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Introduction

once in a previous eon, it is said, the gods and demons joined together to 
churn the primordial ocean of milk. This origin story is told in the Sanskrit epic 
Ramayana and in many other early Indian works.1 According to the Ramayana, 
the gods and demons both wish to become immortal, free from all sickness and 
old age. They believe that the cosmic ocean holds an essence called amrita (non-
dead) and that by churning the ocean, as one might churn milk to extract butter, 
they could obtain that elixir of immortality. In some versions of the story, it 
is the goddess of prosperity, Shri Lakshmi, that they seek. To attain such lofty 
goals, these two groups, normally implacable enemies, must cooperate. They 
employ suitably cosmic implements for the task: the world-mountain Mandara 
will be the churning pole, and world-spanning snake Vasuki serves as the rope. 
In many versions, the god Vishnu assumes the form of an enormous tortoise, 
dives to the bottom of the ocean, and offers his shell as pivot for the pole.

As the gods and demons exert themselves, pulling Vasuki back and forth to 
spin the immense mountain, extraordinary things begin to rise up from the roil-
ing ocean waters. The divine physician Dhanvantari emerges, along with great 
troops of beautiful celestial dancers, the Apsarases. Many auspicious items come 
into existence from the churning. The goddess of wine Varuni, the eminent horse 
Ucchaishravas, the most precious gem Kaustubha, the cow of plenty Surabhi, 
the wish-granting tree Parijata, the supreme elephant Airavata, and the Moon all 
arise from the ocean. (The list of items varies slightly from version to version.) 
The goddess Shri Lakshmi rises forth, seated on a lotus. In most versions she 
gravitates to the god she perceives as most eminent, Vishnu.

But not all is auspicious. The potent poison Kalakuta also emerges from the 
churning, posing the dilemma of how to keep this deadly substance from anni-
hilating the world. In some versions, the great god Shiva swallows the poison. This 
neutralizes its destructive potency, but it also turns Shiva’s neck forever blue.
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Finally the elixir of immortality emerges. Both gods and demons want to mo-
nopolize this treasure. Their cooperation breaks down and they begin to fight. 
In the conflict the demons make the first grab and get ahold of the amrita. In many 
versions, Vishnu assumes the form of a seductive female, Mohini, and beguiles 
the demons into handing over the elixir, which Mohini then gives to the gods. 
The story ends with the gods drinking the amrita, defeating the demons, and re-
establishing their supremacy in the heavens.

Churning the Ocean of Religions
This book is a narrative history of religious cultures in early India, covering a 
broad span of two thousand years. It begins with the earliest available religious 
texts of ancient India, the hymns of the Rig Veda, which date back to around 
1300–1000 BCE, and it ends at the beginning of the eighth century CE, during 
the imperial dynasties of the Chalukyas in the Deccan and the Pallavas in south-
ern India. In these early centuries, India was a place of remarkable religious 
activity: elaborate sacrificial rituals, rigorous regimes of personal austerity, psy-
chospiritual experimentation, vigorous theological debate, sophisticated poetic 
composition, ideals of righteous kingship, flourishing arts of sculpture and 
architecture, fervent devotional practices, utopian visions, and energetic mission-
izing. It was the birthplace of the three world religions we now know as Hindu-
ism, Buddhism, and Jainism. It was also the home of other religions, often 
unnamed, that are usually classified as “folk” or “popular” religions. These, too, 
played an important role in the development of religion in early India.

But what do we mean by “religion”? How should we define “religious cultures” 
in early India? Scholars in Religious Studies and in adjacent disciplines have long 
traced the semantic history of the term “religion” and have proposed definitions 
for this supposedly universal feature of human life. In his 1988 article “Religion, 
Religions, Religious,” Jonathan Z. Smith points to a 1912 study that listed fifty defi-
nitions of religion—and no doubt at least another fifty have been proposed in 
the century since that study.2 In his 1902 treatise, The Varieties of Religious Ex-
perience, William James responded to this same plethora of definitions:

Meanwhile the very fact that they [definitions of “religion”] are so many and 
so different from one another is enough to prove that the word “religion” can-
not stand for any single principle or essence, but is rather a collective 
name. . . . ​Let us not fall immediately into a one-sided view of our subject, but 
let us rather admit freely at the outset that we may very likely find no one 



I n t roduc t ion  3

essence, but many characters which may alternately be equally important in 
religion.3

I will adopt James’s pluralistic attitude toward religious phenomena, though not 
his emphasis on “experience” as the foundation for the theologies, practices, in-
stitutions, and communities that he considers “secondary” developments. For 
this book, I propose not another new definition, but an old Indic story.

When the gods and the demons churn the ocean of milk they engage in a 
shared activity. From their quest for some life-enhancing ambrosia that may bring 
prosperity, longevity, or even immortality, their cooperative action gives rise to 
a host of remarkable phenomena. I do not want to push the analogy too far, but 
I propose that we think of religion along similar lines. Shared desires for human 
flourishing, what Indic works often call simply “the good” or “the highest” 
(shreyas), give rise to all sorts of activities and outcomes that we consider to be 
religious. These may be codes or guides for virtuous living, practices aimed at 
self-transformation, rituals and collective ceremonies to gain individual ends or 
sustain the order of the cosmos, ways of physically demonstrating honor or devo-
tion, programs for creating a just society or a righteous kingdom, myths or 
stories of the gods (such as churning the milk-ocean), theologies that seek to 
conceptualize the nature of God or gods, and cosmological visions that try 
to encompass all that there is. The “highest” may denote prosperity and flourish-
ing in this lifetime and this world, or it may involve some form of transcendence 
or salvation from all worldly suffering and bondage.

As the gods and demons remind us, these activities do not always arise without 
conflict. Humans both cooperate and compete, and this is true in the spheres 
of religion just as elsewhere. Religious practices, we know, can involve exclusions of 
others. They can lead to oppression and to conflict. They can offer seductive 
deceptions, too, as Vishnu-Mohini does to regain the elixir.

It is often said that early India had no single word that corresponds to what 
we understand by religion. India was fluent, as we will see, in discussing the spe-
cifics of religious phenomena, but did not choose to envision them as parts of a 
single bounded category. But this should not be surprising. As Smith concludes 
in his study,

“Religion” is not a native term; it is a term created by scholars for their intel-
lectual purposes and therefore is theirs to define. It is a second-order, generic 
concept that plays the same role in establishing a disciplinary horizon that 
a concept such as “language” plays in linguistics or “culture” plays in anthropol
ogy. There can be no disciplined study of religion without such a horizon.4
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The question is what one chooses as that horizon. For this narrative history of 
religious cultures in early India, I propose a deliberately broad one, and one with 
a fuzzy border. It encompasses not just the single shared desire for immortality, 
but the multiplicity of cultural phenomena that arise from the quest for the 
“highest.”

