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Preface

For UPSC aspirants, preparing for the Ancient History has always been a tedious task, as there is too much 
to study and plethora of textbook to consult from. This book on A History of Ancient India aims at not only 
to help the students to grasp the topics well, but also to provide them with a right approach to write answers 
correctly and score well in Mains as well as in Prelims. 

This book is a breakthrough in the arena of understanding the Ancient History, as it breaks the  pre-conceived 
notion of History being monotonous and complex.

The book has been designed keeping in mind the pattern of UPSC examination's changing trend and 
 pattern. The sole purpose of this book is to help UPSC aspirants to be aided with an exam preparatory text 
that has easy explanations of the concepts along with the right approach to derive at the method to answer the 
questions.  

Salient Features:

 1. Content is coherent and strictly in accordance with the UPSC syllabus.
 2. Previous years’ questions are tagged chapter-wise and are discussed in a novel and systematic manner 

through flowcharts and diagrams.
 3. Every chapter is minutely detailed with required pictures and tables.
 4. A special section at the end of each chapter is designed to provide the Right Approach to answer 

 Questions to handle Main examination.
 5. One-stop solution for ancient history preparation as significant parts of art and culture are also 

 beautifully woven in this book.

The chapters are partitioned and sub-categorized for comprehensive information, followed by selected 
citations linked to the text for review and revisiting, raising relevant questions for reconsideration and discus-
sion. Also included are simplified maps with topographical and geographical history relevant to the subject 
matter of the chapters. Numerous images included in the chapters illustrate the grandeur and greatness of 
ancient India. 

Designed primarily for the students of UPSC and State Civil Services Examination, the book can prove of 
equal help to the students of History at both undergraduate and postgraduate levels. 

Wish you all Success!

 Ajeet Jha
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Reading Mapxiv

Crack your History Paper by following these Thumb Rules:

•	 Keep a copy of a syllabus with you, no matter wherever you are.

•	 Study the topics from our book but grasp the concept with a matured 
graduate brain.

•	 Get familiar with all the topics and sub-topics by writing them many 
times; they should be strongly etched in your memory.

•	 The assessment of your answers to the questions in the Mains is based 
on your ability to put-forth your point-of-view, that is original yet logi-
cal. So, state the facts with assertion and intelligence.

•	 Revision is the key term when it comes to preparing for UPSC examina-
tions. Read, write and practice as much as possible.

•	 UPSC has started picking terms such as Purohita, Jana or Kula and asking 
simple questions based on the term. So be prepared for these questions.

•	 Special importance should be given to Mauryan and Gupta’s time. 
Therefore, concentrate on these two, at length.
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Understanding 

Ancient Indian Sources



Chapter 11.2

Historical understanding of the past depends upon how we interpret historical data, and such data-

based interpretations are the result of various evidence derived from the two major sources of history, 

i.e., literary and archaeological. Though literary sources include all kinds of texts—written and oral, and 

archaeological sources include all tangible, material remains, yet all remains of the past, be it literary 

manuscripts or writings inscribed on images, inscriptions or coins may constitute sources of history no 

matter whether they are conventionally divided into literary (religious and non-religious/secular texts, 

foreign accounts, etc.) sources and archaeological (artefacts, coins, inscriptions, all kinds of material 

remains) sources.

 A careful analysis of the sources is key to understanding history of the past. Since both literary and 

archaeological sources have their own respective potential vis-à-vis limitations, neither of the categories 

can be taken for granted. The corroboration of evidence from texts and archaeology is generally 

considered important for an inclusive and comprehensive reconstruction of the past, though given the 

inherent differences in the nature of literary and archaeological data, it is often difficult to integrate them 

in totality to present a coherent picture of the past. 

