



































caughtin a net and taken to the palace. The king was so enchanted by
its taste that he ordered his soldiers to locate the tree it came from.

After a long search, they found the tree — and the monkeys enjoying
the tree’s fruits. The soldiers attacked
the monkeys. The only way for the
monkey-king to save his monkeys
was to help them cross the stream,
but they could not do so on their own.
Being much larger than them, the
monkey-king caught hold of a tree on
the other bank and let them use his
body as a bridge to cross the stream,
although he was severely bruised in
the process and eventually died.

The king, who watched the scene from

a distance, was greatly moved by the A stone panel (at Bharhut in

monkey-king’s selfless sacrifice. He Madhya Pradesh) depicting the

thought about the role of a king with story of the monkey-king
respect to his subjects.

A Jain story

Rohineya was an extraordinarily skilled burglar who evaded all
attempts to catch him. On his way to a city, he accidentally heard
a few sentences from a sermon that Mahavira was giving about
achieving liberation from the ordinary life of ignorance. Reaching
the city, Rohineya was recognised and arrested. He pretended to be
a simple farmer. A minister devised a clever plan to force him to
confess his identity. But Rohineya, remembering Mahavira’s words,
was able to detect the minister’s plan and defeat it.

Feeling remorseful, Rohineya approached Mahavira, confessed his
crimes, returned the stolen treasures, and asked for forgiveness. He
became a monk, realised the illusion he was living in and focused on
acquiring higher knowledge.

The story illustrates the importance of right action and right
thinking, and also illustrates the fact that everyone should have a
second chance.
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LET'S EXPLORE

Observe the above panel (from a Jain temple in New Delhi).
What is striking about it? What messages does it carry?

@ THINK ABOUT IT

In both Buddhism and Jainism, ahimsa means much more
than refraining from physical violence against a person or
an animal. It also means refraining from violence in thought,
such as having ill feelings towards anyone. If we observe
ourselves carefully, we may notice such negative thoughts and
learn to turn them into positive ones. Sometimes such negative
thoughts are even directed at ourselves!

In both Buddhism and Jainism, monks, and sometimes
nuns too, began travelling across the land to spread their
respective teachings far and wide. Some of them created
new monasteries in faraway places, while others led ascetic
lives in caves cut in the rock. Archaeological findings have
revealed many traces of those monasteries, sometimes even
the names of the monks who lived in the rock-cut caves and
slept on the stone beds!
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Caves cut into the rock at Ellora (Maharashtra) between the 6" and the 10" centuries CE.
Some of the caves are Hindu, others are Buddhist and Jain.

@ THINK ABOUT IT

In English, Hinduism, Buddhism, Jainism and Sikhism are often
labelled ‘religions’. You may notice that we have avoided this
term, preferring ‘schools of thought’ and (later in this chapter)
‘belief systems’. This is because there are many aspects to
those schools and systems, which we will explore gradually —
a philosophical aspect, a spiritual aspect, a religious aspect, an
ethical aspect, a social aspect, to name a few. Many scholars
agree that the word ‘religion’ is too limiting in the context of
the Indian civilisation.

There were yet other schools of thought at the time. For
example, one of them, known as the ‘Charvaka’ school
(sometimes also ‘Lokayata’), believed that this material
world is the only thing that exists, and therefore there can
be no life after death. This school does not seem to have
gained much popularity and it disappeared with time.
We mention it to show that there was a wide diversity of
intellectual or spiritual belief systems; people were free to
choose what suited them.
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Although the Vedic, Buddhistand Jain schools had important
differences, they also shared some common concepts,
such as dharma, karma, rebirth, the search for an end to
suffering and ignorance, and many important values. This
is the ‘trunk’ of the tree we started this chapter with.

Folk and Tribal Roots

The cultural roots we have seen so far are well documented
in many texts. India has also had rich ‘oral traditions’, that
is, teachings or practices transmitted through everyday
practice, without written texts (this is the case of the
Vedas). Among them are numerous folk traditions, that
is, transmitted by common people, and tribal traditions,
transmitted by tribes.

What is a tribe?

There are many definitions for this social entity. Today,
anthropologists usually consider a tribe to be a group of
families or clans sharing a tradition of common descent, a
culture and a language, living as a close-knit community
under a chief and holding no private property.

Interestingly, ancient India did not have a word for ‘tribe’
— tribes were just different janas that lived in a specific
environment, such as forests or mountains. The Constitution
of India uses the terms ‘tribes’ and ‘tribal communities’ in
English, and janjati in Hindi.

According to official figures, in 2011 India had 705 tribes
spread over most States, amounting to a population of about
104 million people — more than the populations of Australia
and the United Kingdom together!

