, but no king list, epic or
explanation of  what  the little  one-horned animal  on their  seals
was  meant  to  be  doing.  Archaeology  supplies  the  civilisation.
Imagination keeps trying to supply the subtitles.

After those cities changed and dispersed, new societies formed
across northern India during the second millennium BCE. The Ve‐
das were composed and preserved orally with extraordinary pre‐
cision, turning sound, memory and ritual into authority long before
these texts  were  written  down.  Sanskrit  became a  language of
sacred knowledge and learned power, while social classifications,
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household duties and inherited status were argued into systems
that could survive the rise and fall of particular courts.

By the middle of  the first  millennium BCE,  towns and territorial
states expanded across the Gangetic plain.  Kings taxed,  armies
grew, merchants moved and religious critics asked whether sacri‐
fice, property, family and rebirth had trapped human beings inside
a machine they could leave. Buddhism and Jainism emerged from
this world,  not from a timeless fog of spirituality.  Magadha then
defeated its rivals, and the Mauryan dynasty built the largest early
empire South Asia had yet seen.

Ashoka,  its  most  famous  ruler,  left  commands  and  reflections
carved onto rocks and pillars across the subcontinent. After the
conquest of Kalinga, he condemned the suffering caused by war
and promoted dhamma, restraint and concern for subjects. He did
not abolish kingship, coercion or empire. He put a moral argument
inside them and had it cut into stone.

The Mauryan Empire broke apart. Civilisation did not. Indo-Greek,
Kushan,  Satavahana,  Tamil  and  other  powers  connected  South
Asia  to  Central  Asia,  the  Mediterranean  and  the  Indian  Ocean.
Monasteries  grew  along  commercial  routes,  Sanskrit  spread
through courts, Prakrits carried inscriptions and stories, and the
great  epics developed through centuries of  recitation and revi‐
sion. Under the Guptas, northern India produced influential art, lit‐
erature,  mathematics  and religious  forms,  but  the  familiar  label
"Golden  Age"  hides  who  was  excluded  and  how  little  of  the
subcontinent one dynasty directly ruled.
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That is the point.  Ancient India was held together less often by
one state than by arguments, texts, routes, rituals and institutions
that could cross a border without asking permission. Its kingdoms
kept changing. Its civilisation kept circulating.

That is the book.
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Why You Should Care

Open the map on your phone and tap India. One country fills with
one colour, bounded by a clean line. That is a useful description of
the Republic of India and a dangerous starting point for its ancient
past.  The modern border cuts through regions once joined,  ex‐
cludes places central to this story, and encloses territories that
ancient rulers rarely controlled together. Harappa and Mohenjo-
daro  are  now  in  Pakistan.  Gandhara  stretched  across  parts  of
Pakistan  and  Afghanistan.  Tamil  merchants  looked  towards  Sri
Lanka, Arabia and the Red Sea as readily as towards the Ganges.
The map is not wrong. It is answering a modern question.

Ancient India matters because it forces a distinction most history
books blur: a civilisation does not need to be a single state. Rome
encourages the opposite assumption because Roman roads, law,
taxation and armies spread beneath one expanding government.
Early China repeatedly returned to the claim that political reunion
restored a proper order. South Asia produced large empires, but
long periods of several kingdoms were not empty gaps between
successful attempts at unity. Texts, rituals, languages, merchants,
monks,  marriage  networks  and  social  classifications  travelled
across political frontiers. A king could lose a province while a story,
god or legal idea kept moving through it.

That  changes  how you read power.  Political  maps  privilege  the
people who conquered enough territory to deserve a large patch
of colour.  The Mauryas and Guptas therefore dominate popular
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accounts, while ports, monasteries, guilds, forest communities and
smaller courts are treated as background. Yet institutions without
armies often lasted longer than the empires that patronised them.
Ashoka's  dynasty  disappeared.  Buddhist  communities  carried
teachings  and  images  across  Asia.  Gupta  power  contracted.
Sanskrit retained authority in courts far beyond Gupta rule. The
state matters, but it is not the only machine that makes history.

The  subject  also  sits  inside  ordinary  modern  language.  Karma,
yoga, nirvana and caste are now used far beyond the arguments
and institutions that  produced them,  usually  with  their  sharper
edges removed. "Caste" is often presented as one frozen system
designed in ancient times and obeyed unchanged ever since. The
evidence shows something less tidy: prescriptive categories, local
status groups, occupations, kinship and political power interacting
differently  across  regions  and  centuries.  Ancient  texts  tried  to
order society. They did not photograph it. That distinction matters
whenever a rulebook is mistaken for a complete account of the
people being ruled.

Ancient India also explains how religions become larger than their
birthplace. Buddhism, Jainism and the traditions later grouped un‐
der Hinduism did not spread because one central church defined
them  and  sent  identical  copies  outward.  They  moved  through
teachers, monasteries, pilgrims, patrons, traders, storytellers and
courts,  changing  as  they  travelled.  South  Asian  ideas  reached
Central, East and Southeast Asia without an Indian army conquer‐
ing those regions. Influence is not empire with softer clothing.

8



Finally,  this  past  is  politically  alive.  Claims about  origins,  migra‐
tions, languages and religious priority still authorise modern iden‐
tities. A careless simplification can therefore do more than mis‐
date a text. It can hand the present a weapon disguised as an‐
tiquity.

There are limits, and they are severe. The Indus script remains un‐
deciphered.  The  Vedas  preserve  exceptional  oral  traditions  but
speak from particular ritual  communities,  not for everyone alive
around them. Royal inscriptions advertise rulers. Archaeology sur‐
vives  unevenly,  and climate,  rebuilding and excavation priorities
decide what can still be found. Even the label "Ancient India" gath‐
ers several thousand years and much of a subcontinent into two
words.

Use the label. Do not let it use you.
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The Core Ideas

1. The Map Is Already Lying

The phrase "ancient India" is convenient because the alternative is
to spend the first page naming every river basin, plateau, coast,
forest zone and political community separately. Convenience be‐
comes distortion when the phrase suggests one country with an
ancient version of its present border. Harappa and Mohenjo-daro
lie  in  Pakistan.  Gandhara  extended  through  parts  of  modern
Pakistan and Afghanistan. The Tamil south belonged to the same
broad history without waiting for a northern ruler to reach it. Sri
Lanka was separated by water and connected by trade, migration
and religion. The Himalayas limited movement and channelled it
through passes; they did not place the subcontinent in a sealed
display case.

Geography made several centres possible. The Indus system sup‐

ported one of the world's earliest urban civilisations.  The upper
Ganges plain later became a zone of kingdoms,  towns and reli‐
gious argument. Magadha rose farther east, where rivers, agricul‐
ture  and access  to  resources  helped sustain  expanding  states.
The Deccan plateau linked north and south while supporting its
own powers. The western and eastern coasts faced trading worlds
extending  to  Arabia,  East  Africa  and  Southeast  Asia.  Monsoon
winds did not create effortless commerce, but sailors who under‐
stood their rhythm could cross the Indian Ocean with far more
purpose than the phrase "coastal contact" suggests.
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This diversity did not prevent political  ambition.  Mauryan rulers
governed or claimed authority across most of the subcontinent,
and Gupta rulers later dominated much of northern India. Smaller
kingdoms also imagined universal sovereignty, performed rituals of
supremacy and described neighbours as subordinate whether the
neighbours had noticed or not. Ancient political language could be
expansive. Ancient revenue collection was less obedient.

The  environment  also  changed  the  cost  of  rule.  Rivers  moved,
monsoons  varied  and  cultivation  expanded  into  new  zones
through labour,  irrigation and forest clearance.  An imperial  road
might join capitals while villages a few miles away lived by season‐
al rhythms the court could not command. The subcontinent was
neither naturally united nor naturally divided. Geography offered
corridors, obstacles and several places from which a ruler could
plausibly imagine himself at the centre.

The useful distinction is between a map of claims and a map of
control. A king might receive tribute from one region, appoint offi‐
cials in another, retain a local ruler in a third and know a fourth
chiefly through merchants or  campaigning.  Forest  communities,
pastoral groups and frontier societies could sit inside an imperial
outline  while  remaining  difficult  to  tax  or  command.  Even  the
Mauryan Empire, the largest early South Asian state, did not ad‐

minister every district through one uniform machinery. Its rulers
inherited, negotiated with and imposed themselves upon different
local arrangements.
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There was no single opposite to empire called fragmentation. Peri‐
ods of several kingdoms produced war, but also competition for
merchants,  poets,  priests,  monks,  artisans  and  prestige.  Courts
copied one another. Religious establishments accepted gifts from
rival  dynasties.  Languages  and  artistic  forms  moved  between
political  zones.  A  civilisation  can  be  connected  without  being
centralised,  just  as  a  state  can  be  centralised  on  paper  while
barely reaching the village. Do not begin by asking when India was
united. Ask what travelled when it was not.

2. The First Cities Left No Voice We Can Read

Between about 2600 and 1900 BCE, the Mature Harappan or In‐
dus  civilisation  joined cities,  towns  and villages  across  an  area
larger than Egypt or Mesopotamia at the time. Harappa and Mo‐

henjo-daro  gave  the  civilisation  its  first  famous  names,  but
Dholavira, Rakhigarhi, Ganweriwala and hundreds of smaller sites
make the scale clear. This was not two impressive cities surroun‐
ded by emptiness. It was an urban and rural system connected
through  craft  production,  exchange,  shared  measurements  and
recognisable material forms.

The standardisation is the first thing to hold. Bricks often followed
common proportions. Cubical stone weights recur in regulated se‐
quences.  Seals  carried  animals,  symbols  and short  inscriptions.
Carnelian  beads,  shell  objects,  metalwork  and  ceramics  reveal
specialist labour and long routes of supply. Indus goods and refer‐
ences  to  a  place  called  Meluhha  appear  in  the  Mesopotamian

12



world, although matching every foreign word to a modern map re‐
mains uncertain.  The civilisation was connected westwards and
internally, but it did not become a copy of Sumer.

Its cities looked different from the royal centres many readers ex‐
pect. Mohenjo-daro had carefully laid streets, brick drains, wells
and substantial houses. Dholavira managed water through reser‐
voirs and channels in a dry environment. Many homes had access
to water and drainage, but this should not be converted into the
claim that every resident enjoyed equal sanitation or civic provi‐
sion. Archaeologists have not found an obvious palace equivalent
to  those  of  Mesopotamia,  a  line  of  royal  tombs  like  Egypt's  or
monuments naming a conqueror who arranged the whole thing.
That absence is evidence, but not a licence to announce an egalit‐
arian utopia. Differences in house size, access and craft organisa‐
tion still point towards unequal resources. Power can live in institu‐
tions, merchant groups, ritual authority or buildings we have mis‐
understood. A missing throne does not prove nobody sat above
anybody else.

The script is the hard stop. Several thousand inscriptions survive,
most only a few signs long,  usually on seals,  tablets,  pottery or
small  objects.  There is no long bilingual  text comparable to the
Rosetta Stone, no securely identified language and no decipher‐
ment accepted by specialists.  Some researchers argue that the
signs encode a full language; others have challenged that conclu‐
sion. Claims that the script has been solved recur with impressive
regularity and fail the less glamorous test of persuading the field.
Until that changes, the Indus people cannot tell us the names of
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their rulers, their gods or the purpose of the famous one-horned
animal conventionally called a unicorn.

Their urban system changed after 1900 BCE. Large cities contrac‐
ted, standardised practices weakened, settlement shifted and re‐
gional  forms  became  more  visible.  Older  accounts  sought  one
dramatic killer,  often an invading Aryan army.  Archaeology does
not  support  a  single  invasion  destroying  the  civilisation.  River
changes, weakening monsoons, altered trade, local environmental
pressures  and  the  fragility  of  an  integrated  urban  system  all
mattered,  with different timings in different places.  "Collapse" is
useful  only  if  it  does  not  imply  that  the  population  vanished.
People moved, adapted and continued in smaller settlements and
new regional networks.

This is why the Indus civilisation is so vulnerable to modern own‐
ership claims. Its script is silent, its religion cannot be reconstruc‐
ted securely, and later South Asian traditions invite searches for
continuity. Some continuities may exist. None permits us to turn a
seal animal into a named later god or to assign the civilisation one
modern linguistic identity with confidence. The first cities left an
enormous  body  of  evidence.  They  did  not  leave  permission  to
make them agree with us.

3. The Vedas Made Memory into Authority

During the second millennium BCE, Indo-Aryan languages became
established in north-western and northern South Asia. Linguistics
places them within the Indo-Iranian and wider Indo-European lan‐

14



guage families,  and ancient DNA has strengthened the case for
movements  of  people  carrying  steppe-related  ancestry  into
South Asia during this period. That is migration, not a nineteenth-
century racial drama. "Aryan" in the earliest texts is a cultural and
linguistic term, not a scientific label for a biological race, and the
evidence does not support a single army arriving on one after‐
noon to replace everybody already there. Newcomers mixed with
existing populations,  adopted local  elements and helped create
societies that none of the contributing groups had possessed be‐
forehand.