Voices and Visions, Lost and Found
This history of early Indic religious cultures will speak, as much as is feasible, with 
voices from early India. In many cases the voices are recorded in verbal works. 
Religious texts come in various genres: hymns, poems, songs, didactic stories, 
epic narratives, scientific treatises, ritual guidebooks, theological discourses. But 
in this history we will also attend to voices that speak from ancient material re-
mains, including coins, sculptures, inscribed rocks and pillars, built structures, 
cityscapes. They, too, should be listened to as texts. All these we will consider as 
intentional works of human labor, articulating distinctive voices or visions, real-
ized at a certain moment in the human past. With early Indian works, we will 
need to be flexible in what is meant by “a certain moment,” for these texts often 
wish to cover up their own human authorship and historicity in favor of divine 
authorship and eternality. Assigning dates to ancient Indian texts is often a matter 
of approximation.

In this approach, I follow the lead of historian Ronald Inden. “We want to think 
of texts,” he writes, “as works enmeshed in the circumstances in which people 
have made and used them, and we want to see them both as articulating the world 
in which they are situated and as articulated by it, that is, as integral to the makeup 
of one another.”5 This way of listening to texts foregrounds the agency or will of 
those who have created and promulgated them, and at the same time it recog-
nizes the context in which they have been made. It also acknowledges the ways 
that texts act upon the world, creating new circumstances. It emphasizes what 
philosopher R. G. Collingwood, in his The Idea of History, calls the “inside” of 
an event—that which “can only be described in terms of thought.”6 But it will be 
clear throughout that these thoughts are active in the world—whether they take 
the form of individual programs of religious conduct or great community proj
ects of sacrifice or worship.

To survey such a large period of time, from which an enormous corpus of 
verbal texts and material remains survive, it will be necessary to be very selec-
tive. And this poses a fundamental question: Whose voices do we hear? What 
visions have been recorded and passed down over time? We need to 
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acknowledge from the start that the main story of early Indian religions available 
to us is a narrative composed by and about religious elites. To some extent this 
is inevitable, but it is important to examine and question it.

The cliché “history is written by the victors” is often ascribed to Winston 
Churchill. He put his aphorism into personal practice by writing a triumphal six-
volume victor’s history of the Second World War. Whether we accept the cliché or 
not, we do need to keep in mind that all historical reconstruction of the past de-
pends fundamentally on what exists in the present. As Collingwood succinctly 
puts it, “The historian cannot answer questions unless he has evidence about it. 
His evidence, if he ‘has’ it, must be something existing here and now in his present 
world.”7 Collingwood’s point is perhaps obvious, but it is profound in its implica-
tions. Any story we can tell about religion in early India will be based necessarily 
on those texts and artefacts that have somehow or other continued to exist from 
then until now. Verbal compositions may have been passed down orally, written 
down on palm leaves, copied over in manuscripts, maintained in archives, eventu-
ally printed in books—and at every moment of transmission there have been deci-
sions about what is worthy of preservation. Unforeseen circumstances—fires, 
floods, famine, and the like—can intervene to bring about breaks in continuity.

We need to imagine a sociology of textual transmission. Some groups will be 
in positions to pass on their visions over time, and others not so. To Churchill’s 
wartime analogy, I prefer a genetic one. This religious history primarily reflects 
the productions, not necessarily of the historical victors, but of those who have 
been most able to transmit their voices and visions over long periods of time, 
much as a species procreates its DNA through time. As we will see, in early India 
this often involves the protracted work of communities who organize themselves 
around the oral transmission of important religious texts.

What about voices that have been lost? To what extent is it possible to incor-
porate into the historical narrative the perspectives of those who have most often 
been marginalized in surveys of Indian religious history? This would include 
females, lower class communities, and those groups outside the hierarchical 
Indo-Aryan cultural order. To adapt Gayatri Spivak’s oft-quoted phrase, can the 
subaltern of early India speak? So often subaltern speech has been lost, but in a 
few cases, we will see, female voices have been preserved intact, such as in the 
remarkable songs of the early Buddhist nuns. So, too, the vernacular Bhakti lit
erature that begins in early medieval Tamilnadu includes poems of female, low-
caste, and outcaste devotees. In other cases, outsider perspectives may peek 
through, such as in the pastoral ethos of Krishna’s tribe of nomadic cowherders 
told in the Harivamsha.
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Most often, though, early Indian subalterns cannot represent themselves; they 
must be represented. We have to attend to the ways marginalized figures and 
groups are represented within the works of upper-class male authors. Female 
protagonists like Draupadi in the Mahabharata and Sita in the Ramayana give 
powerful voice to their own distinctive visions of wifely Dharma, within epics 
composed and transmitted by male bards. Other episodes in the Sanskrit epics 
involve the Nishada hunting-fishing community, living on the borders of Indo-
Aryan culture. Nishada characters are given limited speaking roles, but these 
scenes provide an insight into the relations of ruling Kshatriya elites and mar-
ginal communities, as understood and debated by the elites. This is not a history 
of early Indian religion “from the bottom up,” as historians have sometimes ad-
vocated, however desirable that might be. My effort in this historical narrative 
is to integrate some of these often-excluded voices and visions from the lower 
ranks of a hierarchical social order, in order to tell an expanded and more com-
plete story.

Archeology and art history open up a different corpus of evidence: material 
remnants of the past that have continued to exist in the present, above or below 
the ground. These may be the remains of elaborate stupas and stone temples, in-
scribed stone pillars of victory, coins buried in treasure troves, or fragments of 
humble terracotta figurines. All these are, as the archeologist Gordon Childe long 
ago defined it, the “fossilized results of human behavior,” and these remnants also 
need to be interpreted in terms of their purposes.8 “Fossilized results” also favor 
elites, of course. They are the ones best able to realize their religious purposes 
in permanent form: rulers who can have their visions of kingship and Dharma 
inscribed on stone pillars or plates of copper, well-supported religious commu-
nities that enjoy the resources to erect religious edifices, and the like. But we 
also find, among the material remains of classical India, stone images of “popular” 
earthly deities like Yakshas and Nagas, alongside those of the pan-Indian images 
of Buddhas, Jinas, and Hindu deities. Terracotta figurines of nameless little god-
desses, suitable for domestic worship, predate the identifiable goddesses who 
populate the later religious edifices of the pan-Indian religious cultures. Objects 
underground are not mediated by later transmissional choices. They just lie there, 
buried, until sometimes they are disinterred accidentally by a farmer ploughing 
a field, by changes in the course of a river, or by an organized archeological ex-
cavation. As evidence of past religious purpose, the Yakshas, little goddesses, 
and other archeological remnants expand the scope of how we understand the 
religious cultures of early India. In this narrative, we will seek to listen to the sto-
ries these physical objects wish to tell.
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The Main Story
This narrative history of religions in South Asia follows a chronological 
organization. The time frame ranges across two millennia, a very long time in-
deed, from the earliest preserved texts in India from around 1300 BCE up 
through the end of the seventh century CE. Since the religious cultures of early 
India are many and complex, it will be helpful to set out in advance the main story, 
the plot of this religious history.

After a grounding in the physical and human geography of South Asia (chap-
ter 1), the story begins with the entry into the Indian subcontinent of nomadic 
groups who called themselves “arya,” and whom we will call Indo-Aryans (chap-
ter 2). These groups migrated into northwestern India from around 1500 BCE 
and gradually spread eastward into the Indo-Gangetic plains. They spoke a lan-
guage related to the Indo-European family of languages, which in the Indian 
setting developed into Sanskrit, the “perfected” language. Since the Indo-Aryans 
carefully preserved and transmitted their religious texts orally, the earliest of 
which they called the Rig Veda, we have an extraordinary collection of ancient 
hymns articulating their beliefs and practices from a very early time indeed. 
Scholars date the Rig Veda hymns to 1300–1000 BCE.