In the 19™ century, anthropologists studying tribes often
described them as ‘primitive’ or ‘inferior’ to civilised people.
With deeper studies of tribal communities and their rich and
complex cultures, such biased judgments have been mostly
abandoned.
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There has been a constant interaction

between folk and tribal traditions, and

the leading schools of thought such as

those we mentioned in this chapter.

Deities, concepts, legends and rituals

have been freely exchanged in both

directions. For instance, according to

tradition, Jagannath, worshipped at Puri

(Odisha), was originally a tribal deity;

this is also the case with various forms of

the mother-goddess worshipped across

India. Some tribes, on the other hand,

adopted Hindu deities long ago, and possess their own
versions of the Mahabharata and the Ramayana — this has
been well documented from India’s northeastern States, all
the way to Tamil Nadu.

How have such interactions taken place for so

long and so naturally? It is, in the end, because

folk, tribal and Hindu belief systems have

many similar concepts. For instance, in all

three, elements of nature such as mountains,

rivers, trees, plants and animals, and some

stones too, are regarded as sacred, because

there is consciousness behind all of them.

Indeed, tribes generally worship many deities

associated with those natural elements. For the

Toda tribals of the Nilgiris of Tamil Nadu, for

instance (one of them is pictured in the image on the right),
over thirty peaks of this mountain range are residences of
a god or a goddess; those peaks are so sacred that the Todas
avoid pointing to them with a finger.

But despite this multiplicity of deities, as with Hinduism,
many tribal groups have a concept of a higher divinity or
supreme being. For example, several tribes of Arunachal
Pradesh worship Donyipolo, a combined form of the Sun and
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the Moon who later rose to the higher status of a supreme god.
This is also the case of the god Khandoba in parts of central
India. In eastern India, the Munda and Santhal tribals, among
others, worship Singbonga, a supreme deity who created this
whole world. There are many more such examples.

The Indian sociologist André Béteille summed up this
situation in these words:

“The thousands of castes and tribes on the Indian
subcontinent have influenced each other in their
religious beliefs and practices since the beginning of
history and before. That the tribal religions have been
influenced by Hinduism is widely accepted, but it is
equally true that Hinduism, not only in its formative
phase but throughout its evolution, has been influenced
by tribal religions.”

Clearly, the result of this long interaction has been mutual
enrichment. In this manner, folk and tribal beliefs and
practices also count among India’s cultural roots. We will
further develop this point in the next chapter.

Before we move on ...

— The Vedas, India’s earliest texts, gave rise to several schools
of thought. Vedanta and Yoga are among the best known.

> Buddhism and Jainism departed from the authority of
the Vedas and laid emphasis on some specific values and
practices.

—> Although these schools had different principles and
methods, they also shared some important concepts; they
were all looking for the cause of suffering and the means
of removing ignorance.

—> Tribal belief systems and art have interacted for
millenniums with Hinduism. There was free borrowing
and giving from every side. Tribal belief systems generally
regard the land and its features as sacred; they often have,
at the same time, a higher concept of divinity.
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Questions, activities and projects

1.

If you were Nachiketa, what questions would you like to ask
Yama? Write them down in 100-150 words.

Explain a few central ideas of Buddhism. Briefly comment
upon them.

Discuss in class the quotation of the Buddha which begins with
“Not by water is one made pure, though many people may
bathe here [in sacred rivers]” to make sure that its meaning
has been understood by all.

Explain a few central ideas of Jainism. Briefly comment upon
them.

Consider and discuss in class André Béteille’s thought (see
page 122).

Make a list of popular gods and goddesses in your region
and the festivals they are associated with.

As a class activity, list two or three tribal groups from your
region or State. Document some of their art and belief systems.

True or false

. The Vedic hymns were written on palm-leaf manuscripts.
. The Vedas are India’s oldest texts.

. The Vedic statement ekam sat vipra bahudha vadanti reflects a

belief in the unity of cosmic powers.
Buddhism is older than the Vedas.

5. Jainism emerged as a branch of Buddhism.

Both Buddhism and Jainism advocated for peaceful
coexistence and the avoidance of harm to all living beings.

Tribal belief systems are limited to belief in spirits and minor
deities.

Class activity

1.

Stage a small play with Yama, god of death, surrounded by
several Nachiketas asking him questions about life.
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The banyan tree is an apt illustration for the themes in Chapters 7 and 8,
and a fine symbol for Indian civilisation. With its deep root system,
massive trunk and branches spreading in all directions, it can extend to

a vast area and last for many centuries. It shelters a variety of flora and

fauna and encourages its branches, though united at the trunk, to throw
fresh roots of their own. Indeed, Hinduism, Buddhism and Jainism regard

the banyan tree as sacred.
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