The  Rigveda,  the  earliest  Vedic  collection,  emerged  from  this
world. Its hymns praise deities, seek cattle, sons, victory and long
life, and preserve a society in which pastoral wealth, chariots, kin
groups and ritual competition mattered. Indra breaks forts and re‐
leases waters; Agni carries offerings through fire; Soma is plant,
drink and deity at once, which is more responsibility than most
substances receive. The hymns are not a chronicle. They are com‐

positions for ritual performance, shaped by priestly families and
preserved because correct sound was itself effective.

That preservation was extraordinary. Vedic texts were transmitted
orally  through exacting  systems of  recitation that  fixed accent,
sequence  and  pronunciation,  sometimes  rearranging  words  into
patterned  forms  designed  to  expose  error.  Writing  eventually
entered South Asian intellectual life, but Vedic authority did not
begin as ink. A text could be stable because trained human bodies
reproduced it, generation after generation. In this system, memory
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was not what remained when writing was unavailable. Memory was
the technology.

The Vedic corpus grew over centuries. Later collections, ritual ex‐
planations  known  as  Brahmanas,  forest  texts  and  Upanishads
asked  increasingly  elaborate  questions  about  sacrifice,  speech,
the self and the structure connecting ritual action to the universe.
Sacrifice  created  work  for  several  specialised  priests,  each  re‐
sponsible for a different part of a performance in which an error of
sound  or  sequence  could  spoil  the  result.  Religious  expertise
therefore became divisible, teachable and defensible as inherited
knowledge. The centre of gravity also moved eastwards from the
Punjab towards the Ganges plain.  Vedic religion did not  remain
one fixed practice, and it was not yet "Hinduism" in the broad later
sense.  Many  deities,  rituals  and  concepts  continued,  but  later
temple worship, devotional traditions and the prominence of gods
such as Vishnu and Shiva developed through long transformations
and exchanges with non-Vedic traditions.

Sanskrit became more than a language used to ask gods for cattle.
Its  ritual  prestige,  grammatical  analysis  and  association  with
learned authority made it portable. The grammarian Panini, prob‐

ably working in the north-west during the middle of the first mil‐
lennium BCE, described Sanskrit with a precision that later schol‐
ars still find mildly humiliating. Yet Sanskrit never replaced the sub‐

continent's other languages. Prakrits, Dravidian languages, Munda
languages and many local  forms persisted;  Ashoka would issue
most of  his  inscriptions in Prakrit  rather than classical  Sanskrit.
Authority travelled through hierarchy, not uniform speech.
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The important reversal is that the Vedas survived without a state
enforcing one scripture. No emperor created a Vedic church, no
central archive held the only valid copy, and no single priest gov‐
erned every ritual community. Authority rested in lineages of spe‐
cialists,  controlled  access,  disciplined  repetition  and  the  claim
that the words had been heard rather than invented. Courts rose
and  fell  around  them.  The  kingdom  was  temporary.  Correct
recitation could be renewed tomorrow morning.

4. Society Became Harder to Escape Than the State

Ancient  Indian  texts  repeatedly  describe  society  through  four
varnas:  Brahmins associated with priestly and learned authority,
Kshatriyas  with  rule  and  warfare,  Vaishyas  with  productive  and
commercial roles, and Shudras with service. Some people stood
beyond or beneath this scheme, and later texts developed harsh
ideas of pollution, exclusion and inherited degradation. This hier‐
archy mattered.  It  also did not  function as a  census table into
which every person in South Asia fitted cleanly.

Varna was a broad ideological model. Jati referred to birth groups
and could organise marriage, occupation, status, locality and col‐
lective identity in far more numerous and variable forms. The Eng‐
lish word "caste", inherited through Portuguese usage, compresses
both. That compression encourages two opposite mistakes: either
caste was invented by colonial rule, or one complete caste system
dropped from a  Vedic  text  and  remained unchanged for  three
thousand  years.  Colonial  governments  later  classified  and
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hardened  identities  in  important  ways,  but  they  worked  upon
older hierarchies, restrictions and inherited groups. Ancient prac‐
tice, meanwhile, was never as neat as prescriptive texts wanted it
to be.

The prescriptive part matters because texts such as the Dharmas‐
utras and Dharmashastras were not neutral observations. They ar‐
gued that behaviour should follow status,  life stage,  kinship and
gender. Dharma could mean duty, right order, law, custom and the
conduct appropriate to a person's position. Its flexibility made it
powerful. A universal command can be rejected once. A duty that
changes with who you are can enter marriage, inheritance, food,
work, ritual and punishment separately.

Household life carried much of the system. Marriage joined famil‐
ies,  organised property and reproduced status.  Patrilineal  ideals
gave men authority over descent and placed heavy restrictions
upon women's sexuality, inheritance and independence, although
practice differed by region, class and period. Women performed
rituals, made donations, worked, owned some forms of property
and appear as patrons in inscriptions. Enslaved people, servants,
tenants and labourers also appear unevenly, often as functions in
elite  texts  rather  than  as  speakers  with  biographies.  Elite  legal
texts could describe female dependence and graded punishment
as social goods. Evidence of agency does not cancel structure. It
shows people acting inside it.

Nor did kings merely apply Brahmanical theory. Rulers came from
varied backgrounds, negotiated status and sought Brahmin recog‐
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nition through gifts, genealogies and ritual. Dynasties could claim
Kshatriya  standing  after  acquiring  power  rather  than  acquiring
power because every priest had previously approved their ances‐
try.  In  the  south,  the  four-varna  scheme  mapped  particularly
poorly  onto social  practice.  Political  authority  could  lift  groups,
land grants could change local rank, and occupation did not stay
frozen even where endogamy and hierarchy were strong. The rule‐
book remained influential partly because reality kept refusing to
become identical to it.

This system was durable because it did not depend upon one bur‐
eaucracy. Local groups enforced marriage boundaries, ritual rank
and access  to  resources.  Priests  supplied  classifications,  rulers
recognised  privileges,  households  reproduced  them  and  com‐

munities  contested  their  placement.  A  dynasty  could  collapse
without cancelling a  family's  status claims or  opening a well  to
those excluded from it. Do not soften this into cultural continuity.
Hierarchy is also continuity. The same portability that let texts and
rituals  survive  states  allowed  unequal  social  orders  to  survive
them too.

5. The City Produced Its Critics

From roughly the middle of the first millennium BCE, the Ganges
plain saw the growth of towns, territorial  states,  coin use,  trade
and more intensive political organisation. Later Buddhist and Jain
texts  remembered  sixteen  major  states  or  mahajanapadas,  al‐
though the list  should not be mistaken for  a  complete political
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atlas.  Magadha,  centred in the eastern Ganges region,  defeated
rivals and built the base from which the Mauryan Empire would
emerge. Urban growth and stronger kingdoms created wealth, viol‐
ence,  taxation  and  social  mobility  in  combinations  that  rarely
leave everybody philosophically relaxed.

The  religious  world  changed  with  them.  Renouncers  known
broadly  as  shramanas rejected  the  assumption  that  household
life, sacrifice and inherited social duty exhausted the human pos‐
sibilities. Buddhists, Jains, Ajivikas and other teachers argued over
karma,  rebirth,  the  self,  suffering,  action  and  release.  They  dis‐
agreed sharply. Jain traditions placed radical weight on non-viol‐
ence and the soul's entanglement in matter. Buddhism denied a
permanent self and offered its own account of causation and lib‐

eration.  Ajivikas  became associated with  strict  determinism,  al‐
though much of what survives about them comes from oppon‐
ents. Materialists and sceptics also appear in hostile reports, re‐
minding us that the surviving religious canon was not the com‐

plete intellectual population. "The eastern religions" were not one
protest movement with several logos.

Brahmanical  traditions  were  challenged  and  changed,  not  re‐
moved. Ideas of rebirth, karma and liberation entered Upanishadic
and later Brahmanical thought in forms that scholars still debate.
Sacrifice continued,  but  inward knowledge,  disciplined conduct,
devotion and renunciation acquired new importance. The eventual
traditions called Hinduism absorbed, opposed and repurposed ar‐
guments circulating through the same intellectual world. Ancient
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India  did  not  choose  between  ritual  and  renunciation.  It  spent
centuries making each answer the other.

The city mattered, but a simple class explanation does not. Mer‐
chants and urban donors supported monasteries,  and monastic
sites often stood near trade routes. Kings patronised wandering
teachers and organised councils in later tradition. Yet Buddhism
and  Jainism  were  not  merely  merchant  ideologies  invented  to
make commerce respectable. Their communities included rulers,
cultivators, artisans, women and men who had left household life.
The  chronology  of  the  Buddha  and  Mahavira  remains  debated
within limits,  and the earliest surviving manuscripts and inscrip‐

tions are later than their lives. We reconstruct beginnings through
texts  transmitted  by  institutions  that  had  already  developed
reasons to present those beginnings in particular ways.

Monasteries converted renunciation into an institution. A person
could leave the household without disappearing into permanent
solitude, live under rules, teach, receive donations and join a com‐

munity  capable  of  owning  property  and  surviving  its  founders.
That is one reason these movements travelled. A doctrine carried
by one charismatic teacher can die with him. A monastery trains
replacements.

The challenge to hierarchy also had limits. Buddhist and Jain com‐

munities  accepted  women  into  religious  life,  but  usually  under
male  authority  and  with  additional  restrictions.  They  criticised
claims that sacrifice or birth alone determined spiritual worth, yet
they operated within societies structured by rank and patronage.
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A king could admire non-violence while retaining an army. A mer‐
chant could fund monks while  employing labourers whose lives
the  sources  barely  record.  The  city  did  not  produce  modern
equality. It produced organised alternatives to the household, the
sacrifice and the claim that inherited duty was the only road out
of rebirth. That was enough to alter Asia.

6. Ashoka Put an Argument on Stone

The Mauryan Empire rose from Magadha in the late fourth century
BCE.  Chandragupta  Maurya  displaced  the  Nanda  dynasty,  con‐
fronted  Seleucus  I  after  Alexander's  eastern  conquests  and
reached a settlement that transferred territories in the north-west
while giving Seleucus war elephants and establishing diplomatic
relations. Chandragupta's son Bindusara extended or maintained
the kingdom. Ashoka inherited the result around the 260s BCE, al‐
though the exact dates of his accession and coronation remain
debated.  By  then  the  dynasty  controlled  an  imperial  system
stretching from Afghanistan to Bengal and deep into the peninsula,
with important regions and the far south outside direct Mauryan
rule.

This empire is  often presented as India's  first  centralised state.
The phrase needs restraint. Pataliputra was a major capital, offi‐
cials and provincial centres existed, roads and revenue mattered,
and the court could send orders across great distances. Yet the
empire  covered  regions  with  different  political  traditions,  lan‐
guages  and  degrees  of  integration.  Some areas  were  governed
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more  directly  than  others.  The  Arthashastra describes  an  in‐
tensely organised state, but its composition and redaction span a
long  period,  so  it  cannot  be  used  as  a  Mauryan  civil-service
manual found conveniently on the correct desk.

Ashoka gives us something better: inscriptions issued in his own
reign. Rock and pillar edicts appeared across the empire in region‐
al  Prakrits,  written  mainly  in  Brahmi  and Kharosthi  scripts,  with
Greek  and  Aramaic  versions  in  the  north-west.  This  was  rule
speaking through local linguistic worlds, not one sacred language
imposed  everywhere.  The  inscriptions  appoint  officers,  discuss
justice, instruct officials, advertise welfare measures and present
dhamma as a code of restraint, respect, generosity and concern
across religious communities.

The conquest of Kalinga is the hinge because Ashoka says it is. In
Major Rock Edict XIII,  he describes mass death, deportation and
suffering,  then  expresses  remorse  and  elevates  conquest  by
dhamma above military conquest. The figures are royal claims, not
audited  casualty  lists,  and  the  inscription  was  part  of  imperial
presentation. The remorse still matters. Ancient conquerors often
celebrated destruction. Ashoka made the suffering caused by his
own victory part of the public argument for how a king should rule.

He  did  not  become harmless.  The  state  retained  punishments,
prisons,  officials  and  armed  power.  An  edict  warning  forest
peoples combines reassurance with the reminder that  the king
still possessed force. Ashoka allowed the death penalty in some
circumstances  and  sought  restraint  rather  than  abolition.  His
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dhamma drew from Buddhist ethics, and his personal support for
Buddhism is clear from several  inscriptions,  but the public pro‐

gramme was broader than preaching Buddhist doctrine. It asked
sects to restrain speech, honour parents and teachers, treat ser‐
vants properly, reduce killing and respect other traditions. Calling
this secularism imports a modern state category into a king who
saw moral regulation as part of government.