Literary SourceS

Ancient Indian texts are generally divided into religious and non-religious texts. 
This division might appear misleading to others with regard to description of the 
term ‘religion’, especially while making a distinction between the literary sources. 
The English term ‘religion’ emphasizes upon belief, practices, rigidity and distinct 
religious identities which have a definite, exclusive boundaries. On the other hand, 
the Sanskrit term ‘dharma’ does not attach such meaning. It precisely denotes a set 
of things such as codes of conduct, social practice, forms and objects of worship 
including rituals, philosophical ideas, etc., that people are supposed to follow. In 
other words it suggests a particular way of life. It appears that ancient Indians 
did not distinguish between the religious and secular domains, and perhaps that 
is the reason why we witness a fine interplay of both religious and non-religious 
contents and themes in the majority of ancient Indian texts.

objectiveS

After reading this chapter, you will be able to:

•	 Learn	about	twin	epics	in	Sanskrit—Ramayana and Mahabharata

•	 Develop	an	understanding	of	religious	and	non-religious	Indian	texts

•	 Understand	the	origin	and	importance	of	Vedas,	Puranas	and	Upanishads

•	 Learn	about	the	Greek,	Chinese	and	Tibetan	travellers	who	visited	India

•	 Explain	how	archaeological	remains	such	as	monuments,	coins,	pottery	and	pillars	help	in	interpreting	
the stories about the people who used them

•	 Conrelate	evidence	from	texts	and	archaeology	for	an	inclusive	understanding	of	Ancient	India.
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Chapter 11.6

Literary texts do have historical contexts as they 
are produced and circulated in definite time periods. 
With regard to our ancient Indian religious texts, it 
may be said that some of these oldest texts present a 
complex and refracted image of the past as they were 
not primarily meant to be read but to be recited, heard 
and performed. They, in fact, were passed on orally for 
generations before they were available as written man-
uscripts in a much later period.

Religious Literature 

Vedic Literature

The entire corpus of Vedic literature is broadly di-
vided into Shruti (that which has been, heard’) liter-
ature and smriti (that which has been ‘remembered’) 
literature. Shruti literature consists of the four Vedas, 
Samhitas, Brahmana texts, Aranyakas and Upanishads 
whereas the smriti literature includes the Vedangas, 
Puranas, epics (Ramayana and Mahabharata), Dhar-
mashastras and Nitishastras.

Shruti Literature 

The word ‘veda’ is derived from the root ‘vid’ which means to 
know. It is applied to a branch of literature which is declared to 
be sacred knowledge or divine revelation, that is, Shruti. Samh-
itas are collections of hymns sung in the praise of various gods. 
They are the most essential part of the Vedic literature. They are 
four in number—Rig Veda, Sama Veda, Yajur Veda and Atharva 
Veda Samhitas. 

The Rig Veda is also known as knowledge of the hymns of 
Praise. It consists of a collection of 1,028 poems grouped into 10 
‘circles’ (mandalas). 1017 hymns (suktas) and supplemented by 
11 other called valakhilyas. It is divided into ten books or manda-
las. The Rig Veda is the oldest and as well as the most important 
of all the Samhitas. Earliest mandalas, i.e., from book II to VII are 
called ‘family books’ as they are ascribed to particular families 
of sages or rishis. In mandal III, which was composed by Vish-
vamitra, we find the famous Gayatri mantra, addressed to the 
solar deity Savitri. The term ‘Harirupiya’ (resembling Harappa) 

finds mention in mandala VI, and the famous ‘Battle of Ten Kings’ is described in 
mandala VII. Book IX is dedicated to soma. Books I and X are later additions and the 
latter contains the famous Purusha sukta hymn, explaining the division of society 
into four varnas. The Rigvedic priest is known as Hotri (the invoker). Recently, the 
Rigveda has been included by the UNESCO in the list of World Human Literature.

The Sama Veda is the Knowledge of the Melodies (the name derived from 
saman, meaning a song or melody) consists of 1810 stanzas (except 75) taken from 
the Rig Veda. They were set to tune for the purpose of chanting by the udgatri 
priests at the soma sacrifice. It is called the book of chants, and the origins of Indi-
an music are traced to it.

The Vedas present a multitude 
of gods, most of them related 
to natural forces such as 
storm, fire and wind.

Mahabharata—the epic reLigiouS Literature

vedic Literature
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The Yajur Veda is the Knowledge of the Sacrificial formulae consists of various 
mantras (hymns) for the purpose of recitation and rules to be  observed at the time 
of sacrifice. It is primarily a guide for the use of the adhvaryu priest who performed 
the ritual. The two royal ceremonies of rajasuya and vajapeya are mentioned for the 
first time in this Veda. In contrast to the first two which are in verse entirely, this 
one is in both verse and prose. It is divided into two parts—Krishna and Shukla.