The Indo-Aryans did not arrive into uninhabited space, of course. As recent 
genetic studies have found, modern Homo sapiens began to migrate to the sub-
continent at least sixty thousand years ago. South Asia was already fully inhab-
ited in the second millennium BCE. Various groups of hunter-gatherer tribes lived 
throughout the subcontinent. Fishing communities and peasant agriculturalists 
occupied river valleys. Most notably, between 2700 BCE and 1700 BCE, an ex-
tensive urban civilization developed along the Indus River basin. Since the 1920s, 
archeologists have intensively excavated the vast remnants of this formerly lost 
civilization, but its writing system remains undeciphered. We call this the Indus 
Valley civilization, or the Harappan civilization, after one of its principal urban 
sites. Archeologists consider this one of the earliest urban civilizations in world 
history. Hunter-gatherers, peasant farmers, and the Indus Valley civilization have 
all helped shape the complex development of religious cultures in India.

As the Indo-Aryans extended their range across northern India, interacting 
with the indigenous populations they encountered, they developed a complex 
religious order centered around sacrifice (chapter 3). Over several centuries the 
Indo-Aryans were able to impose their social and cultural order as the dominant 
one in the Indo-Gangetic plains. Within Indo-Aryan society, one group organized 
itself as a priestly class, the Brahmins. They took upon themselves the enormous 
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tasks of transmitting the growing corpus of Vedic texts, officiating at sacrificial 
rituals, and interpreting the underlying significance of these rites. As Indo-Aryan 
tribes consolidated into kingdoms, ambitious new rulers sponsored larger pub-
lic sacrificial ceremonies to reinforce their growing authority. In the period from 
1000–600 BCE, sacrifice became a cosmogonic ritual of profound complexity 
and meaning.

By around 600 BCE, urban civilization began to emerge (or reemerge) in 
northern India. New cities grew up, especially along the Ganges and Yamuna riv-
ers (chapter 4). In this urbanizing culture, fundamental religious innovations 
occurred. Within the Vedic tradition, teachers articulated new speculative 
philosophies about the nature of the cosmos, focusing on individual gnosis and 
spiritual quests. These were collected in the Upanishads, the final layer of the 
primary Vedic corpus. Some seekers decided to leave behind the urban culture 
and became wandering anchorites. These renouncers were called Shramanas. 
Successful and charismatic Shramana teachers established their own followings. 
The founding figures of Jainism and Buddhism, Mahavira the Jina and the Bud
dha Shakyamuni, both claimed to have gained complete liberation or enlighten-
ment, and they organized groups of their most dedicated followers into monastic 
orders outside the Vedic religious culture.

By the end of the fourth century BCE, a single kingdom, the Mauryan dynasty, 
established itself as the dominant power over large portions of South Asia (chap-
ter 5). Partly inspired by the earlier Achaemenid empire to the west and by 
Alexander’s disruptive world-conquering incursions as far as the Indus River, 
the Mauryans styled themselves as imperial rulers. The Mauryan rulers were 
generally sympathetic to Shramana groups and patronized Jains, Ajivakas, and 
Buddhists. At the height of Mauryan power, Emperor Ashoka committed him-
self as a lay follower of Buddhist teachings. Through his extensive patronage, 
the Buddhist community expanded its reach enormously. This set in motion the 
dynamic process by which Buddhism became a pan-Asian religious order.

Ashoka’s inscriptions speak of the various religious specialists of the time as 
“Brahmins and Shramanas.” From the Mauryan period on, both Brahmins and 
Shramanas organized themselves as distinct, and competing, disciplinary 
communities (chapter 6). Smarta Brahmins loyal to the Vedas developed their 
own austere code of pure conduct and dedicated themselves to teaching and trans-
mitting the Vedas orally and to maintaining a cycle of regular domestic sacrifices. 
The Buddhist Sangha organized itself as a self-governing mendicant community 
devoted to the teachings and practices set out by its founder. Notably, both Jains 
and Buddhists acknowledged (albeit somewhat reluctantly) the religious 
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aspirations of females, and women organized themselves into mendicant com-
munities of nuns alongside the monks. The Buddhist nuns sung of their lives, 
tribulations, aspirations, and attainments in a remarkable collection called the 
Therigatha, the songs of the female elders.

The Mauryan empire was overthrown in 185 BCE, and in the following two 
centuries many ruling groups sought unsuccessfully to gain dominant power in 
the subcontinent. Ruling in Pataliputra (the earlier Mauryan capital) and in Vidi-
sha, the Shunga dynasty was the most significant of these aspiring successors. 
We call the period from 185 BCE to the beginning of the Common Era the Shunga 
Era (chapter 7). Material remains from the Vidisha area and across northern India 
provide a rich image of the multiple religious cultures of this period. These in-
clude popular religious cultures centered on Yakshas, Nagas, and other local 
earthly deities, and domestic cults devoted to “little goddesses.” Myriad remains 
reflect the prominence of a well-supported Buddhist community of mendicants 
and lay followers in and around Vidisha. Buddhist stupas such as the one on 
Sanchi hilltop, about five miles from the city of Vidisha, grew up as centers of 
Buddhist religious activities. We see early signs of a new theistic community, the 
Bhagavatas, devoted to the god Vasudeva, which would become a major stream 
of the ensuing Vaishnava religion centered on the high god Vishnu.

In the aftermath of the Mauryan period, groups of bards retold and expanded 
stories of legendary Kshatriya heroes into two vast Sanskrit epics, the Mahab-
harata and the Ramayana (chapter 8). These narratives coalesced over a long 
period of time, through a complex process of oral composition, but they took on 
a clear form, as far as scholars can determine, during the post-Mauryan Shunga 
Era. (The Mahabharata, however, remained an open composition susceptible 
to suitable additions for several centuries later.) Reflecting the dynamic religious 
culture of the Shunga Era, the epics bring together myriad ideas, practices, and 
deities within their capacious embrace. The Mahabharata explicitly claims to 
encompass all that there is. But at the center of both epics is an inclusive syn-
thesizing vision. Loyal to the tradition of the Veda and reinforcing the status of 
Brahmins, the epics imagine an alliance of two elite classes, Kshatriya rulers 
and Brahmin advisers, pursuing a religious ethics of Dharma to bring about 
a righteous empire. In a pantheon of multiple old and new gods, the epics ele-
vate the minor Vedic deity Vishnu into a new Supreme Deity. In the new synthe-
sizing religious culture, we see the earliest formulation of what we can call—to 
apply a more modern term—“Hinduism.”

In the first century a new imperial dynasty arose in the northwestern part of 
the subcontinent and gradually expanded into the Gangetic plains. The 



10 I  n t roduc t ion

Kushanas became the most powerful ruling group in the first three centuries CE 
(chapter 9). This was a period of unprecedented international trade, reaching 
from China to the Mediterranean, and India occupied a key intermediate posi-
tion in these overland and sea networks. Art of the Kushana Era reflected this 
cosmopolitan atmosphere. Literati began to adapt the Sanskrit language—
formerly confined mainly to Vedic liturgical settings—to new political and liter-
ary ends. Buddhist monks took advantage of the trade routes, and the Buddhist 
order expanded its reach into new parts of Asia. Along with this geographical 
expansion came new and expansive doctrinal developments, which came to be 
called the “Great Vehicle,” Mahayana Buddhism.