The  pillars  made  the  claim  physical.  Highly  polished  stone
columns,  some crowned by animal  capitals,  placed royal  words
into routes and sacred zones. Most subjects could not stand be‐
fore an edict and read it privately, so officials, recitation and local
explanation  were  part  of  its  political  life.  The  text  was  public
without being modern mass communication. The famous lions at
Sarnath became the emblem of modern India, an afterlife Ashoka
could not have planned. His inscriptions were later forgotten as
readable political texts until Brahmi was deciphered in the nine‐
teenth century.  Memory preserved Buddhist  legends of  Ashoka,
but the stones recovered a more complicated ruler than the saint
those legends often preferred.

The  Mauryan  Empire  fragmented  within  decades  of  his  death.
Dhamma did  not  solve  succession,  distance  or  regional  power.
Ashoka's failure to create a permanent empire is not the opposite
of his importance. His argument survived because it was copied
into  stone  and  because  later  Buddhists  carried  versions  of  his
memory  far  beyond  Mauryan  borders.  The  state  broke.  The
inscription kept talking.
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7. The Civilisation Travelled Better Than Its Empires

After the Mauryas, South Asia did not enter a waiting room for the
Guptas.  The  north-west  became  a  zone  of  Indo-Greek,  Shaka,
Indo-Parthian  and  Kushan  rule,  linked  to  Afghanistan,  Iran  and
Central Asia. The Deccan supported Satavahana power and com‐

peting regional dynasties. Tamilakam contained the Chera, Chola
and  Pandya  polities  celebrated  in  early  Tamil  poetry,  alongside
chiefs, ports and communities that did not need northern recogni‐
tion to become historical. Sri Lanka developed its own kingdoms
and Buddhist institutions. Several political worlds overlapped.

Trade made the plurality visible. Indian Ocean routes connected
western and southern ports  with  the Red Sea,  Arabia  and East
Africa, while overland networks reached Central Asia. Roman coins
and imitations occur especially in southern India, but they do not
prove that Roman currency ran the local economy unchanged. Im‐

ported wine amphorae, glass and metals arrived; pepper, textiles,
gems,  ivory  and  other  goods  moved  outward.  The  anonymous
Greek  Periplus  of  the  Erythraean  Sea describes  ports  and
products from a merchant's perspective, which is useful and par‐
tial. Foreign traders saw whatever could be bought.

Religions used the routes without being reducible to commerce.
Buddhist  monasteries  received  donations  from  merchants,
craftspeople, rulers and women, and sites near roads could offer
lodging, ritual merit and durable institutions. Gandhara and Math‐
ura developed different but connected traditions of Buddhist im‐

agery under Kushan rule. Buddhist texts and relic cults travelled
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through Central Asia towards China and by sea towards Sri Lanka
and Southeast Asia.  Jain communities built  their  own networks.
Brahmanical teachers, ritual specialists and temples also moved
with patrons and land grants, carrying local gods into wider pan‐
theons and wider gods into local shrines. No ministry of culture
coordinated this.

Languages travelled in layers.  Prakrits dominated many early in‐
scriptions,  including  Ashoka's.  Tamil-Brahmi  inscriptions  show
writing used in the south by the early historic period, while the
poetry  later  grouped  as  the  Sangam corpus  preserves  a  Tamil
world  of  warfare,  love,  gift-giving  and  exchange,  though  the
poems'  dates  and  compilation  histories  are  difficult.  From  the
early centuries CE, Sanskrit became increasingly prominent in roy‐
al inscriptions and court culture beyond the regions where it had
first  developed.  Rulers  of  varied  ancestry  used  it  because  its
prestige was transferable. Sanskrit did not prove that a king was
ethnically "Aryan".  It  proved that he had hired people who knew
what kingship should sound like.

The  great  epics  travelled  by  changing.  The  Mahabharata and
Ramayana developed  over  centuries  through  oral  and  written
transmission,  acquiring  theological,  legal  and  devotional  layers.
There  was  no  single  afternoon  when  either  emerged  complete
from one author's desk. Their stories crossed languages and bor‐
ders  because  communities  retold  them,  altered  emphasis  and
made local  places part  of  a larger moral  geography.  A portable
civilisation is not one that sends an untouched package. It is one
whose material survives being opened.
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The Gupta dynasty, rising in the fourth century CE, brought much
of northern India under one powerful court and patronised forms
of Sanskrit literature, coinage, art and religion that became deeply
influential. The period includes Kalidasa's literary world, major de‐
velopments in temple architecture and sculpture, and Aryabhata's
mathematical  and astronomical  work around 499 CE.  Buddhism
also remained strong at important centres. "Golden Age" is still a
poor container. Gupta rule did not cover the whole subcontinent,
its achievements relied upon earlier and regional traditions, and
the shine is brightest where elite male Sanskrit sources point the
lamp.

By about 550 CE, Gupta power had fractured under internal and
external  pressures.  The  political  centre  moved  again.  Sanskrit
court culture, devotional worship, temple institutions, social hier‐
archies, epics, mathematical ideas, monastic networks and Indian
Ocean exchange did not wait for another subcontinental empire
before continuing.

That is the loop. The map keeps inviting you to search for the ruler
who held India together. Ancient India's more durable machinery
was distributed among people who could cross a ruler's border:
reciters,  priests,  monks,  merchants,  poets,  artisans,  families and
texts. Empires gave them roads, money, protection and audiences.
They also taxed, ranked and fought them. When an empire van‐
ished, the carriers found another court, port, monastery or house‐
hold.

The state repeatedly fragmented. The civilisation kept circulating.
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How It Actually Works

The story  begins  with  cities  and an  argument  from silence.  By
about 2600 BCE, settlements across the Indus system and neigh‐
bouring regions had entered what archaeologists call the Mature
Harappan  period.  Harappa,  Mohenjo-daro,  Dholavira  and  other
centres shared measures, craft traditions, seals, building practices
and exchange networks across an immense area. None was a cap‐

ital in the sense that Memphis or Babylon was a capital. No surviv‐
ing inscription names a ruler, records a tax or claims that one city
subdued another. The most visible order lies in repeated stand‐

ards: brick proportions,  cubical weights,  seal forms, street plans
and  water  management.  Somebody  maintained  these  conven‐
tions. We cannot yet ask them who.

The civilisation depended upon more than cities. Farmers, herders,
fishers, miners, potters, metalworkers and traders supplied urban
populations  and  moved  materials  across  long  distances.  Lapis
came from the north, shell from the coast, metals from several re‐
gions, and Indus objects reached Mesopotamia. The system was
integrated  without  becoming  uniform.  Dholavira,  built  in  a  dry
zone, organised water differently from Mohenjo-daro on the Indus
plain.  Coastal  settlements  handled  maritime  exchange.  Smaller
towns specialised.  The shared world  was strongest  because its
regions were connected, not because they were identical.

After about 1900 BCE, the urban pattern changed. Large centres
contracted, long-distance standardisation weakened and popula‐
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tions shifted towards smaller settlements and different river sys‐
tems. Older histories wanted a clean catastrophe and supplied in‐
vading Aryans as the answer. Archaeology has not found one de‐
struction event capable of ending an urban world spread across
hundreds  of  sites.  Climate  change,  weakening  monsoons,  river
movement,  altered trade and local  ecological  pressure affected
different regions at different times. The Indus civilisation did not
disappear in one night. Its networks stopped holding together in
the same way.

What followed is often called a dark age because cities and read‐

able inscriptions are absent. That description mistakes the histori‐
an's  lack  of  evidence  for  everybody  else's  lack  of  life.  Farming
expanded  in  new  regions,  ceramic  traditions  changed,  pastoral
groups moved, villages formed and older populations mixed with
newcomers.  Indo-Aryan languages became established in South
Asia through migrations and long contact during the second mil‐
lennium BCE. The evidence comes from comparative linguistics,
archaeology and genetics, none of which offers the dramatic sim‐

plicity of a single invasion. Languages moved with people. People
mixed. New societies formed from both movement and continuity.

The earliest Vedic hymns were composed in north-western South
Asia within communities organised around kinship, cattle, chariots,
warfare and sacrifice. They were not written as history and cannot
be placed beside an excavation like matching halves of  a  map.
Their geography, vocabulary and social assumptions nevertheless
place them in a changing post-Harappan world.  Over centuries,
Vedic-speaking groups and ritual traditions became established
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farther east. The centre of political and agricultural growth shifted
towards the Ganges plain,  where iron use,  forest clearance, rice
cultivation and denser settlement contributed to a second urban‐
isation. None was a single cause. Together they changed the scale
at which rulers could tax, recruit and fight.

By roughly the sixth and fifth centuries BCE, northern India con‐
tained  territorial  states,  fortified  towns,  coinage,  trading  routes
and rulers whose authority reached beyond one lineage. Buddhist
and Jain  traditions later  listed sixteen  mahajanapadas,  or  great
states. The list is useful and too neat. Some were monarchies, oth‐
ers were oligarchic republics governed by assemblies of elite lin‐
eages, and many smaller powers lay outside the scheme. Magadha
rose among them from the middle Ganges region. Its position near
river routes, fertile land and resources helped, but geography does
not  conquer  neighbours  unaided.  Magadhan  rulers  fortified
centres,  absorbed rivals  and built  a  political  tradition that  later
dynasties could enlarge.

The same world produced new forms of religious organisation. The
Buddha, Mahavira and other teachers addressed audiences living
amid courts, towns, trade and inherited hierarchy. Their followers
created communities of renouncers whose rules could be taught,
copied  and  adapted.  Monasteries  accepted  donations,  owned
property and trained successors. This made an idea less depend‐

ent upon one teacher's lifespan. Brahmanical traditions answered
the same changing world through new ritual, legal and philosoph‐
ical developments. The result was not the replacement of one reli‐
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gion by another. It was a crowded argument in which each tradi‐
tion learned to survive the presence of competitors.

The north-west had its own sequence. Parts of the Indus region
had belonged to the Achaemenid Empire,  and Alexander's cam‐

paigns reached the Punjab in the late fourth century BCE. His with‐
drawal and death did not leave an empty territory waiting for an
Indian ruler to collect it. Local kings, Macedonian commanders and
regional  powers remained.  Chandragupta Maurya emerged from
the struggle that overthrew the Nanda dynasty in Magadha, then
established  control  across  northern  India.  Around  305  BCE  he
fought Seleucus I, one of Alexander's successors. The settlement
transferred territories in the north-west to Mauryan control, while
Seleucus received five hundred war elephants and sent Megas‐
thenes as an ambassador to Chandragupta's court. A Macedonian
conqueror had reached India. An Indian emperor now helped de‐
cide a war in the Mediterranean world using elephants supplied
under the treaty.

Mauryan power centred on Pataliputra, positioned near the conflu‐
ence of the Ganges and Son rivers. From there the dynasty ruled
through  provincial  centres,  officials,  taxation,  military  force  and
arrangements inherited from conquered regions. The empire was
extensive, but the picture of a perfectly centralised bureaucracy
rests too heavily on the Arthashastra, a treatise whose composi‐
tion and editing span a long period. It  describes a ruler's ambi‐
tions,  techniques  and  anxieties,  not  a  complete  organisational
chart from Chandragupta's palace. The Mauryan state could send

31



orders across the subcontinent. It could not make every district
govern itself in the same way.

Ashoka inherited this system in the third century BCE. His con‐
quest of Kalinga on the eastern coast produced the most famous
reversal  in  ancient  Indian  political  history  because  Ashoka  an‐
nounced it himself.  In Major Rock Edict XIII,  he described killing,
deportation  and  suffering,  expressed  remorse  and  presented
conquest by dhamma as superior to conquest by force. The num‐

bers are royal claims and should not be treated as a field report.
The moral  break is  still  striking.  A  ruler  who had won chose to
make the pain of victory part of the public record.

His dhamma was a programme of conduct rather than a summary
of Buddhist doctrine.  The edicts encourage respect for parents
and teachers, restraint in killing, generosity, decent treatment of
servants and tolerance among religious groups. Ashoka appointed
officers  concerned with  dhamma,  ordered judicial  restraint  and
advertised medical and welfare measures. He also remained em‐

peror. Forest peoples were warned that he possessed the power
to punish, the death penalty survived and the army did not dis‐
solve.  The  usual  conversion  story  removes  the  difficult  part.
Ashoka did not leave kingship. He tried to make kingship answer to
a moral claim while retaining its instruments.

The  inscriptions  themselves  show  how  rule  worked.  Most  were
composed in forms of Prakrit and written in Brahmi, while Khar‐
osthi, Greek and Aramaic versions served parts of the north-west.
Messages changed slightly  with place and audience.  Pillars  and
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rock faces placed royal speech along routes, near settlements and
at important religious sites, but literacy was limited. Officials and
local readers had to recite, explain and repeat the words. Stone
gave the order durability. People gave it a voice.