The Atharva Veda is the knowledge of magic formule (Veda of the atharvans 
or the knowledge of magic formulas) contains charms and spells in verse to ward 
off evils and diseases. Believed to be the work of non-Aryans, its contents throw 
light on the beliefs and practices of the non-Aryans. It is divided into two parts—
Paippalada and Saunaka.

Brahmanas are treatises relating to prayer and sacrificial ceremony. Each Veda 
has its own Brahmana text/texts attached to it. Their subject matter is ritual 
and the language is prose. In short, they deal with the science of sacrifice. The 
important Brahmanas are—Aitareya, Kausitaki, Tandyamaha Brahmana, Jaiminiya, 
Taittiriya, Satapatha and Gopatha Brahmanas. Tandyamaha Brahmana, is one of 
the oldest, and contains many legends, and includes the Vratyastoma, a cere-
mony through which people of non-Aryan stock could be admitted into the 
Aryan fold. But the most important as well as the most voluminous of all the 
Brahmanas is the Satapatha Brahmana. It provides us information about not 
only sacrifices and ceremonies but also theology, philosophy, manners and cus-
toms of the later Vedic period.

the 4 vedaS and the 10 Main upaniShadS

Brahmanas and Upanishads of the Vedas

Rigveda

Brahmanas:

Upanishads: •	 Taittiriya  
Upanishad

•	 Maitrayani  
Upanishad

•	 Katha  
Upanishad	

•	 Svetasvatara 
Upanishad

•	 Tandyamaha  
Brahmana

•	 Panchvisa	 
Brahmana

•	 Shadvisha  
Brahmana

•	 Chandogya	 
Brahmana

•	 Jaiminiya  
Brahmana 

•	 Gopatha	 
Brahmana

•	 Brihadaranyaka 
Upanishad

•	 Isha	Upanishad

•	 Chandogya	 
Upanishad

•	 Jaiminiya  
Upanishad

•	 Prasna	 
Upanishad	

•	 Mundaka 
Upanishad

•	 Mandukya 
Upanishad

•	 Aitereya 
Brahmana

Kaushitaki 
Brahmana

•	 Aitereya 
Upanishad

Kaushitaki 
Upanishad

Atharvaveda Samaveda                            

Taittiriya  
Brahmana

Satapatha 
Brahmana

Krishna 
Yajurveda                 

Shukla 
Yajurveda

Yajurveda                      
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Aranyakas are called the forest books as they were composed mainly by hermits living 
in the forests for their pupils. These texts deal with mysticism and symbolism of sacrifice 
and priestly philosophy. The Aranyakas contain transitional material between the my-
thology and ritual of the Samhitas and Brahmanas on the one hand, and the philosoph-
ical speculations of the Upanishads on the other.

Upanishads

Upanishad, though literally means ‘to sit around gurus/teachers’, is colloquial-
ly understood as establishing connections and equivalences between things. The 
upanishadic thoughts emphasize upon the attainment of the ultimate knowledge. 
Upanishad that imparted knowledge was not the ordinary one; it was all-encom-
passing which was the key to liberation from the cycle of birth, death and rebirth. 
Such a knowledge could only be imparted to deserving disciples as it was difficult 
to explain and comprehend. It could only be revealed through debate and discus-
sions, using devices like stories and images among its seekers.

Of 108 Upanishads, only 12 are very important. They are: Aitareya, Kausita-
ki, Chandogya, Kena, Taittiriya, Katha, Svetasvatara, Brihadaranyaka (oldest), Isa, 
Mundaka, Prasna and Mandukya.

Upanishadic thoughts mainly revolve around the two fundamental concepts 
of Brahma and Atman. The Sanskrit term ‘Brahma’ comes from the root ‘brih’ which 
means to be strong and firm, and something that grants prosperity. It is in fact, the 
ultimate, imperishable reality pervading the universe. The term ‘Atman’ is the ul-
timate reality of the individual, i.e., the imperishable self. The reference of the term 
‘maya’ or illusion (Shvetashvatara Upanishad) is defined in negative terms. It oc-
curs in the human mind because of ‘avidya’ or ignorance, i.e., inability to realize 
oneness with Brahma which is the creative power of ‘Ishwar’ or God. Some of the 
Upanishads explain the doctrine of transmigration (freedom from a cycle of death 
and rebirth) by asserting that death and rebirth, which are connected with ‘avidya’ 
could be averted through attainment of ultimate knowledge. Hence, the objective of 
upanishadic thought is the realization of Brahma and liberation the cycle of death 
and rebirth (samsara) could only be achieved through knowledge or jnana.