Nowadays the worship of images in shrines and temples is a conspicuous fea-
ture in the religious landscape of India. The production of divine images and 
the development of ritual practices for their worship took shape decisively dur-
ing the Kushana Era (chapter 10). These innovations probably began among con-
gregations devoted to popular semidivine figures like Yakshas and Nagas, and 
they were adopted more or less simultaneously by Jains, Buddhists, and devotees 
of emerging Hindu gods like Vishnu Narayana. Votaries of the legendary pastoral 
hero and divine incarnation Krishna Vasudeva pioneered the religious sensibil-
ity of devotion, called Bhakti. And worshippers of Krishna and followers of the 
Buddha likewise sought glimpses of their supernal forms in visions. During 
the Kushana Era, Indian religious cultures broadly adopted a visual orientation.

In the beginning, according to an origin story in the Mahabharata, the cre-
ator god Brahman authored a massive treatise to instruct humans in the four 
fundamental aims of life. In this formulation, three of those aims are worldly in 
nature: Kama (desire, pleasure), Artha (power, wealth), and Dharma (morality, 
righteousness). Alongside those, another human purpose involved the effort to 
transcend worldly vicissitudes and gain salvation or liberation. This goal is usu-
ally termed Moksha. In the early centuries CE, experts in these matters set out 
systematic treatises to guide those who would pursue one or another of these aims 
(chapter 11). These foundational works provide valuable views of the ideals and 
activities of diverse religious and social groups in early India, such as affluent city 
dwellers, courtesans, ambitious kings and ministers, pious Brahmins, and renun-
ciatory yogis.

In the early fourth century, the Gupta dynasty established itself in northern 
India as the dominant power in the subcontinent. The Gupta ruler Samudragupta 
proclaimed this hegemony by performing a digvijaya, a conquest in all directions 
(chapter 12). For roughly two centuries, the Guptas and their Deccan allies the 
Vakatakas held sway over a large part of India. During this time, the royal elites 
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and wealthy urban merchants created a new courtly culture, which included the 
support of Sanskrit poetry and drama. Gupta rulers allied themselves with earlier 
Vedic ritual traditions and made donations to sustain Brahmin disciplinary com-
munities. They also proclaimed themselves Bhagavatas, followers of the new 
high god, Vishnu Narayana. Nevertheless, the Buddhist order also flourished 
throughout South Asia, and when the Chinese pilgrim Faxian traveled through-
out India and Sri Lanka in the early fifth century, he encountered a religious 
landscape covered with Buddhist shrines and monasteries.

During the Gupta Era, a new genre of religious literature took shape. These 
were called the Puranas (“old traditions”) (chapter 13). These prolific new works 
covered myriad topics and incorporated extensive teachings on a great variety 
of fields of knowledge. Most important, they presented the narratives, theologies, 
and rituals centered on the principal gods of Hindu theism—Vishnu, Shiva, and 
the Great Goddess Mahadevi.

Starting in the Gupta Era, and increasingly in the two centuries after the 
decline in Gupta authority, religious communities eagerly constructed homes 
for gods to dwell on earth (chapter 12). These took various forms. The Buddha 
Shakyamuni in image form could be installed as the head of the monastic com-
munity, just as he had been in his human lifetime. So, too, Mahavira and other 
tirthankaras took on meditative poses in stone images within Jain shrines. 
Vishnu, Shiva, and other gods of Hindu theism were invited to reside in their 
human-fabricated homes. These temples gave material form to a new paradigm 
in Indian religious culture. Gods would be present, in the form of ritually en-
livened sculpted images, and could receive acts of honor and homage from 
their human devotees. The sponsors of these institutions might be kings and 
queens, members of royal courts, ambitious local chieftains, or other wealthy 
patrons who wished to honor the gods and also to receive the moral and social 
benefits of their beneficence. This pattern of “temple Hinduism” would persist 
through the early medieval period. For the next several centuries, temples be-
came ever grander and more complex in their artistic and architectural 
design.

The main story I tell here ends around 700 CE. In works of historical narration, 
choices of endings are always contingent. There is never a clear endpoint to his-
tory. Nevertheless, there are some good reasons to stop at this date. In surveying 
the two millennia from 1300 BCE to 700 CE, we can explore the great variety of 
early Indic religious cultures, from the poetic visions and sacrificial worldview 
of the Vedas, through the emergence and expansion of the Shramana communi-
ties of the Buddhists and Jains, up to the appearance of new Hindu gods and 
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their growing temples. We see the foundations of three world religions—
Hinduism, Buddhism, and Jainism.

In larger global terms, too, 700 CE marks a point of transition. To the west 
of India, historians of the Mediterranean world often use 700 CE (give or take 
a half century) as the endpoint of what they call “Late Antiquity.” In the Middle 
East, the Iranian empire of the Sasanians falls in the mid-seventh century. And 
most significant, the rise of Islam as a world-transforming religious and political 
force starting in the seventh century has profound consequences throughout the 
Afro-Eurasian world. James Laine aptly speaks of the period from 700 to 1700 CE 
as the “Islamic millennium.” “The eighth century,” he observes, was “a time in 
which the foundations of an Islamic civilization was being laid, during which 
the Arabs ruled a vast, but still internally diverse empire.”9 From the eighth century 
on, Islamic political and religious groups would make a deep impact on the South 
Asian religious landscape. The main story of religious cultures in India over the 
subsequent centuries, from 700 CE up to the early modern era, centrally involves 
the myriad interactions of the many groups we have designated as Hindu with the 
complex and equally diverse Muslim community. But that is another story.

South Asian Religions, Yesterday and Today
“India has 2,000,000 million gods, and worships them all,” Mark Twain exclaimed 
in his account of an 1896 speaking tour in British India. “In religion other coun-
tries are paupers; India is the only millionaire.”10 Where did this fabulous wealth 
come from? This book traces the early formation of India’s religious fortune.

Nowadays nearly one-quarter of the world’s population adhere to religions that 
originated in India. According to the Pew Research Center’s 2012 demographic 
survey of the “Global Religions Landscape,” three of the five largest world reli-
gions have their beginnings in South Asia.11 After the two most prevalent world 
religions, Christianity and Islam, the survey lists Hinduism as third in number 
of followers worldwide. Over a billion Hindus live in South Asia, with 974 mil-
lion in the nation of India alone. Hindus make up nearly 80 percent of the In-
dian population. Buddhism is the fourth most populous world religion. The Pew 
survey counts 488 million Buddhists worldwide, 7 percent of the world’s total 
population. Adherents of Buddhism are found throughout Asia, with four ma-
jority Buddhist nations in Southeast Asia. The Sikh religion (categorized in the 
Pew survey as one of the “Other Religions”) is probably the fifth-largest named 
religion, with some twenty-five million adherents across the world—though the 
Pew demographers admit the uncertainty of their estimates when it comes to these 
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religious “others.” Smaller, but very ancient, the Jain religion based in India has 
about four million followers.