The Mauryan Empire fragmented during the decades after Ashoka.
No single cause is enough. Succession disputes, regional power,
fiscal  strain  and the  difficulty  of  maintaining  control  over  such
varied territories all matter more than the old claim that Buddhist
pacifism weakened the state. Ashoka had not abolished force, and
later rulers did not inherit  his authority merely by inheriting his
relatives.  The  dynasty's  collapse  returned  the  subcontinent  to
several political centres. It did not return it to isolation.

In  the  north-west,  Indo-Greek  kingdoms connected South  Asia
with the Hellenistic world. Shaka and Indo-Parthian rulers followed,
then the Kushans built an empire joining northern India to Afgh‐
anistan and Central Asia. Their kings issued coins in several lan‐
guages and scripts, patronised varied deities and supported trade
across long routes.  Under Kanishka,  Buddhist traditions later re‐
membered major patronage, though the exact chronology of his
reign and the council associated with him remain disputed. Gand‐

haran artists used forms shaped by several traditions, while Math‐
ura developed its own powerful  sculptural  language. Calling one
Greek and the other Indian misses what both were doing.

Farther  south,  the  Satavahanas  and  rival  dynasties  controlled
parts of the Deccan, linking inland production with ports on both
coasts. In Tamilakam, Chera, Chola and Pandya rulers competed
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for prestige,  tribute and access to exchange. Early Tamil  poems
describe warfare, gift-giving, love, cattle raids and ports crowded
with imported goods, though the poems were compiled later and
resist exact dating. Archaeology supplies rouletted ware, amphor‐
ae,  beads,  coins  and  industrial  sites.  Mediterranean  merchants
entered a commercial  system they did not create.  Pepper trav‐
elled west. Gold came east. Neither movement required Rome to
rule a square mile of southern India.

Religious institutions grew within these networks. Buddhist caves
in  the  western  Deccan  received  donations  from  merchants,
craftspeople, officials, women and rulers. Inscriptions on railings,
pillars  and cave  walls  preserve  hundreds  of  donors  who would
vanish from dynastic history. Monasteries near routes could offer
lodging,  ritual  merit  and stable communities,  while traders gave
wealth and gained prestige. Brahmanical institutions also expan‐
ded  through  patronage,  land  grants,  ritual  specialists  and  the
growing importance of Vishnu, Shiva and goddess traditions. Local
deities were absorbed, renamed or placed beside wider gods. Reli‐
gious change worked through addition more often than replace‐
ment.

From the early centuries CE, Sanskrit became increasingly promin‐
ent in royal inscriptions and learned culture. This did not mean the
population began speaking Sanskrit at home. Prakrits,  Tamil and
other  languages  remained  active,  but  Sanskrit  offered  rulers  a
prestigious political vocabulary that travelled beyond one region
or ancestry. The epics also developed through long processes of
recitation, expansion and editing. The Mahabharata and Ramayana
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became shared reference points because they could be retold,
translated and relocated. Stability came from recognisability, not
from every version being identical.

The Gupta dynasty rose in the fourth century CE and built a major
kingdom  across  much  of  northern  India.  Samudragupta's  Alla‐
habad pillar inscription lists rulers defeated, reinstated, subordin‐
ated or made to pay tribute, revealing several forms of supremacy
rather than one uniform annexation. His successors used marriage,
warfare,  coinage and religious patronage to strengthen the dyn‐
asty. Chandragupta II extended influence westward and presided
over  a  court  later  associated with  literary  and artistic  achieve‐
ment. The Guptas were powerful. They were not rulers of all India,
and  their  own  inscriptions  are  advertisements  written  in  the
language of universal monarchy.

The  period  saw  influential  Sanskrit  literature,  temple  building,
sculpture,  astronomy and mathematics.  Kalidasa's  works  belong
somewhere within the Gupta age, though his exact dates are un‐
certain. Aryabhata completed his astronomical treatise in 499 CE,
after the dynasty's political peak but within the intellectual world
the label often gathers around it. Buddhist monasteries and art re‐
mained important  alongside expanding Brahmanical  institutions.
Fa-Hien, a Chinese Buddhist pilgrim who travelled in India around
the early fifth century, described prosperous cities and monaster‐
ies, but he travelled for Buddhist texts and discipline, not to con‐
duct a social survey. His silences are interests, not proof.
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"Golden  Age"  compresses  elite  achievement  into  a  verdict  on
everybody. Gupta inscriptions and Sanskrit court literature tell us
much about kings, Brahmins, donors and learned men. They tell us
less about cultivators carrying tax burdens, subordinated groups,
servants or women whose lives appear through legal prescriptions
and occasional inscriptions. Land grants to Brahmins and religious
institutions  transferred revenue and privileges,  helping build  re‐
gional authority beyond the court. This could extend Gupta influ‐
ence  while  making  local  power  less  dependent  upon  direct
administration from the centre.

During  the  fifth  and  sixth  centuries,  Gupta  authority  weakened
through succession problems, regional assertion and invasions by
groups labelled Hunas in Indian sources. Some Gupta rulers res‐
isted successfully for a time. Others lost territory. By about 550
CE, the imperial  structure had fractured into regional  kingdoms.
Political unity had again proved temporary. The institutions carried
through it did not vanish: Sanskrit learning, temple patronage, de‐
votional religion, landholding patterns, commercial routes, monast‐
ic  centres  and  inherited  hierarchies  remained  available  to  new
rulers.

One honest caveat: chronology makes this look like a relay race in
which  the  Indus  civilisation  hands  India  to  the  Vedic  peoples,
Magadha hands it to the Mauryas, and the Mauryas hand it to the
Guptas. Nobody living through these periods saw that sequence.
Southern  India,  the  Deccan,  Sri  Lanka,  the  Himalayan  regions,
forests  and  frontier  societies  followed histories  that  cannot  be
reduced to  northern  dynasties.  Nor  did  the people  of  Harappa
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know they  were  writing  the  opening  chapter  of  a  country  that
would be named thousands of years later. The line exists because
this book needs an order. The past did not.

How we know

Ancient  India  is  reconstructed from several  bodies of  evidence
that rarely answer the same questions. Archaeology provides set‐
tlements, burials, tools, ceramics, food remains, workshops, roads,
drains and environmental data. It is strongest where texts are ab‐

sent and weakest when asked to name motives or institutions that
left  no clear  material  signature.  The Indus script  remains unde‐
ciphered, so its civilisation is known through objects without read‐

able explanations. That is an immense archive with the labels re‐
moved.

Texts offer language, argument and memory, but their dates and
purposes vary. The Vedas were preserved orally and reached writ‐
ten  form  much  later.  Buddhist  and  Jain  canons  also  passed
through long transmission before surviving manuscripts were pro‐

duced.  The  epics  accumulated material  across  centuries.  None
can be placed in one year and treated as a transcript of society.
Prescriptive works describe the order their authors wanted, which
may differ sharply from practice. A law book proves that some‐
body argued for a rule. It does not prove that everybody obeyed
it.

Inscriptions bring us closer to public action. Ashoka's edicts are
contemporary  royal  statements  placed  across  a  wide  territory.

37



Gupta praise poems,  donor  records,  cave inscriptions and land
grants reveal conquest, patronage, status and property. They are
still  selective.  A  king  carving  his  victories  onto  a  pillar  is  not
confessing his defeats,  and a donor inscription preserves those
able or permitted to donate. Coins identify rulers, titles, images,
metals and exchange, while their distribution can suggest political
and commercial connections. A coin found in Tamilakam proves
movement. It does not prove Roman control.

Foreign writers add another angle. Greek accounts describe the
Mauryan court through fragments preserved by later authors. The
Periplus records  Indian  Ocean ports  through the  interests  of  a
merchant. Chinese pilgrims such as Fa-Hien observed Buddhist in‐
stitutions and routes centuries later.  Each saw South Asia from
somewhere  specific.  Difference  is  useful,  but  foreign  does  not
mean neutral.

The evidence is therefore abundant and badly balanced. We know
the wording of Ashoka's remorse better than the names of most
people killed in Kalinga. We can trace a royal genealogy while los‐
ing the villages that funded it.  We possess elite debates about
duty and liberation,  then infer  the lives  beneath them from ar‐
chaeology, stray inscriptions and rules written against behaviour
somebody wanted stopped.

Ancient  India  did  not  leave  one  archive.  It  left  several  partial
worlds, and the historian's job is to prevent the loudest one from
pretending to be the whole.
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What People Get Wrong

"The Aryans invaded and destroyed the Indus
civilisation"

This is the old schoolbook sequence: Harappan cities flourish, Ary‐
an invaders arrive, cities burn, and Vedic India begins. It survives
because it joins two difficult transitions with one dramatic verb.
Archaeology does not support it.

The Mature Harappan urban system began breaking apart  after
about 1900 BCE. Large cities contracted, settlement patterns shif‐
ted and shared standards weakened across different regions at
different speeds. River change, monsoon weakening, altered trade
and local ecological pressure all belong in the explanation. There is
no single destruction horizon showing one army ending a civilisa‐
tion spread across hundreds of settlements. Section 4 set out the
slower and less cinematic answer: the system lost the conditions
that had held it together.

That  does  not  mean  Indo-Aryan  speakers  were  indigenous  to
every part of South Asia or that migration did not occur. Linguist‐
ics  and ancient  DNA support  movements  into  South Asia  from
Central Asian steppe-related populations during the second mil‐
lennium BCE, followed by extensive mixing. What fails is the pack‐
age deal  in which one racially defined people invades,  destroys
Harappa and replaces its inhabitants. Migration happened. Urban
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decline happened. The evidence does not let us turn them into
the same event.

"The Indus cities were peaceful and classless"

No palace has been securely identified. No royal tomb announces
an emperor. Monumental warfare is not carved across city walls.
From this, a surprisingly complete utopia has been constructed:
clean streets, equal citizens, peaceful merchants and civic admin‐
istrators who apparently solved power without leaving any trace
of having possessed it.

Absence is not a constitution.

Harappan cities show differences in house size, access to facilit‐
ies,  burial  treatment,  craft  organisation  and  settlement  rank.
Those differences do not reveal a Mesopotamian-style monarchy,
but  they do make perfect  equality  implausible.  Skeletal  studies
have also identified trauma consistent with interpersonal violence,
although the samples are limited and cannot support a claim that
Harappan society was exceptionally violent.  They are enough to
end the claim that it was demonstrably peaceful.

The better conclusion is narrower. Indus political authority was or‐
ganised differently from the kingships that left statues, victory in‐
scriptions and royal graves elsewhere. We do not yet know wheth‐
er power lay mainly with councils,  merchants, landholders, ritual
specialists,  urban institutions  or  rulers  whose monuments  have
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not  survived or  have not  been recognised.  "No obvious king"  is
evidence. "No hierarchy" is a wish.

"Caste was fixed by the Vedas and never changed"

The  Vedic  and  later  Brahmanical  traditions  supplied  powerful
models  of  ranked society,  especially  the  four  varnas  and ideas
linking birth, duty, purity and occupation. Those models mattered,
and later texts could defend severe exclusion. But the claim that
one finished caste system was designed in the Vedas and then
obeyed unchanged across India mistakes prescription for adminis‐
tration.

Varna  was  a  broad classificatory  scheme.  Jatis  were  numerous
birth groups shaped by region, marriage, work, politics and local
rank, and they did not fit one pan-Indian ladder. Kings raised allies,
communities revised status claims, occupations shifted, and sys‐
tems in the south or on frontiers often sat badly inside the four-
varna  model.  Colonial  censuses  and  law  later  classified  and
hardened  some  identities,  but  they  did  not  invent  inherited
hierarchy from nothing.

The honest correction is uncomfortable in both directions. Caste
was neither an unchanging ancient machine nor a recent foreign
fabrication. Buddhist and Jain texts criticised birth-based claims
without making social rank disappear, while Brahmanical authors
revised  their  own  classifications  as  the  societies  around  them
changed. It  endured because it  adapted, attached itself  to new
economies and states, and could operate through households and
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local communities without one central authority. Flexibility did not
make it harmless. It made it harder to abolish.

"The Buddha rejected Hinduism and founded a
separate religion"

The sentence sounds sensible because Buddhism and Hinduism
are  now  named  as  distinct  religions.  In  the  Buddha's  lifetime,
"Hinduism" did not exist as one bounded institution with a founder,
creed or membership list from which he could resign. Northern In‐
dia contained Vedic ritual traditions, renouncers, local cults, spec‐
ulative teachings and competing schools whose boundaries were
still being argued.

The Buddha rejected the authority of Vedic sacrifice as a route to
liberation, denied that birth guaranteed spiritual worth, challenged
Brahmin claims and taught a distinct account of suffering, action
and release. He also used concepts shared across the wider intel‐
lectual  world,  including  karma,  rebirth,  meditation  and  renunci‐
ation,  while  redefining  them.  Buddhist  communities  later
sharpened distinctions from Brahmanical rivals, and Brahmanical
traditions absorbed and answered ideas associated with renoun‐
cers. They developed beside, against and through one another.