Excerpts from Upanishads

Tattiriya Upanishad: Satyam vada, Dharam chara, Matri devo bhava, Pitri devo bhava, Atithi devo 
bhava (Speak the truth, Practice dharma, Treat your mother, father and guest as Lord).
Chandogya Upanishad: The significance of OM syllable is discussed—the chant of OM is the 
essence of all. Ashrama (stages of life) system is mentioned. The story of satyakaram, the son of 
Jabala is mentioned. 
Katha Upanishad: ‘Rise, awake! Having obtained these boons’, understand them!’ This slo-
gan was adopted by Swami Vivekanand for his Ramakrishna Mission.
Conversation between father Vajasravasa and son Nachiketa.
Brihadaranyaka Upanishad: Longest of all upanishads.
Popular Verses: Aham brahmasmi, asato ma sadgamaya..., om shantih, shantih shantih’.
Stories of King Janaka of Mithila and dialogues between sage Yajnavalkya and two learned 
ladies, Gargi and Maitreyi.
Mundaka Upanishad: Satyameva Jayate mentioned.
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The Upanishadic principles embody the epitome of the Vedic thoughts. The 
 final culmination of Upanishadic thought, interpreted in various Upanishads 
in the later period is the philosophy of Vedanta (end or culmination of Vedic 
thoughts) or Uttara-Mimamsa. They reflect different ideas about atman, brahma 
and the world, and statements such as tat tvam asi (you are that), aham brahma asmi 
(I am brahma) and brahma atma aikyam (non-dualism of brahma and atman) can be 
interpreted in different ways. Bhagavad Gita incorporated some aspects of upan-
ishadic philosophy with a doctrine of advocating righteous action (karma). One 
of the prominent scholars of Vedanta philosophy was Shankaracharya of ninth 
century who propounded the theory of monistic advait vedanta. According to this 
theory, there is only a single unified reality—brahma and everything else appears 
to be a myth including the world. On the other hand, there exists a pantheistic 
stand too, in upanishadic thought which identifies the universe with brahma.

The Upanishads are also seen as anti-sacrifice or anti-Brahmin. Brihadaranyaka 
Upanishad mentions that the performance of sacrifice leads to ‘world of fathers’ 
but knowledge leads to ‘world of Gods’. There are references to Brahmins being 
instructed by Kshatriya kings (such as Ajatashatru, Ashvapati, Prabahana, etc.) 
in imparting the knowledge of brahma. Despite these references, there are Upani-
shads, included in Vedic corpus as part of Shruti, suggest that Upanishads do not 
reject sacrifice, rather they employ the vocabulary of sacrifice to new ends. There 
are symbolic representations of rituals in Upanishads.

In a nutshell, Upanishads are philosophical texts dealing with topics like the 
universal soul, the absolute, the individual self, the origin of the world, the mys-
teries of nature, and so on. They mark the culmination of Indian thought in the 
Vedic period. They indirectly criticize the rituals and lay stress on the value of 
right belief and knowledge.

Though Shruti literature comprises a religious literature, references to histo-
ricity and historical events in them can be discerned. Book VII of Rig Veda re-
fers to a battle of ten kings over the question of the distribution of water of river 
Ravi (parushni). In this battle, Sudas defeated his enemies who had confederated 
against him. Moreover, Shruti literature forms an important part of the Brahman-
ical traditions. It reflects their religious beliefs and practices, apart from various 
facets of their social life. As a source of history, these texts are used for collecting 
information about the life and condition of the people in parts of north-western 
and northern India during the second and first millennia bce.

Smriti Literature 

Vedangas and Sutra Literature: There are six Vedangas: Siksha (Phonetics), Kalpa 
(Rituals), Vyakarana (Grammar), Nirukta (Etymology), Chandas (Metrics) and Jyoti-
sha (Astronomy).

Manu Smirti Narada Katyayana Smirti Yajnavalykya Smriti Parasara Brihaspati

Smirti

In contrast to the Vedic literature which is considered as Shruti or divine 
revelation, the Vedangas are called smriti or literature handed down by tradi-