This book focuses on the religious landscape in early South Asia, within which 
Hinduism, Buddhism, and Jainism take shape. Alongside these world religions, 
early India was also the home of other religions, often unnamed, that the Pew 
survey would have classified as “folk religions.” However, the categories used by 
the Pew demographers, and which we readily use today, tend to hide the contin-
gent historical construction and the internal complexity of these religions. This 
is particularly true of Hinduism. In one respect Hinduism is one of the oldest of 
the world’s religions, since many modern adherents claim a continuity going back 
to the ancient Vedas. In another respect, though, Hinduism is one of the youn
gest members to the parliament of world religions, for only in the nineteenth 
century did the term “Hindu” come into widespread use to designate a unitary 
religious faith. In the historical narrative of this book, we will trace some of the 
multiple strands that have been gradually woven together into what, in modern 
times, has come to be called Hinduism.

Hinduism did not come into being as a singular, self-developing religious for-
mation. Likewise, neither Buddhism nor Jainism appear historically as separate, 
autonomous religious cultures. Rather, we will look at them all as interacting 
groups within a shared, changing social and political reality, in which they may 
compete with one another for resources and influence. This history of religions 
in early India will emphasize encounter, interaction, competition, debate, critique, 
and borrowing among religious communities. In the perspective adopted in 
this book, religious cultures define and redefine themselves in relation to one 
another.
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Great Bath of Mohenjo-daro, 55, Pl 2
great gift ceremonies, 480, 482
Great Goddess, 61, 232. See also Mahadevi
Grihyasutras, 176, 194–96, 230; supple-

ments to, 363–64
Guha, Nishada chieftain, 286–88
Guha, Ramachandra, 46
Gupta dynasty 10, 236, 255, 416, 478; courtly 

culture of, 441–45; ideal art of, 490
Gupta Era, 416, 419–24, 479–80; and 

Hindu theism, 475
gymnosophists (naked philosophers), 157–58

Hanh, Thich Nhat, 335
Hanuman, 291, 295
Harappa, 50–55, 71; terracotta figurine from, 

62. See also Indus Valley Civilization
Harikesa, 141–42
Harishena, king, 419, 484–87
Harishena, poet, 425, 446
Hariti, 358, 467–68
Harivamsha, 5, 360, 369–72, 456–57, 519
Harshacharita of Bana, 224
Harshavardhana, king, 224, 480–83; as 

Sanskrit poet, 484
Heesterman, Jan, 134
Heliodorus, 255–56; pillar of, 255, 259, 297, 

515, Pl 6
Hemavata school, 236, 242–43, 246
henotheism, 79
hermeneutics, 95, 100 167, 516; in 

Brahmanas, 95–98
Herodotus, 155–56
Hesse, Hermann, 114–15, 148
hierarchy; within Buddhist Sangha, 215;  

in courtly society, 441, 445; of Dharma, 

321–22; of donation recipients, 402; of 
four classes, 108, 280–81, 399; among 
gods, 432, 436–37, 465, 475, 494; of gods 
and kings, 484; of humans, and monkeys, 
294; of Indo-Aryans and others, 72; in 
Indo-European society, 67; in Indus 
Valley, 56; of kingships, 426, 437, 447;  
of Kshatriyas and forest people, 289;  
of languages, 437–38; as observed by 
Faxian, 422; in Rakshasa society, 290;  
in Sanskrit epics, 273; and writing, 59

highest (shreyas), 3–4, 148, 189, 190, 212,  
304

Himalayas 16, 20–22, 24–25, 34, 37
Hindu gods, 342, 356, 518; image worship 

of, 364–66, 491; as a pantheon, 9, 257, 
264, 356, 381, 454, 465, 475, 518; and 
royal support, 431

Hindu theism, 11, 61, 356–60, 453, 475–76, 
518; and image worship, 366–67; in 
Puranas, 453–54, 456; at Udayagiri, 437

Hinduism, 2; formation of, 227; as religious 
culture, 9; in Sanskrit epics, 264; and 
Vedas, 113; as visual religion, 381; as 
world religion, 11–12, 520

Hocart, A. M., 311
Horse Sacrifice. See Ashvamedha
Hubert, Henri, 100
Hunas, 419–22, 479, 490
hunter-gatherers, 7, 27, 41, 512; in rock- 

shelter paintings, 44–46
Huntington, Susan, 490
Huvishka, king, 309, 342, 349

icons, 361; of earthly deities, 227; translu-
cence of, 512

Illiad of Homer, 68
image worship, 343, 360–68, 381, 405, 

490–91. See also veneration practices
imperial formations: of Achaemenids, 

150–51, 162; of Guptas, 419–23, 426–27; 
of Mauryans, 150, 158–59, 161–64, 517;  
of Romans, 157, 163; in Sanskrit epics, 
272–73

Inden, Ronald, 4, 105, 364
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India, 2–4; geography of, 17–24; as 
nation-state, 186, 515; Nehru’s discovery 
of, 186; origin of term, 155–56

indigenous peoples, 41–42, 71
Indo-Aryans, 7–8, 41–42; and Indo-

Europeans, 66, 70; in Middle Vedic 
period, 91–92; and outsiders, 285, 
292–95; social organization of, 71–72

Indo-European languages, 7, 65–66, 152, 306
Indo-European society, 66–68, homeland 

and migrations of, 68–69
Indo-Gangetic plains, 20, 23
Indo-Greek kingdoms, 224, 256
Indra, 92, 104–5, 228, 251; and desire for 

Ahalya, 388; and disruption of austeri-
ties, 442; flag festival of, 439–40; in 
Harivamsha, 371; Harshavardhana 
dressed as, 482; as Indo-Aryan warrior 
god, 71; as Jain devotee, 367, 473; as 
leader of the Vedic gods, 14, 29–30, 85; 
sacrificial origin of, 89; in Sanskrit epics, 
264, 293; as subordinate to other divine 
figures, 432, 475, 488; Vedic poems to, 
74–76, 79–81

Indus River, 16, 22, 31, 50–52, 70, 91, 155
Indus Valley Civilization, 7, 42, 57, 152; 

discovery of, 50–51; language and script 
of, 56–60, 58; religious cultures of, 60–65, 
62, 63, 64, 231; post-urban phase of, 70; 
urban organization of, 52–56, 119, Pl 2
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initiation: among Buddhists, 177, 204–6; of 

Chalukya king, 504; among Jains, 190; 
of Pashupata Shaivas, 494–95; of Smarta 
Brahmins, 194–95, 197; in Vedas, 131

inscriptions, 169, 480; at Ajanta, 487; of 
Ashoka, 169–74, 315; of Chalukyas, 482, 
499–501; of Gupta Era, 422–43, 425–32, 
430–31; on Heliodorus’s pillar, 255–56;  
of Kalachuris, 496; of Pallavas, 508; 
recording brahmadeya donations, 406, 
423; of Rudradaman, 315–17, 437; at 
Sanchi, 243–46