Nor did the argument divide cleanly into Buddhists on one side
and Brahmins on the other. Buddhist schools disputed one anoth‐
er over doctrine and discipline; Brahmanical thinkers differed over
sacrifice,  knowledge  and  devotion;  Jain  and  Ajivika  teachers
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offered further alternatives. Religious identities hardened through
centuries of debate, patronage and institution-building. The bor‐
der was an outcome of the argument, not its starting line, and it
remained porous long afterwards.

The Buddha did  establish  a  teaching  and monastic  community
from which  Buddhist  traditions  grew.  What  he  did  not  do  was
stage a modern interfaith split between two finished religions. The
labels are useful. Projected backwards without care, they make a
crowded  argument  look  like  two  departments  opening  on
opposite sides of a corridor.

"Ashoka became a pacifist after Kalinga"

Ashoka's remorse was not invented by later admirers. Major Rock
Edict XIII makes the suffering caused by the conquest of Kalinga
central to his public argument and praises conquest by dhamma
above conquest by force. That is remarkable. It is not pacifism.

Ashoka remained emperor,  retained an army,  preserved punish‐
ment and warned forest peoples that he possessed the power to
punish even while expressing a wish to exercise restraint. His in‐
scriptions discuss judicial delays, prison matters and official dis‐
cipline because coercive government continued. The remorse it‐
self  was also royal communication,  selected, carved and placed
for audiences,  not a private diary accidentally left  open.  He re‐
duced some killing  and urged mercy.  He  did  not  renounce the
state's capacity to compel.

43



The  saintly  version  is  attractive  because  it  gives  conquest  a
cleansing ending:  one battle,  one conversion,  no more violence.
Ashoka's  own  evidence  gives  something  harder.  He  recognised
that  power produced suffering and tried to regulate the way a
powerful king used it, while remaining the powerful king. Moral re‐
straint inside empire is not the same as leaving empire behind.

"The Arthashastra is Chandragupta's government
manual"

The  Arthashastra describes  taxation,  spies,  diplomacy,  punish‐
ment, war, officials, trade and the habits of enemies with enough
confidence to make a modern policy unit look underprepared. Tra‐
dition  attributes  it  to  Kautilya  or  Chanakya,  the  adviser  who
helped Chandragupta Maurya seize power. Popular history there‐
fore places a copy on the first Mauryan emperor's desk and treats
its chapters as evidence of what his administration did.

The text is more difficult. Scholarship has long disputed its author‐
ship and date, and linguistic and textual analysis indicates a com‐

posite work that developed across time, with substantial portions
or its final form later than Chandragupta. Its modern rediscovery
in 1905 encouraged readers to treat it as the lost master key to
Mauryan power, which is excellent publicity and poor method. It
preserves traditions of statecraft that may include Mauryan ma‐
terial, but it is not a discovered cabinet handbook carrying a date
stamp from 321 BCE.
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Use it  to  understand how ancient  Indian  political  thinkers  ima‐
gined revenue, security and conquest. Do not use it to populate
every Mauryan province with the exact officers it recommends. A
prescriptive text  tells  us  what  an author  thought  a  king should
control.  Its  appetite  for  control  is  not  proof  that  the  king  suc‐
ceeded.

"The Gupta period was India's Golden Age"

The Gupta centuries produced major Sanskrit literature, influential
sculpture and temple forms, sophisticated astronomy and math‐
ematics, and royal inscriptions of exceptional confidence. Calling
the  period  important  is  easy.  Calling  it  a  Golden  Age  quietly
changes the subject from achievement to universal wellbeing.

The label was shaped by colonial  and nationalist historiography,
and it tends to make a northern dynasty stand for the entire sub‐

continent. Gupta authority was extensive but uneven, dependent
in places upon subordinate rulers, tribute and negotiated lordship.
The south followed other political  histories.  Buddhism remained
active, regional cultures developed, and many achievements asso‐

ciated with the age drew upon earlier  institutions or  continued
after Gupta power weakened.

Gold also reflects the sources. Court poetry, coins, temples and
praise  inscriptions  preserve  rulers,  learned  men  and  wealthy
donors more clearly than cultivators, labourers, excluded groups
or women constrained by elite legal ideals. A period can produce

45



Kalidasa  and  Aryabhata  without  being  equally  fortunate  for
everybody alive in it.

Keep the achievements.  Lose the weather report.  There was no
age in which India turned uniformly golden.
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Use It

Ancient  India  is  useful  because it  refuses  to  sit  still  inside  the
categories used to explain it. A modern map suggests one coun‐
try. A dynastic timeline suggests a succession of rulers. A religious
history suggests several  separate faiths.  A legal  text suggests a
social system. Each view catches something and then quietly pre‐
tends it has caught the whole. The transferable skill is not to re‐
place one grand story with another. It is to keep changing scale
until the evidence stops being forced to answer a question it was
never built to answer.

Begin with the map, but ask who drew the border and what the
border is meant to show. The Republic of India is a modern state.
Ancient  South  Asia  was  a  changing  field  of  kingdoms,  cities,
routes,  language zones,  forests,  coasts and religious institutions.
This does not mean the subcontinent lacked shared histories or
that  every  region  developed  alone.  It  means  political  territory,
cultural connection and modern national identity are three differ‐
ent things. Use a map of Mauryan claims to study Mauryan power.
Do not use it to prove that one timeless India had briefly achieved
its proper shape. The border is evidence when its purpose is clear.
Otherwise it becomes hindsight with a coastline.

Separate unity from connection.  One ruler  can impose taxation
across a wide territory while leaving communities culturally dis‐
tant from one another.  Several  rulers can fight constantly while
merchants,  pilgrims,  poems,  marriage  networks  and  legal  ideas
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cross  between  them.  Ancient  India  repeatedly  produced  the
second condition. Political fragmentation did not cancel exchange,
and imperial unity did not make government uniform. This lens is
useful  wherever  history  presents  centralisation as  maturity  and
plurality as failure. Ask what the central state could collect, com‐

mand and punish. Then ask what moved without its permission.
The answers may describe two different kinds of integration.

Read  every  prescriptive  text  as  an  intervention.  The  Vedas,
Dharmashastras,  Buddhist  monastic  rules  and political  treatises
do not offer neutral photographs of society. They preserve argu‐
ments  about  correct  sacrifice,  proper  status,  disciplined  beha‐
viour,  legitimate punishment and the ordering of  households or
states. A rule against an action may be evidence that somebody
kept performing it. A detailed hierarchy may reveal anxiety about
mobility rather than perfect social control.  The right question is
not,  "What  did  ancient  Indians believe?"  It  is,  "Who is  speaking,
what order are they defending, and what behaviour made the de‐
fence  necessary?"  A  rulebook  is  most  revealing  where  reality
presses against it.

This matters sharply with caste. The four-varna model was influ‐
ential, but it did not provide one complete register of the subcon‐
tinent's many jatis, occupations and regional rankings. Avoid the
comfortable escape in either direction. Ancient hierarchy was not
an unchanging machine that operated identically for three thou‐
sand years, and it was not invented from nothing by colonial offi‐
cials.  Institutions  can  alter  their  form  while  preserving  unequal
outcomes. Look for who controls marriage, labour,  ritual access,
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land  and  public  honour.  These  mechanisms  matter  more  than
whether one word retains exactly the same meaning across cen‐
turies.

Follow  the  carriers  rather  than  staring  only  at  the  product.
Sanskrit, Buddhist teachings, epic stories, artistic forms and reli‐
gious practices did not move by themselves. Reciters memorised
texts,  monks  founded  communities,  merchants  funded  institu‐
tions,  artisans  carried  techniques,  rulers  hired  specialists  and
families reproduced customs. This lens replaces the vague word
"influence" with a chain of human actions. When an idea appears
far from its earliest known setting,  ask who transported it,  who
paid for that movement and why the receiving community found
it  useful.  Civilisation  is  not  a  mist  that  drifts  across  borders.
Somebody packs it, performs it, translates it and changes it.

Then distinguish transmission from copying. The spread of South
Asian religious and cultural forms into Central, East and Southeast
Asia  was  not  the  export  of  identical  units  from a  single  Indian
source. Courts and communities selected texts, gods, scripts, ar‐
chitectural  forms  and  political  languages,  then  combined  them
with  local  institutions.  The  same  was  true  inside  South  Asia.
Sanskrit could become a language of royal prestige without repla‐
cing speech at home. An epic could remain recognisable while ac‐
quiring new episodes, emphases and local settings. Survival often
depends upon alteration. A tradition that cannot change may re‐
main pure for the brief period before nobody needs it.
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Look at infrastructure before ideology. Monasteries did not spread
only because doctrines persuaded people. They could own prop‐

erty, train successors, receive gifts, shelter travellers and remain in
place after one teacher died. Vedic transmission survived through
disciplined systems of recitation and controlled teaching.  Trade
persisted because sailors understood winds, ports supplied goods
and intermediaries connected distant buyers. Ashoka's message
required stone, quarrying,  transport,  scribes,  officials and public
recitation before moral government could become visible.  Ideas
matter.  Institutions  determine  whether  ideas  can  outlive  the
person who first states them.

Use silence as evidence, but refuse to make it speak too fluently.
The absence of obvious Harappan palaces and royal tombs distin‐
guishes  the  Indus  cities  from  some  contemporary  societies.  It
does not prove equality. The lack of surviving writing from cultivat‐
ors, labourers and excluded communities does not mean they ac‐
cepted the orders described by elites. Silence can establish that a
type  of  evidence  is  missing.  It  cannot  safely  fill  the  gap  with
whichever society the interpreter would prefer to find. The honest
sentence is often, "We do not know." That is not failure. It is the
boundary that keeps interpretation from becoming ownership.

Turn the archive around.  Royal  inscriptions announce conquest,
morality  and  gifts  because  rulers  wanted  those  actions  re‐
membered.  Religious  texts  preserve  disputes  their  institutions
considered  important.  Coins  survive  because  metal  lasts  and
moved widely. Stone temples receive more attention than build‐

ings made from materials that decayed. None of this is random.
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The archive  has  a  social  structure.  Ask  whose  actions  became
durable, whose names were worth carving and whose labour ap‐

pears only as the condition making somebody else's monument
possible. A source can be truthful about what it says and still dis‐
tort the world through what it never considered worth saying.

Distrust period labels that arrive already carrying a verdict. "Dark
Age" often means a period with fewer sources familiar to histori‐
ans. "Golden Age" usually means that elite art, literature or science
has survived impressively.  "Decline"  can mean that one dynasty
lost  control  while  regional  states,  trade  or  religious  institutions
continued. These labels are not useless, but they smuggle evalu‐
ation  into  chronology.  Replace  them  temporarily  with  specific
questions.  Did  cities  contract?  Did  tax  collection  weaken?  Did
court patronage shift? Did ordinary mortality rise? Did artistic pro‐

duction move elsewhere? A period cannot be uniformly golden un‐
less everybody living through it somehow shared one weather sys‐
tem.

Track costs as carefully as continuity. The endurance of Sanskrit
learning,  religious  institutions,  household  structures  and  social
classifications  can look  admirable  when contrasted with  short-
lived empires.  Some of what endured was oppressive.  Inherited
hierarchy, restrictions upon women, bonded labour and exclusion
from  ritual  or  material  resources  could  also  survive  political
change. Continuity is not a compliment. A civilisation's ability to
reproduce  itself  tells  you  nothing  by  itself  about  whether  the
reproduced order was just.
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Finally, test every claim of civilisational continuity at the level of
mechanism. A familiar word, image or ritual separated by centur‐
ies does not prove an unchanged tradition. Ask whether there is a
traceable line of transmission, repeated adaptation or only visual
resemblance.  The Indus  civilisation  is  the  sharpest  warning  be‐
cause its undeciphered script leaves later observers eager to find
named Hindu gods, linguistic ancestors or national origins in am‐

biguous  objects.  Continuity  is  possible  without  being  demon‐
strable. Resemblance begins the question. It does not settle it.

Limits

These  lenses  should  not  dissolve  ancient  India  into  fragments.
People in different regions recognised shared sacred geographies,
stories, languages of learning, political titles and social categories.
Large  states  mattered.  Religious  traditions  developed  recognis‐
able  identities.  Rejecting  a  timeless  nation  does  not  require
pretending there were no wider connections.

Nor should every source be treated as propaganda and therefore
discarded.  Ashoka's  edicts  are political  claims,  but  they remain
evidence of what he chose to claim, where he placed the claim
and what kinds of conduct imperial government wanted to regu‐
late. Prescriptive texts may fail as censuses while succeeding as
evidence of intellectual authority. Critical reading means narrow‐

ing  what  a  source  can  prove,  not  congratulating  yourself  for
believing nothing.
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The final limit is moral distance. Ancient institutions should not be
excused because they were ancient, but modern categories can‐
not be laid over them and declared identical without distortion.
Empire, caste, religion, race and nation have histories. Comparison
works when the differences remain visible.

The one thing to keep

Do not  ask  what  single  power  held  ancient  India  together.  Ask
what could keep moving when no single power did.

Its  rulers  controlled  territory  for  a  reign  or  a  dynasty.  Its  more
durable systems travelled through people.
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Terms

Ahimsa The principle of avoiding harm to living beings. Jain tradi‐
tions developed its  most demanding forms,  while  Buddhist  and
Brahmanical traditions interpreted it differently. It meant restraint,
not the claim that ancient Indian society rejected violence.

Arthashastra A Sanskrit treatise on kingship, revenue, espionage,
diplomacy and war, traditionally linked to Chandragupta Maurya's
adviser Kautilya. The surviving work is composite and cannot be
treated as a Mauryan government handbook.

Ashoka The third Mauryan emperor, ruling in the third century BCE.
After conquering Kalinga, he publicly expressed remorse and pro‐

moted  dhamma.  He  remained  an  emperor  with  officials,
punishments and armed power.

Brahmi The script used for most of Ashoka's inscriptions and the
ancestor of many later South and Southeast Asian scripts. Its ori‐
gin  remains  debated,  although  it  was  established  by  the  third
century BCE.

Brahmin A  member  of  the  social  category  associated  in
Brahmanical  tradition with priesthood,  sacrifice and learned au‐
thority.  Brahmins were never one uniform occupation,  and their
status varied across regions, courts and periods.

Dhamma The Prakrit  form corresponding to  Sanskrit  dharma.  In
Ashoka's  inscriptions it  describes an imperial  ethic  of  restraint,
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generosity,  respect  and  proper  conduct,  broader  than  a
statement of Buddhist doctrine.

Dharma A flexible Sanskrit term covering duty, law, right conduct,
social order and the behaviour appropriate to a person's position.
Its range made it influential and prevents one English translation
from capturing it.

Dravidian A language family including Tamil, Telugu, Kannada and
Malayalam, not a single ancient race. Dravidian languages long in‐
teracted  with  Indo-Aryan,  Munda  and  other  languages  across
South Asia.

Gandhara A north-western region centred around the Peshawar
valley  and Taxila,  now divided principally  between Pakistan and
Afghanistan.  It  connected South Asia with Iran and Central  Asia
and became an important Buddhist cultural centre.

Gupta dynasty A ruling house that controlled much of northern In‐
dia from the fourth to sixth centuries CE. Its courts patronised in‐
fluential Sanskrit, religious and artistic production, but the dynasty
never ruled the whole subcontinent.

Harappan civilisation Another name for the Indus civilisation, con‐
ventionally taken from Harappa, one of its first excavated cities. Its
Mature  phase,  about  2600  to  1900  BCE,  linked  hundreds  of
settlements through shared material standards.

Jati A birth group shaped by marriage, occupation, locality and so‐

cial rank. Thousands of jatis existed, and their relationships varied
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regionally. Jati should not be treated as a simple subdivision of the
four varnas.

Karma Action  and  its  consequences  within  theories  of  rebirth.
Buddhist,  Jain  and  Brahmanical  traditions  disagreed  over  what
karma was, how it operated and how a person might escape its ef‐
fects.

Kharosthi A script written from right to left and used especially in
Gandhara and the north-west. It developed from Aramaic writing
and recorded Gandhari  and other  languages,  including Ashokan
and Buddhist texts.

Mahajanapada The term means a great territorial people or polity.
Buddhist and Jain traditions list sixteen major states in northern
India during the first  millennium BCE,  although the lists  are not
complete political maps.

The Mahabharata and Ramayana The two great Sanskrit epics, de‐
veloped through centuries of oral and written transmission. Their
stories became shared moral and political reference points pre‐
cisely because later communities kept retelling and altering them.

Mauryan  Empire The  large  empire  founded  by  Chandragupta
Maurya in the late fourth century BCE and expanded by his suc‐
cessors. It joined much of South Asia under one dynasty without
administering every region uniformly.

Moksha Release  from  rebirth  in  several  Brahmanical  and  later
Hindu traditions. It resembles Buddhist nirvana only at a distance,
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since the traditions  disagree over  the self,  causation and what
liberation means.

Monsoon A seasonal wind system whose reversal shaped rainfall
and maritime travel.  Indian Ocean sailors used predictable wind
changes  to  plan  crossings,  though  weather,  currents  and  local
knowledge still made voyages hazardous.

Prakrit A broad label for Middle Indo-Aryan languages and literary
forms  distinct  from  classical  Sanskrit.  Ashoka  used  regional
Prakrits  for  most  inscriptions  because  imperial  communication
required languages people could recognise locally.

Sangam literature A corpus of early Tamil poetry concerning love,
warfare,  patronage,  landscapes  and  social  life.  The  poems  pre‐
serve a southern world, but their dating remains difficult.

Sangha A community or assembly. In Buddhist usage it commonly
means the monastic order, although the word can include wider
communities  in  some  contexts.  Jain  traditions  also  organised
durable communities of renouncers and lay supporters.

Sanskrit An Indo-Aryan language of Vedic ritual, scholarship, liter‐
ature and later court culture. Its prestige spread widely without
making it the everyday language of most South Asians.

Shramana A renouncer or religious striver outside ordinary house‐
hold life.  Buddhist,  Jain,  Ajivika and other shramana movements
developed competing teachings on karma, rebirth, discipline and
liberation.
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Stupa A  Buddhist  reliquary  monument,  usually  built  as  a  solid
mound  and  used  for  circumambulation,  donation  and  worship.
Stupas  preserved  relics  while  giving  communities  a  durable
sacred centre.

Tamilakam The ancient Tamil-speaking region covering much of
present-day  Tamil  Nadu  and  Kerala,  connected  to  Sri  Lanka.  It
contained several rulers, ports and communities rather than one
Tamil state.

Varna The fourfold Brahmanical  classification of  Brahmin,  Kshat‐
riya,  Vaishya and Shudra.  It  was a powerful  social  theory,  not  a
complete description of every community or hierarchy in ancient
South Asia.

The Vedas Collections of hymns, formulas and ritual material pre‐
served through exact oral transmission. The Rigveda is the earliest.
Vedic authority rested in trained recitation long before the texts
were written down.

Yajna A Vedic sacrifice in which offerings were placed into a con‐
secrated fire with precisely recited formulas. Its correct perform‐

ance required specialist knowledge and supported the authority
of trained priestly lineages.

Yavana An ancient South Asian term derived from "Ionian", first as‐
sociated  with  Greeks  and  later  applied  more  broadly  in  some
sources to western foreigners.  Its meaning changed with period
and context.
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Go Deeper

Four  books  are  enough to  open the  subject  properly,  provided
they are not all asked to do the same job. Ancient India is too large
for one author to supply the narrative, the primary evidence, the
interpretive argument and the archaeological correction without
something important being flattened.

The narrative: Upinder Singh, *A History of Ancient and Early
Medieval India: From the Stone Age to the 12th Century*, 2nd
ed. (Pearson India, 2024). This is the large one, and usefully so.
Singh  integrates  archaeology,  texts,  inscriptions,  coins,  art  and
regional histories without making northern dynasties stand for the
whole subcontinent. The second edition incorporates newer dis‐
coveries and gives more attention to ecology, pastoralists, forest
communities, subordinated groups and South Asia's connections
beyond itself. Read through the Gupta period for this book's chro‐

nology,  then  keep  it  nearby  whenever  a  clean  claim  needs  its
evidence returned.

The  primary  source:  Ashoka,  *Edicts  of  Asoka*,  edited  and
translated by N. A. Nikam and Richard McKeon (University of
Chicago Press, 1978). These are the rare moments when an an‐
cient Indian ruler addresses subjects in his own reign rather than
appearing through a later  chronicle.  The editors arrange the in‐
scriptions  thematically,  making  Ashoka's  remorse,  dhamma,  ad‐

ministration  and  continuing  coercive  power  easy  to  compare.
Read the repetition. A king carving the same moral claims in differ‐
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ent places was not wasting stone. He was adapting authority to
audience.

The  argument:  Romila  Thapar,  *The  Penguin  History  of  Early
India: From the Origins to AD 1300* (Penguin, 2003). Thapar's
achievement is not merely covering the period. She explains why
early India cannot be reduced to a timeless Hindu civilisation, a
procession of empires or a modern nation waiting to acquire bor‐
ders. Political economy, social formation, religious debate and re‐
gional change remain connected throughout. Read it for the argu‐
ment beneath the chronology,  and for the discipline of refusing
origin stories that become suspiciously useful in the present.

How we know: Robin Coningham and Ruth Young, *The Archae‐

ology of South Asia: From the Indus to Asoka, c. 6500 BCE-200
CE*  (Cambridge  University  Press,  2015). This  is  the  technical
book and the corrective to histories built chiefly from elite texts. It
moves through sites, settlement systems, environmental evidence,
objects  and  competing  archaeological  models,  showing  where
confidence  comes  from  and  where  the  material  record  stops.
Read it when "the evidence shows" begins sounding too effortless.

Read Singh for the whole field, Ashoka for the ruler's voice, Thapar
for the interpretation and Coningham and Young for the ground
beneath all three.
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Notes and Sources

Conventions

Scope. "Ancient India" is used as readable shorthand for the his‐
tories of the Indian subcontinent and its connected regions from
the Indus civilisation to  the fragmentation of  Gupta power,  ap‐

proximately 2600 BCE to 550 CE. The geographical field includes
modern  India,  Pakistan  and  Bangladesh,  together  with  relevant
parts of Afghanistan, Nepal and Sri Lanka. It does not imply that
these  territories  formed  one  continuous  state  or  possessed
modern national borders.

Dates. Dates before the Mauryan period are often approximate.
The  Mature  Harappan  phase  is  conventionally  dated  to  about
2600-1900 BCE, although urbanisation and regional change began
earlier and continued later at different sites. The composition of
Vedic texts extended across centuries and cannot be assigned
one exact date. The lifetimes of the Buddha and Mahavira remain
disputed within a limited range. Mauryan, Kushan and early Gupta
chronology  also  contains  unresolved  problems.  Approximate
dates are stated as approximate rather than converted into false
precision.

Names and transliteration. Familiar English forms are used in the
body: Ashoka rather than Aśoka, Brahmin rather than  brāhmaṇa,
and  Kharosthi  rather  than  Kharoṣṭhī.  Sanskrit,  Prakrit  and  Tamil
terms are italicised when first introduced or where they retain a
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technical meaning. This is an editorial choice, not a claim that one
transliteration system is more historically authentic.

India and South Asia. "South Asia" is preferred where the discus‐
sion  includes  regions  outside  the  borders  of  modern  India  or
where the modern nation would distort the ancient geography. "In‐
dia" is retained where it is conventional,  as in Indian Ocean, an‐
cient Indian philosophy and the title of  this book.  Neither term
should be treated as politically neutral in every context.

Hinduism and Brahmanical  traditions. "Hinduism" is  used cau‐
tiously  for  the  diverse  traditions  that  developed  from  Vedic,
Brahmanical,  devotional,  local  and  temple-based practices.  The
term  should  not  be  projected  backwards  as  though  a  single
bounded religion, central church or fixed membership already ex‐
isted in the Vedic period or the Buddha's lifetime. "Brahmanical"
identifies traditions and texts that asserted Brahmin ritual, social
or  intellectual  authority  without  implying that  they represented
every inhabitant of the subcontinent.

Caste. Varna and  jati are not treated as interchangeable.  Varna
refers to a broad Brahmanical classification of society.  Jati refers
to numerous birth groups shaped through locality, marriage, occu‐
pation,  political  power and social  rank.  The English word "caste"
can refer to both and therefore requires explanation each time the
distinction matters.

Ancient texts. Vedic, Buddhist, Jain, epic, legal and political texts
were composed, transmitted and revised over long periods. Their
surviving written forms can be centuries later than the material
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they preserve. A text is evidence for the communities that trans‐
mitted it and the arguments it contains, but it is not automatically
a contemporary description of every society mentioned in it.

Translations. Modern  translations  are  interpretive  and  copy‐
righted.  The  book  paraphrases  rather  than  reproduces  them.
Translators  and editions  used are  listed in  the  Bibliography.  No
quotation or page number is supplied unless it has been checked
directly against the named edition.

Section 1: The Whole Thing in One Page

Political and civilisational unity. The distinction between political
unity and civilisational connection is the book's governing inter‐
pretation.  Mauryan and Gupta rulers  controlled large territories,
but neither dynasty created a permanent subcontinental state or
administered  every  region  uniformly.  Political  plurality  did  not
prevent the movement of texts, religious communities, merchants,
artistic forms or social institutions.