Ishvara Gita, 463–67, 469, 495

Ishvarakrishna, author of Samkhyakarikas, 
412–13

Isibhasiyam, 136
Islam, 12, 520

Jaini, Padmanabh, 472, 474
Jainism, 2, 116, 143, 263; and Appar, 510; as 

“heterodox”, 147; as world religion, 
12–13, 520

Jains, austerity of, 208; and Bhakti, 369; 
and critique of sacrifice, 141–42, 350–51; 
as disciplinary community, 189, 226–27; 
and female attainment, 213; and female 
patrons, 347; and five great vows, 
190–91, 407; and images, 346–51, 342, 
349–51, 361, 367, 424; during Kushana 
Era, 311; Puranas of, 455, 472–74; and 
retelling of Rama story, 299–301; 
satirized in Buddhist texts, 209–10; and 
stupas, 346–47; and temples, 479, 487, 
497, 499–500

Jambudvipa (rose-apple island), 17, 325–26
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Jamison, Stephanie, 78, 106–7, 199
Janaka, king, 121, 123, 125, 126, 132
Jatakas, 239, 253, 298–99, 318–19, 333, 485
jati (birth-group), 147, 402–3, 473
Jinas. See Tirthankaras
Jinasena, author of Adipurana, 472–74
Jitendra, 499–500
Jiva (soul), 141, 407–8
jnana (knowledge), 134
Jogeshvari, 495, 496
Jones, William, 65, 82
Josh, Bhagwan, 186
Jyotisha Vedanga, 99–100

Kaikeyi, 283
Kailasa, Mount, 22, 23, 34, 37; as home of 

Shiva, 22, 492, 495
Kaivalya (autonomy), 228; as Jain religious 

goal, 140–41, 408; as goal of Yoga, 190, 
413

Kakar, Sudhir, 386, 388
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Kali Yuga, 457, 494
Kalidasa, 17, 390, 423, 438; and Meghaduta, 

34–39; and Raghuvamsha, 445–47; and 
Shakuntala, 441–45.
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Kalpasutras, 140, 192, 213–14
Kama (desire), 10; as human aim, 384–85; 

and optional sacrifices, 103; personified 
as god, 444, 508; as a problem, 125–26, 
319, 383; and royal courts, 427–29; as a 
science, 387–88, 437

Kamasutras of Vatsyayana Mallanaga, 384, 
386–92

Kamsa, 369–70, 372
Kanchipuram, 483, 505, 508, 510
Kankali Tila, 311, 347, 348, 424, 467
Kanishka, king, 302–4, 308, 340, 351; as 

Buddhist patron, 311–13; images of, 302, 
303, 308, 309, 310

Kannappar, 512, 519
Kanva dynasty, 224
Kanyakubja, 480–81, 494
karman, 139, 406; and imitation, in drama, 

440–41; in Jain view, 407–8; as ritual 
action, 123; as moral action, 123–24, 190, 
249–50; in Vedanta, 410–11

Kaundinya, author of Pashupata Sutras, 
494–95

Kauravas, 268, 276
Kaushambi, 117–20, 132, 340, 425
Kautilya, author of Arthashastra, 160–61, 

229, 278, 384–85, 393–98, 402, 430
Kaveri River, 20, 31, 477–78, 505, 510
kavya (poetry), 316, 318, 438
Kenoyer, Jonathan, 53, 56
Keshidhvaja, 459–60
Khandava forest, 271; clearing of, 29–30, 

46, 117
king (rajan), 67, 85, 91; in analogy with 

Vishnu Varaha, 418; creation of, 279–80, 
383–84, 401; divinity of, 431–32; duties 
of, 430; limbs of, 395; and religious 
pragmatism, 396–97

kingship, concepts of, 119–20, 311; in Artha
shastra, 160–61, 385, 394–98; in Mahabha
rata, 279–80; in Manu’s Dharmashastra, 
401–2; and self-fashioning, 426–32

Kishkindha, 283, 288, 290, 292–94
Kosambi, D. D., 289, 294
Kotikarna, 249–50
Krishna Vasudeva, 5, 10, 311, 360; Arjuna’s 

vision of, 376–78, 464; and Bhakti, 343; 
early life of, 369–72; and Heliodorus 
pillar, 257; identification with Narayana, 
488; images of, 342–43, 360, 501; as 
incarnation of Vishnu Narayana, 258, 
297, 311, 361, 367; in Jain Puranas, 472; in 
Mahabharata, 29–30, 275–76; as prince 
in Dvaraka, 270–72; as Supreme Being, 
375–76, 377–78; as teacher in Bhagavad 
Gita, 276–77, 368; in Vishnu Purana, 457

Krita Yuga (golden age), 266, 269
Kshatriyas, 9, 105, 126, 193; Buddha Shaky-

amuni and Mahavira Vardhamana as, 139, 
142, 184; duties of, in Dharmashastras, 
399; sacrificial origins of, 107–9; in 
Sanskrit epics, 263, 268–73, 277–78, 
286–88

Kubera Yaksha, 251; as chief of Yakshas, 
220–22, 221, 229; as devotee in Buddhist 
stupa, 254, 254; as guardian of direc-
tions, 431

Kujala Kadphises, king, 307, 308
Kumarajiva, 448
Kumarila Bhatta, 111
Kurma Purana, 454, 461–67, 494–95, 511
Kuru (tribe and kingdom), 91–92, 93, 122; 

and formation of Vedic canon, 94
Kurukshetra, 38, 92, 94, 96; and Bhagavad 

Gita, 368, 464; epic battle at, 272–73, 
277–78, 281, 287, 378

Kushana dynasty, 9–10, 302–8, 317, 343, 
419–20, 426; and China, 327; end of, 432

Kushana Era, 160, 212, 302, 403, 517; arts 
of, 308–13; and religious images, 342; 
and rise of Mahayana Buddhism, 332; 
and visual religion, 381–82
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Lakshmi, 311, 358, 429, 467; as consort of 

Vishnu, 433, 488; images of, 342, 356, 
358, 359, 506; as a manifestation of 
Mahadevi, 471; manifestations of, 456. 
See also Raja-Lakshmi, Shri Lakshmi

Lakulisha, 494–95, 496, 497, 503
Lanka Dahan (film), 300
laukika, 227–228, 251. See also earthly 

deities
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170–73, 172
liberation 144, 148, 228, 475. See also 

Kaivalya, Moksha, Nirvana
Light of Asia of Edwin Arnold, 337
little goddesses, 6, 9, 49, 231–35, 233, 234, 

356–57, 467; as earthly deities, 224, 518; 
in Indus Valley civilization, 61, 62

little traditions, 261. See also Great and 
Little traditions

Lokakshema, 331
lotus, 231
Lotus Sutra, 333–35; visions in, 376–79
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Ludden, David, 18
Lumbini pillar of Ashoka, 181, 182, 184
Lutgendorf, Philip, 300

Machiavelli, The Prince, 393
Madhva, 412
Madhyamika school, 408
Magadha region, 120, 138, 158, 163
magi, 152
Maha Kashyapa, 210, 249
Mahabharata, 6, 9, 68, 92, 176, 227, 256, 259, 