The Indus civilisation. The Mature Harappan phase linked major
cities, towns and rural settlements through standardised weights,
seals, craft production, brick proportions and exchange networks.
The civilisation covered a larger area than contemporary Egypt or
Mesopotamia, but its political structure remains unknown. No se‐
curely identified king list, palace complex or royal tomb permits
reconstruction on Mesopotamian or Egyptian lines.
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The  Indus  script. Several  thousand  short  inscriptions  survive,
commonly on seals, tablets and pottery. Most contain only a few
signs, no bilingual text has been found and no proposed decipher‐
ment has achieved scholarly acceptance. The signs may encode a
language, but even that question has generated debate. The text
therefore calls the script undeciphered rather than claiming it has
been proved readable or non-linguistic.

The  end  of  the  urban  system. The  weakening  of  the  Mature
Harappan system after about 1900 BCE was regionally varied. Urb‐

an contraction,  changing river systems,  weaker monsoon condi‐
tions, altered exchange and increasing regionalisation all contrib‐

uted. Archaeology does not support one invading army destroying
the civilisation in a single event. "Collapse" refers to the end of a
particular  integrated  urban  order,  not  the  disappearance  of  its
population.

Vedic  transmission. The  Vedas  were  preserved  through  highly
disciplined oral  methods that  controlled sound,  accent and se‐
quence. Their stability did not depend upon one written master
copy or a state archive. The oral tradition was institutional, spe‐
cialised and capable of transmitting texts over many generations
before surviving manuscripts were produced.

The  second  urbanisation. The  growth  of  towns  and  territorial
states  in  the Ganges plain  during the first  millennium BCE was
connected to expanding agriculture, trade, political consolidation,
iron  use  and  changing  settlement.  Scholars  disagree  over  the
weight assigned to each cause. The phrase "second urbanisation"
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is conventional and does not imply that the Indus cities directly
evolved into the later Gangetic towns.

Ashoka's argument. Ashoka's inscriptions are the principal con‐
temporary evidence for his public programme. Major Rock Edict
XIII describes the suffering caused by the conquest of Kalinga and
expresses remorse. His policy of dhamma promoted restraint, so‐

cial duty and respect among communities, but it did not abolish
punishment, hierarchy or imperial force.

The post-Mauryan world. The period after Mauryan fragmenta‐
tion contained numerous regional  powers,  including Indo-Greek,
Shaka, Kushan, Satavahana and Tamil polities. It should not be de‐
scribed as an empty interval before Gupta rule. Commercial, reli‐
gious and linguistic networks expanded within a politically plural
field.

The  Gupta  label. Gupta  courts  patronised  influential  literature,
art, religion, mathematics and astronomy. The book avoids "Golden
Age" as an unqualified judgement because Gupta authority was
geographically  limited  and  surviving  elite  evidence  reveals
achievement more clearly than general living conditions.

Section 2: Why You Should Care

The modern map. The borders of the Republic of India are not a
reliable outline for ancient history. Harappa and Mohenjo-daro are
in modern Pakistan; Gandhara extended through areas of Pakistan
and Afghanistan; Bengal is divided between India and Bangladesh;
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Tamilakam crossed modern state boundaries; Sri Lanka followed
its own political history while remaining closely connected to the
subcontinent.

Civilisation without one state. The claim that civilisation can per‐
sist without political unity is not a claim that states were unim‐

portant. Empires changed taxation, warfare, settlement and pat‐
ronage. The argument is that some networks did not depend upon
one government and could survive dynastic collapse.

The map and the archive. Political maps give large visual weight
to emperors because territorial claims are easy to colour. Monas‐
teries,  merchant routes, oral traditions and local status systems
are harder  to map,  despite  sometimes lasting longer.  The book
therefore  repeatedly  shifts  between  imperial  and  non-imperial
forms of organisation.

Modern religious vocabulary. Words such as karma, yoga, nirvana
and caste have entered global English after long histories of trans‐
lation and reinterpretation. Their modern meanings should not be
read back into every ancient use. Buddhist, Jain and Brahmanical
traditions  frequently  used  related  vocabulary  while  disagreeing
over its definition.

Religious  transmission. South  Asian  religions  moved  through
teachers,  monasteries,  pilgrims,  merchants,  patrons,  texts  and
artistic workshops. Their expansion into Central, East and South‐
east Asia was not the result of one Indian empire colonising those
regions.  Receiving societies selected and transformed imported
material.
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Political  uses  of  antiquity. Debates  over  the  Indus  civilisation,
Indo-Aryan migration, Sanskrit, caste and religious origins remain
politically charged. This makes caution more important, not less.
Modern usefulness cannot establish an ancient claim, and a con‐
clusion should not be rejected only because modern groups use it
badly.

Unequal  evidence. Archaeological  recovery depends upon pre‐
servation,  excavation and modern research priorities.  Texts pre‐
serve elite and institutional voices more reliably than those of la‐
bourers, subordinated groups and many women. The absence of
those voices is a defect in the archive, not proof of consent or
passivity.

Section 3: The Core Ideas

Several  geographical  centres. South  Asian  history  developed
around the Indus system, Ganges plains, north-western corridors,
the Deccan, Tamilakam, coastal routes and other regional zones.
Geography made several centres of power possible and affected
the cost of communication and taxation. It did not mechanically
determine political fragmentation.

Mauryan  territorial  reach. Ashoka's  inscriptions  provide  a
stronger guide to Mauryan reach than later literary maps, but the
edicts do not prove identical administration everywhere they ap‐

pear. Imperial authority could consist of direct officials, provincial
centres, tributary rulers, military presence and negotiated control
in different combinations.
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Harappan  standardisation. Standardised  weights,  seals,  bricks
and craft traditions demonstrate extensive coordination. They do
not  identify  the institution that  imposed or  maintained it.  Mer‐
chant organisations, urban authorities, ritual institutions and polit‐
ical  rulers  remain possible,  and the evidence does not  support
choosing one with certainty.

Harappan  inequality. Variation  in  housing,  access  to  facilities,
burial and health argues against the claim that Harappan society
was certainly classless. The absence of spectacular royal monu‐
ments distinguishes it from some contemporary states but does
not establish equal political power or resources.

Mesopotamian connections. Indus artefacts occur in Mesopot‐
amia and Persian Gulf contexts, while Mesopotamian texts refer to
Meluhha. Most scholars connect Meluhha with the Indus region, al‐
though the exact territory and political meaning remain uncertain.
Trade should not be confused with political dependence.

Indo-Aryan migration. Comparative linguistics places Indo-Aryan
languages  within  Indo-Iranian  and  Indo-European  families.  An‐
cient-DNA research supports the arrival of steppe-related ances‐
try in South Asia during the second millennium BCE, followed by
substantial  mixture  with  existing  populations.  Genetics  cannot
identify  the language spoken by every migrating individual,  and
migration should not be converted into the older racial theory of a
pure Aryan people.

The word Aryan. Forms of  arya appear  in  ancient  Indo-Iranian
sources as cultural and status terms. The nineteenth-century use
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of  "Aryan"  as  a  racial  category was a  modern construction and
should not be carried into ancient population history.

The Rigveda. The Rigveda is the earliest Vedic collection, but its
internal chronology, exact dating and relationship to archaeology
remain debated. It is ritual poetry, not a dynastic chronicle. Refer‐
ences to cattle, chariots, rivers and conflict illuminate the world of
its  composers  without  providing  a  complete  description  of
northern South Asia.

Vedic  oral  accuracy. Complex  recitation  systems  preserved
wording and pronunciation with exceptional  care.  This does not
mean every Vedic text existed in final form from its earliest com‐

position. Composition, arrangement and transmission are different
historical processes.

Panini. Panini's  grammar,  conventionally  dated to the middle of
the first  millennium BCE,  systematised Sanskrit  with remarkable
analytical precision. His exact date is disputed. The book uses him
to demonstrate intellectual specialisation and linguistic authority,
not to claim that one grammarian created Sanskrit.

Varna  and  jati. The  four-varna  model  was  influential  within
Brahmanical  texts,  while  social  organisation  involved  numerous
jatis and local hierarchies. Political change, migration, occupation
and  patronage  could  alter  rank.  This  variation  did  not  remove
inherited inequality or exclusion.

Untouchability and exclusion. Early evidence for groups placed
outside  the  four-varna  model  is  uneven,  and  later  practices
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should not be projected unchanged into the earliest Vedic period.
Brahmanical and legal texts nevertheless developed clear forms of
pollution, segregation and inherited degradation. Their chronology
and local application require care, not denial.

Gender  and  household  authority. Prescriptive  texts  often
presented women as dependent upon male relatives and treated
marriage, reproduction and sexual control as central to social or‐
der. Inscriptions also record women as donors and property hold‐

ers.  These  facts  are  not  contradictory.  Agency  existed  within
structures designed to restrict it.

Slavery, service and labour. Ancient South Asian texts use sever‐
al terms for dependent people,  servants,  slaves and bonded la‐
bourers. Their legal status and lived conditions varied. The book
avoids treating all dependency as identical to Atlantic plantation
slavery while refusing to turn terminological difference into free‐
dom.

The mahajanapadas. Buddhist and Jain sources list sixteen major
states, but the lists differ and do not provide a complete contem‐

porary map. Some states were monarchies, while others were gov‐
erned by restricted assemblies of elite lineages. "Republic" is con‐
ventional but can misleadingly suggest broad popular participa‐
tion.

The  Buddha  and  Mahavira. Traditional  chronologies  differ,  and
modern scholarship continues to debate exact dates. Both belong
broadly to the period of expanding states and urbanisation in the

70



middle Ganges region. The book does not depend upon fixing one
exact birth or death year.

Shramana movements. Buddhism, Jainism, Ajivika teaching and
other renunciant traditions disagreed over the self, karma, action
and liberation. "Shramana" is a broad category, not the name of
one unified movement opposed to a single Hindu establishment.

Merchants and monasteries. Merchant donations and the posi‐
tion of  monasteries near  routes support  a  connection between
commerce and monastic growth.  Buddhism and Jainism cannot
be  reduced  to  merchant  ideologies,  since  their  patrons  and
followers came from varied social groups.

Chandragupta and Seleucus. Greek and Roman traditions record
conflict  and  settlement  between  Chandragupta  Maurya  and
Seleucus I,  including territorial  concessions,  diplomatic relations
and the transfer of five hundred elephants. Precise borders and
the interpretation of a possible marriage agreement remain dis‐
puted.

The Mauryan state. Mauryan government included a capital, pro‐

vincial  centres,  officials,  revenue  collection,  roads  and  armed
force. Claims of a uniformly centralised bureaucracy often depend
upon reading the  Arthashastra directly into the period.  Archae‐
ology and inscriptions instead suggest varied degrees of control.

The Arthashastra. The surviving text is composite and underwent
substantial  development  and  redaction.  It  preserves  ancient
statecraft traditions and may contain material with Mauryan roots,
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but  it  cannot  be  treated  as  a  document  written  wholly  by
Chandragupta's adviser and implemented exactly across his em‐

pire.

Ashoka's  accession. The relationship between Ashoka's  acces‐
sion,  coronation  and  regnal  years  creates  chronological  uncer‐
tainty.  Modern dates differ  slightly.  The body uses approximate
reign  dates  and  avoids  making  arguments  depend  upon  one
disputed reconstruction.

Kalinga. Ashoka's  inscription  supplies  the  famous  figures  for
deaths and deportations after the conquest. These are royal num‐

bers and cannot be independently audited. His decision to advert‐
ise suffering and remorse remains historically significant even if
the totals are rhetorical.

Dhamma  and  Buddhism. Ashoka's  personal  support  for
Buddhism  is  established  by  several  inscriptions.  His  public
dhamma was  broader,  addressing  conduct  across  communities
rather than requiring all  subjects to become Buddhist.  It  should
not be labelled secularism in the modern constitutional sense.

Ashokan coercion. The inscriptions call  for  restraint  in  punish‐
ment and concern for subjects while retaining royal authority. The
warning to forest peoples that the king possesses the power to
punish prevents the conversion of Ashoka into an absolute paci‐
fist.

Ashokan  scripts  and  languages. Most  edicts  use  Prakrit  in
Brahmi script. Kharosthi appears in the north-west, and Greek and
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Aramaic  inscriptions  served  particular  regional  audiences.  The
variation supports the book's argument that imperial communica‐
tion adapted to local linguistic conditions.

The  south  and  Mauryan  rule. Ashoka's  inscriptions  mention
southern polities beyond his direct rule. The far south was con‐
nected to the Mauryan world  without  being absorbed into one
uniform administration. Tamil history should not begin only when
northern sources mention it.

Indian Ocean trade. Archaeology and texts show substantial ex‐
change between South Asia, the Red Sea, Arabia, East Africa and
Southeast  Asia.  Older  accounts  often gave Mediterranean mer‐
chants too much agency. South Asian merchants, sailors and in‐
termediaries were active participants in these networks.

Roman  coins. Roman  coins  found  in  southern  India  show  the
movement of precious metal and commercial connections. They
do not prove that Roman coinage functioned everywhere as legal
tender, nor that Rome controlled local trade. Hoards, jewellery use
and imitation complicate interpretation.

Sangam  literature. Early  Tamil  poems  preserve  regional  social
and political worlds, but their individual dates and the chronology
of compilation remain debated. They should be read beside ar‐
chaeology  and  inscriptions  rather  than  treated  as  one
contemporary court archive.

Buddhist art. Gandhara and Mathura developed major traditions
of Buddhist imagery. Greek and Roman visual elements influenced
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some Gandharan work, but the description "Greek art making Indi‐
an religion visible" is too narrow. Iranian, Central Asian and South
Asian traditions also contributed, and Mathura followed a distinct
regional path.

Sanskritisation. The spread of Sanskrit in inscriptions and courts
did not mean everyday language became uniform. Rulers adopted
Sanskrit as a language of prestige and political claim while Prakrits,
Tamil and other languages continued. The modern scholarly term
"Sanskritisation"  has  several  meanings  and  is  not  used  as  a
complete explanation.

The epics. The  Mahabharata and  Ramayana developed through
long oral and written transmission. Dating individual layers remains
difficult, and neither work should be assigned whole to one author
or century. Their durability depended partly upon adaptation and
regional retelling.

Gupta political  structure. Gupta inscriptions distinguish direct
conquest,  tribute,  reinstated rulers and frontier submission.  The
empire  was  a  hierarchy  of  different  relationships,  not  one  uni‐
formly administered territory. Land grants and subordinate rulers
could extend influence while reducing direct central control.

Samudragupta's inscription. The Allahabad pillar inscription is a
court praise poem composed by Harishena. It is indispensable for
Samudragupta's campaigns and political claims but was designed
to magnify the king. Its categories should be analysed rather than
converted directly into a coloured imperial map.
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Kalidasa. Kalidasa is associated with the Gupta cultural world, but
his exact lifetime and court remain uncertain. The text describes
him as belonging broadly within the period rather than naming a
specific patron as settled fact.

Aryabhata. Aryabhata states that his Aryabhatiya was composed
in 499 CE. His work belongs to the later Gupta-era intellectual en‐
vironment, although it should not be credited exclusively to Gupta
royal patronage or treated as the beginning of Indian mathemat‐
ics.

Gupta fragmentation. Gupta decline involved succession prob‐

lems, regional powers and Huna incursions. No one cause explains
the process. The political order fragmented across the fifth and
sixth centuries rather than ending on one agreed date.

Section 4: How It Actually Works

Chronology as construction. The narrative moves from the Indus
civilisation through Vedic societies, Gangetic states, Mauryan ex‐
pansion, post-Mauryan kingdoms and Gupta power. This is a use‐
ful order, not a chain in which one people hands a single civilisa‐
tion to the next. Several regional histories developed at the same
time.

Iron and urban growth. Iron tools contributed to agricultural and
political change, but the older claim that iron alone enabled mass
forest clearance and produced Gangetic states is too mechanical.
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Settlement,  crops,  labour,  exchange  and  political  organisation
mattered together.

Magadha's rise. Fertile land, river access, elephants and mineral
resources have all  been used to explain Magadhan power. None
can  replace  military,  dynastic  and  administrative  history.  Geo‐

graphy supplied advantages, not an automatic empire.

Alexander's  Indian  campaigns. Alexander  campaigned  in  the
north-west and Punjab,  not across the whole subcontinent.  His
withdrawal left several local and Macedonian powers. Chandrag‐
upta's relationship to the campaigns is reconstructed from later
and fragmentary evidence, and stories of a personal meeting with
Alexander are not treated as secure.

Megasthenes. Megasthenes's Indica survives only through quota‐
tions and paraphrases in later Greek and Roman authors. His de‐
scriptions  of  Pataliputra  and  Mauryan  society  are  valuable  but
filtered,  selective and sometimes implausible.  He should not be
treated as a complete eyewitness account preserved intact.

Pataliputra. Archaeology confirms a  major  urban centre at  the
Mauryan capital, but flooding, later occupation and limited excava‐
tion  restrict  reconstruction.  Literary  descriptions  of  enormous
walls and palaces cannot all be checked against surviving remains.

Ashokan edicts. The edicts were discovered at different sites and
do not form one single inscription copied identically. Their wording
and selection vary by region. Modern numbering groups them for
study and should not be mistaken for an ancient official book.
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Reading the edicts. Literacy was limited, so inscriptions acquired
audiences through officials, recitation and local mediation as well
as direct reading. The physical placement of a text does not prove
that every nearby inhabitant understood its script or language.

The  fall  of  the  Mauryas. Explanations  based on  Ashoka's  sup‐

posed pacifism are  weak.  The  empire  retained  coercive  power,
and fragmentation is  better  considered through succession,  re‐
gional autonomy, revenue and the general difficulty of early imper‐
ial rule. Evidence for the last Mauryan rulers is limited.

Indo-Greek chronology. Coins provide much of the evidence for
Indo-Greek kings,  and several  reigns and territorial  relationships
remain uncertain. Menander is better attested than many others,
but  later  Buddhist  tradition  should  not  be  used  as  a  direct
transcript of his religious beliefs.

Kanishka. The date of Kanishka's accession has been disputed for
more  than  a  century.  The  book  avoids  assigning  the  Buddhist
council  associated  with  him  a  precise  historical  form  because
surviving accounts are late and sectarian.

Satavahana chronology. Satavahana rulers are known through in‐
scriptions, coins and later dynastic lists that do not align neatly.
Their  dates,  sequence  and  territorial  reach  remain  debated.
"Satavahana Empire" should not imply permanent control  of the
whole Deccan.

Tamil  ports. Sites such as Arikamedu and Pattanam have been
connected to  ports  named in  ancient  texts,  but  archaeological
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identification can remain contested. The book uses the material
evidence  for  maritime  exchange  without  making  every  textual
place-name certain.

Religious donations. Cave and stupa inscriptions record donors
from varied occupations and social positions. They demonstrate
broad  participation  in  patronage  while  remaining  selective  re‐
cords. People unable to donate or carve their names remain less
visible.

Fa-Hien. Fa-Hien travelled in the early fifth century CE in search
of  Buddhist  texts  and monastic  discipline.  His  observations are
valuable but shaped by his religious purpose, route and translat‐
ors. His silence about a practice or region is not proof that it was
absent.

Land  grants. Copperplate  and stone charters  record grants  of
land, revenue and privileges to Brahmins and religious institutions.
Scholars debate whether these grants demonstrate feudalisation,
agricultural expansion, political decentralisation or different pro‐

cesses in  different  regions.  The text  uses them as evidence of
changing local authority without making one model universal.

How we know. Archaeology, inscriptions, coins, texts and foreign
accounts answer different questions.  Agreement between them
strengthens a reconstruction, but conflict should remain visible. A
later text can preserve early material, and a contemporary inscrip‐

tion can still mislead through royal self-presentation.
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Section 5: What People Get Wrong

The  Aryan  invasion  model. Nineteenth  and  twentieth-century
scholarship often combined Harappan decline with a destructive
Aryan invasion. Modern archaeology rejects the destruction mod‐

el,  while linguistics and genetics support migration and mixture.
Rejecting invasion does not require denying migration.

Harappan peace. Few weapons or victory monuments have been
identified,  but  this  does  not  prove  a  pacifist  society.  Skeletal
trauma, fortifications and unequal living conditions complicate the
idealised picture. The available sample does not justify describing
Harappan society as unusually violent either.

Caste continuity. Ancient varna theory, changing jati formations
and later colonial classification belong to one long history but are
not  identical.  Colonial  rule  hardened  and  reclassified  caste
without creating inherited hierarchy from nothing.

Buddha and Hinduism. The Buddha challenged Vedic sacrifice,
Brahmin authority and claims based upon birth. He did not leave a
fully formed religion called Hinduism, because no single bounded
institution  of  that  name  existed  in  his  historical  setting.  Later
Buddhist  and  Brahmanical  identities  became  more  clearly
differentiated over time.

Ashokan  pacifism. Ashoka  expressed  remorse,  promoted  re‐
straint and reduced some forms of killing. He retained royal pun‐
ishment and military power. Pacifism is therefore too strong, while
dismissing the remorse as pure propaganda is too weak.
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The Arthashastra's authorship. Traditional attribution to Kautilya
or Chanakya is historically important, but modern textual analysis
indicates multiple layers and redaction. The work informs the his‐
tory  of  political  thought  more  securely  than  it  reconstructs
Chandragupta's daily administration.

The Gupta Golden Age. Colonial and nationalist histories helped
popularise the Golden Age description.  It  captures the promin‐
ence of surviving elite culture while flattening regional  diversity,
political coercion and unequal access to wealth or learning. The
term is  discussed as  historiography,  not  accepted as  a  neutral
period name.

Section 6: Use It

The  lenses. The  distinction  between  state,  civilisation,  network
and  institution  is  the  author's  synthesis.  It  is  grounded  in  the
evidence assembled across the book but should not be treated as
a single theory accepted in exactly these terms by all historians of
South Asia.

Prescriptive evidence. Reading rules as interventions is a stand‐

ard historical method. It does not mean the opposite of every rule
was normal.  A prohibition proves concern,  not frequency.  Other
evidence is required before reconstructing practice.

Transmission. The book's emphasis on carriers is intended to re‐
place passive language about cultural influence. It does not deny

80



that institutions, technologies and environmental conditions can
shape movement beyond individual intention.

Continuity. The warning that continuity is not automatically ad‐

mirable  applies  particularly  to  caste,  gender  hierarchy  and  de‐
pendent labour. The same mechanisms that preserved texts and
rituals could preserve exclusion.

National categories. Refusing to project the modern nation back‐
wards does not deny long histories of shared geography, pilgrim‐

age,  political  imagination  or  cultural  exchange.  The  point  is  to
identify  when  and  how  those  connections  formed  rather  than
assume them from the beginning.

Section 7: Terms

Definitions. Each  term is  defined for  its  use  within  the  period
covered by this book. Sanskrit, Prakrit, Tamil and Greek words of‐
ten  changed meaning  across  regions  and centuries.  A  glossary
entry is therefore a controlled definition, not a complete linguistic
history.

Harappan and Indus. Both terms refer to the same broad civilisa‐
tion. "Harappan" avoids implying that it was confined to the Indus
valley, while "Indus" remains more familiar. Neither identifies what
its people called themselves.

Brahmi. The origins of Brahmi remain debated. Its secure appear‐
ance in Ashoka's reign does not establish that Ashoka's adminis‐
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tration invented it. Claims for much earlier examples remain con‐
tested.

Dharma  and  dhamma. These  are  related  Sanskrit  and  Prakrit
forms. Ashoka's  dhamma should not be assumed to carry every
meaning found in later Sanskrit religious or legal texts.

Dravidian. Dravidian is primarily a linguistic category. It should not
be  converted  into  one  ancient  biological  population  or  unified
political people.

Hellenistic  labels. "Indo-Greek"  identifies  rulers  and  political
formations linked to Greek-speaking dynasties  in  South Asia.  It
does not mean their subjects were culturally Greek or that their
kingdoms lacked Iranian and South Asian institutions.

Sangha. Buddhist usage commonly refers to the monastic com‐

munity,  but surviving traditions differ over whether the term in‐
cludes lay followers in particular contexts. The glossary uses the
narrower  institutional  meaning  while  acknowledging  the  wider
range.

Section 8: Go Deeper

Upinder Singh. The recommended edition is the second edition
of  A History of Ancient and Early Medieval India: From the Stone
Age to the 12th Century,  published by Pearson India in 2024. It
substantially revises and expands the original edition and is the
best broad companion for continuing beyond this book.
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Ashoka's edicts. Edicts of Asoka, edited and translated by N. A.
Nikam and Richard McKeon,  was published by the University of
Chicago Press in 1978. Its thematic arrangement is accessible but
differs  from  the  conventional  geographical  and  inscription-
number order used in specialist epigraphic editions.

Romila  Thapar. The  Penguin  History  of  Early  India:  From  the
Origins to AD 1300 was published by Penguin in 2003 as a com‐

plete rewriting of Thapar's earlier history. It remains influential for
its integration of social, economic, political and religious change.

Coningham and Young. Robin Coningham and Ruth Young's  The
Archaeology  of  South  Asia:  From  the  Indus  to  Asoka,  c.   6500
BCE-200  CE was  published  by  Cambridge  University  Press  in
2015. Its coverage extends from early farming to around 200 CE,
despite the title's reference to Ashoka, and it is strongest for the
Indus, post-Harappan and Mauryan portions of this book.

Further reading. The four recommendations are entry points, not
the complete research basis.  The Bibliography lists  the primary
texts,  archaeological  syntheses,  epigraphic  studies  and modern
histories used across the manuscript.
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