320–21, 437, 453; and Bhagavad Gita, 
368, 372; Bhishma’s teachings to Yudhish
thira in, 278–81, 282, 297, 383–84, 387; 
and churning of the ocean, 1–2, 356;  
and clearing of Khandava forest, 29–30, 
46, 117; and descent of Ganges, 14–15; as 
an epic, 262–64; and Harivamsha, 369; 

on Nara and Narayana, 488; original 
performance of, 103; and pilgrimage,  
33; and story of Rama, 298; and story  
of Shakuntala, 202–3, 441–43; and 
Yakshas, 345

Mahabhashya of Patanjali, 227–28
Mahadevi (Great Goddess), 11, 454, 464, 

468–72, 475, 518; images of, 472
Mahamaya, as goddess, 469
Mahamayuri, 229
Mahaparinirvana Sutra, 177–80, 246–47
Mahaprajapati Gotami, 214–15, 326, 378
Mahasaccaka Sutta, 142–44
Mahavamsa, 238
Mahavira Vardhamana, 8, 11, 121, 133, 190–91, 

213, 349, 472, 516; in Buddhist texts, 
137–38, 143, 209; and Jain version of 
Rama story, 299–301; life of, 139–40; 
and pilgrimage sites, 32; and relics, 347; 
teachings of, 141–42; temples for, 479

Mahayana Buddhism, 10, 318, 331–35, 352, 
408–9, 423, 448–49

Mahendravarman I, king, 477–80, 505, 
509–10; as Jaina and Shaiva, 484, 510; as 
Sanskrit poet, 484

Mahinda, 323–26, 329
Mahmud of Ghazna, 382
Mahoney, William, 76
mahotsava (festival), 491
Makkhali Gosala, 133, 137–38. See also 

Ajivakas
Mamallapuram, 483, 505–8, 519; Great 

Relief sculpture at, 506; Shore Temple 
at, 508, 509

Manava Dharmashastra (Manu’s 
Dharmashastra) 195, 199, 285–86, 364, 
384, 398–406; and desire, 387–88

Manibhadra Yaksha, 343–45, 344, 354; in 
Buddhist texts, 345

mantras, 96, 366–67; of Shaivas, 338; of 
Tantra, 367, 491; of the Vedas, 102, 104, 
195, 196, 200, 320, 382

Mara, 218, 321
Marduk, 152
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Markandeya Purana, 358, 454, 468
marriage (vivaha), 195–96; Gandharva 

style of, 442, 445; in Kamasutras, 386, 391
Marshall, John, 50, 58, 61, 237, 239, 255, 515
Mathpal, Yashodar, 43
Mathura, 118, 222, 231, 302, 369, 494, 518; as 

center of image production, 342, 352, 382; 
as Kushana capital, 311, 343; Mahmud’s 
visit to, 382; and origin of Buddha image, 
354–55

Matrikas. See Mother goddesses
Matsya Purana, 33, 482; on science of 

Vastu, 490–91
matsyanyaya (anarchy), 120, 160, 394, 418
Mauryan dynasty, 8, 155, 224, 236–37, 263; 

as imperial formation, 150, 158–59, 161–64
Mauryan Era, 149–50
Mauss, Marcel, 100
maya, 407
McClish, Mark, 386
Medhas, 468–72, 475
meditation, 135–36, 145, 191, 331, 384–85; by 

Brahmin renouncers, 401; of Buddha 
Shakyamuni, 143, 184; in Buddhist 
Sangha, 211, 408, 485; as Jain path, 408; 
on Mahadevi, 470; of Mahavira, 140; of 
Shiva, 492; on Siva, 463, 495; of Valmiki, 
266; on Vedic brahman, 409, 411–12; and 
visualization of Sukhavati, 380–81; in 
Yogasutras, 414

Megasthenes, 159, 163
Meghaduta of Kalidasa, 34–39
Meghavahana dynasty, 224
Mehrgarh, 53, 61, 70, 231; archeology of, 

46–50
Mesolithic period, art of, 43–46
Mesopotamia, 24, 51, 53, 152; and trade 

with Indus Valley, 54–55, 59
meta-religion, Ashoka’s Dharma as, 164, 

174, 185, 187, 517
Middle Vedic period, 90–92, 108–12
Middle Way, 143, 321
Mihirakula, king, 421, 479
Miller, Barbara Stoler, 415, 438, 445

Mimamsa school, 167, 263, 409, 437
Ming, Emperor, 327–29
mleccha (outsider), 285, 405; Hunas as, 

420, 422; Romans as, 285
Moggaliputta Tissa, 322
Mohenjo-daro, 50–55, 71, 186, Pl 2. See 

Indus Valley Civilization
Moksha, 10, 124, 228, 513; of Buddhists, 321, 

408–9; as one of human aims, 384, 406; 
of Jains, 190, 213, 407–8, 455; varieties  
of, 406–9; in Vedanta, 409–12; in Yoga
sutras, 415

monastery (vihara), 485–87
monkeys, in Ramayana, 288, 290–91
monsoon, 25–25, 32; in Meghaduta, 34–35
Mother goddesses, 33, 49, 435, 467–68, 

503–4
Mukherjee, Mrinalini, 259–61, 515
Müller, Max, 79
Mundaka Upanishad, 121, 128–30, 142
Museum of Modern Art, 259, 260, 515

Nagara architecture, 501
nagaraka (affluent urban male), 389–90,  

392
Nagarjuna, 408
Nagas, 6, 9–10, 184, 311; as earthly deities, 

222–24, 518; as guardian, 485; images of, 
342, 345, Pl 5; and Parshvanatha, 349–51; 
as threats to Buddhists, 324; as worship-
ers at stupas, 247, 253

Nalanda, 517
Nanda dynasty, 158, 159
Narada, 33, 265, 271, 376, 416, 429
Narasimhavarman I, king, 483, 505, 509; 

portrait sculpture of, 508
Narayana Rao, V., 301
Narmada River, 20
Nathan, Leonard, 39
Natyashastra of Bharata, 437–41, 444
nayanars, 510–13
Nehru, Jawaharlal, 185–87
Nehru, Lolita, 355
Nicholson, Andrew, 495
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Nirvana, 140, 174, 228, 331, 407; of all 
Buddhas, 379; of Arhats, 352; of Buddha 
Shakyamuni, 143, 322; as Buddhist goal, 
190, 243, 408–9; Buddhist path to, 145; 
of Mahavira, 140

Nishadas, 109, 111–12, 422, 426; in Maha
bharata, 287 in Ramayana, 266,  
286–88

nonviolence (ahimsa): of Ashoka, 174, 176; 
among Buddhists, 145, 147; as Jain value, 
351; in Mahabharata, 278; of Mahavira, 
140–41, 299; in Manu’s Dharmashastra, 
404–5; in Yogasutras, 414

Olivelle, Patrick, 121, 126, 194, 386
oral scripture, 90, 93, 112; performance of, 

267; Puranas as, 454; transmission  
of, 110–11, 189, 200. See also textual 
transmission

origin stories: of Brahman’s master treatise, 
10, 383–84; of Buddha image, 352–54; in 
Chandogya Upanishad, 128; churning of 
ocean of milk, 1–2, 358, 461; of drama, 
438–40; of four classes, 106; of kingship, 
279–80, 383–84, 387, 394, 432; of the 
Pashupata Shaiva order, 494–95; raising 
of the Earth, 418; sacrifice of Purusha, 
88–90; of Shiva Linga, 462–63, 511

paintings, rock-shelter, 42–46, 49
Pakuddha Kaccayana, 133, 137–38
Pali language, 318
Pallava dynasty, 2, 477–78, 480, 483–84, 

501, 503, 505–11, 519
Panchalas, 92, 122
Pancharatra Vaishnavas, 454
Pandavas, 268, 272, 276
Panini, 99–100, 117, 119, 227, 437
Parashara, 455, 459
Parasher, Aloka, 285
parinirvana, 247, 322, 335, 354
parshada (religious specialists), 174, 189
Parshvanatha, 140–41, 349–51, 350, 472
Parthian kingdom, 304, 308

Parvati, 22, 37, 457, 467, 471, 478, 488, 
492–94, 502, 507

Pasadika Sutta, 209–10
Pashupata Saivas, 453, 461–67, 494–95, 

503–5, 518
Pashupata Sutras of Kaundinya, 494–95
Pashupati. See Shiva, manifestations of
pastoralists, 31; Indo-Aryans as, 70–71; and 

origin of Kushanas, 302, 306, 308; and 
sacrifice, 78

Patachara (Buddhist nun), 188–89, 191, 212, 
216; epiphany of, 218–19

Pataliputra, 9, 118, 120, 158, 183, 231, 304, 308, 
324, 451; as Gupta capital, 419, 425–26, 
433; image processions in, 450; during 
Mauryan Era, 163; as Shunga capital, 226

Patanjali, author of Yogasutras, 190, 384, 
409, 412–15, 459

Patanjali (grammarian), 100, 227–28
Patriarchy; in Dharmashastras, 401; in 

Kamasutras, 391; in Indo-European 
society, 67; in Vedic sacrifice, 106, 213; 
in Sanskrit epics, 273–77

patronage, of Buddhist institutions,  
243–46

Paumacariya of Vimalasuri, 299–301, 472
Persepolis, 153–55, 154
Persian language, 65, 70, 152
Pew Research Center, 12–13
philosophy, 136–39, 516
pilgrimage, 32–33, 504; of Ashoka, 181–85; 

as Buddhist practice, 177–78, 337;  
of Chinese Buddhist monks, 449; 
to Elephanta, 492; of Jawaharlal Nehru, 
186; modern international, 237; as 
Shaiva practice, 495

pillars: of Ashoka, 149–50, 151, 169–73, 171, 
172, 180, 181, 182, 425, 427, Pl 3, Pl 4; of 
Chalukyas, 505; of Heliodorus, 255–59, 
515, Pl 6

plate tectonics, 15–17, 24
Plutarch, 158
poetry: of Buddhist nuns, 188–89, 215–19; in 

Gupta courtly culture, 22–423, 429–30, 
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445–47; in Indo-European society,  
68; in Ramayana, 266; in Rig Veda, 
73–77, 84

politics, science of, in Arthashastra, 160–61, 
393

Pollock, Sheldon, 283, 315, 317
polygamy, 274; in Kamasutras, 386–87, 391; 

in Ramayana, 290–91
Prahlada, 460–61;
Prajapati, 96–98, 101, 104, 124–25; as 

creator god, 257, 280, 418; Vishnu 
identified with, 296

Prakrit, 169, 330; inscriptions in, 483
prakriti (nature), 412–13
prashastis, 315–16, 418, 422–23; of Ravikirti, 

499–501; of Rudradaman, 315–17; of 
Samudragupta, 426–32, 446

Pratimoksha, 205–8, 210–11, 485
Pratishtha. See establishment
Prayaga, 28
priest-king; of Mohenjo-daro, 56, 57
Prithivi, 79, 83. See also Earth
processions, 491; of Buddha image, 482
protection, as duty of husband, 275–76; as 

duty of king, 280, 289
Proto-Indo-European, 66
puja, 360–63; ritual vocabulary of, 363, 366. 

See also veneration practices
Pulakeshin I, king, 482–83
Pulakeshin II, king, 482–84, 499, 501, 505
Punjab, 22, 31, 70–72
Purana Kassapa, 133, 137
Puranas, 11, 480, 511; and Hindu theism, 

453–55, 475–76, 518; of the Jains, 472–74. 
See also Adi Purana, Devi Mahatmya, 
Kurma Purana, Matsya Purana, Skanda 
Purana, Vishnu Purana

Pure Land, 379–81
purification, 56, 195
purohita, 85
Purusha, 88–90, 97, 108, 431; as immortal, 

129; Krishna identified with, 375–76; as 
soul, 412–13, 415; Vishnu identified with, 
296, 365, 456

Purushapura, 313, 354
purushartha (four aims of human life), 

384, 393
Purushasukta, 93, 95, 101, 112; and gender, 

106; in image worship, 365; and social 
classes, 88–90, 107, 399

Pushpabhuti dynasty, 480–82
Pushyamitra, 224, 226

Qian, Sima, 307
queen, in Ashvamedha, 105–7, 427
Quintanilla, Sonya Rhie, 342

Rabe, Michael., 506
Raghu, 446–47
Raghuvamsha of Kalidasa, 445–47
Raja-Lakshmi, 316. See also Lakshmi
Rajagriha, 118, 120, 132–33, 137, 208, 378; 

and first Buddhist council, 210–11
Rajaprashniya Sutra, 367
Rajasuya (royal consecration), 30, 103–5, 

120, 161, 397, 480, 484, 491, 504; of 
Yudhishthira, 270

Rakshasas, 288–95. See also Ravana
Rama-katha, 298–301
Rama-rajya (utopia), 266, 298, 430
Rama, 28, 38; as incarnation of Vishnu 

Narayana, 296–97, 359; in Jain Puranas, 
472; and lineage in Raghuvamsha, 445–47; 
as model Dharma-king, 317; as protago-
nist of Ramayana, 265–67

Ramanuja, 412
Ramanujan, A. K. 31, 464
Ramayan (television serial), 300
Ramayana, 1–2, 6, 9, 14–15, 28, 176, 227, 

259, 282–98, 320–21, 437, 456; and 
Brahmin ashrams, 202; as an epic, 
262–64; as first kavya, 318; pan-Indian 
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three aims (trivarga), 384, 425
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136, 410–11
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Vaishyas, 89, 109
Vakataka dynasty, 10, 419, 479–80; and 
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Vedanta school, 127, 263, 409, 437, 516
Vedas, 8, 13, 114, 397; as basis of Dharma, 

398; as body of Vishnu, 418, 458; Bud-
dhist critique of, 146–47; as canon of 
texts, 41, 92–95, 109, 112; and demons, 
460; etymology of, 76; hymns in, 40–41, 
73–84; identified with Shiva, 510, 512; as non- 
human in origin, 95, 410; as “orthodox,” 
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origin of, 90; in Sanskrit epics, 264; and 
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Buddha’s corpse and relics, 177, 178–81; 
at Buddhist stupas, 178, 180, 183, 226, 
239, 246–51, 248; of earthly deities, 222, 
229–30, 234, 235; grammar of, 250;  
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299–301, 472
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59–60, 70; and oral Vedas, 93, 111; in 
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as, 103, 104
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412–15, 459
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