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        To be ignorant of the past is to be forever a child. For what is the time of man, lest it be interwoven with that memory of ancient things of a superior age?

        CICERO

      

      

      

      The first three books in the Ancient Wisdom series survey a thousand years of Western intellectual history, from the rise of the Greek city states to the peak height of the Roman Empire. This uniquely fertile period, which encompasses the Golden Age of Athens, began in mystical, mythological thought, and culminated in the hyper-rational, hyper-practical philosophy of the Stoics.

      The incipient Christian religion absorbed and adapted, and for a long time occulted, many ancient doctrines, which is why, despite their remoteness, they can seem so strangely familiar. In the late Middle Ages, the rediscovery of Plato fuelled the humanistic Renaissance, which pushed back against the Church of Rome.

      The Renaissance was a time of great hope and optimism, which, in many ways, proved premature. Faith provides a compelling reason to live, and a compelling reason to be good, which, for better or worse, many people have lost. For all our progress in science, technology, and education, more than one in five adults are now suffering from some form of depression. It’s almost as if we’ve come full circle, minus the philosophy.

      Might it then be time to look afresh at these ancient ideas and find in them a happier way of living? Might it be time, in other words, for a new Renaissance?
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      The Sanskrit ligature on the book cover stands for the sacred sound Om or Aum, which may be chanted before a mantra or during meditation. It is often found at the beginning and end of sacred Hindu texts, and has many names, including the pranava [‘fore-sound’] and udgitha [‘chant’, ‘cosmic song’].

      In Indian thought, from the earliest times, there is this notion that the word abstracts from the object, and that Brahman or God, being the ultimate abstraction, abstracts from the word:

      
        
        
        The source of all names is the word, for it is by the word that all names are spoken. The word is behind all names, even as Brahman is behind the word. The source of all forms is the eye, for it is by the eye that all forms are seen. The eye is behind all forms, even as Brahman is behind the eye.

        GREAT FOREST UPANISHAD, 1.6

      

      

      

      Language, therefore, is the link between man and God.

      A similar idea can be found in the Bible, at John 1:1, where it is hard to miss:

      
        
        In the Beginning was the word [Greek, logos], and the word was with God, and the word was God.

      

      

      It can also be found in Plato, for example, in Book 6 of the Republic, when Socrates says:

      
        
        Just as it is by the light of the sun that the visible is made apparent to the eye, so it is by the light of truth and being that the nature of reality is made apparent to the soul.

      

      

      In one of Æsop’s fables, Zeus, The Animals, and Man, Zeus, having created the animals, equips each one with its proper qualities, distributing strength to some, speed to others, and wings, fangs, claws, poisons, pelts, hooves, and horns—leaving man to lament that he has received nothing.

      Zeus replies:

      
        
        On the contrary, you have received the greatest gift of all, for I have given you the word, which, like immortality, is an attribute of the gods. It is mightier than the lion’s roar, swifter than the horse’s hooves, and can carry you, and your children, higher than the eagle’s wings. And if you wield it well, it will far outlive your gravestone.

      

      

      Like the Ancient Egyptians, the Aryans (or people of the Vedas) believed that the word had a magical or ritual power which complemented its meaning—a view of language that we still retain when we speak of ‘spelling’ a word. Even away from the sacrificial fire, at work or at home, or in love, words have no effect (or some other effect) if they are not the right ones.

      If they had told us at school that we were learning magic, we would have paid a lot more attention.

      All day, every day, we are casting spells without even knowing it, abusing the word and weighing down our souls.

      By the time of the earliest Upanishads (c. 7th century BCE), Om—possibly derived from the Sanskrit for ‘yes’—had become the quintessential word: a cosmic sound and mantra that invoked consciousness, reality, and Brahman or Oneness.

      The very long Chandogya Upanishad opens with:

      
        
        Om is the closest word to Brahman. Recite this Om as if you are worshipping Brahman … speech is the essence of human beings; the Rig Veda is the essence of speech; the Sama Veda is the essence of the Rig Veda; and the udghita is the essence of the Sama Veda.

      

      

      In the Mundaka Upanishad, Om is compared to an archer’s bow, by which Atman (the Self) is able to reach its target of Brahman. Only by the focused mind or undistracted person is Brahman to be penetrated.
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      Sitting down with the Bhagavad Gita at the age of sixteen opened many new channels in my mind. Ever since, for the best part of thirty years, I have been searching for a book on Indian thought that ties it all up, coherently and succinctly. Write the book you want to read, they say—and this, here, is it.

      Indian thought is complex and contradictory, making it hard to research and write about. There is a staggering amount of material to sift through. There are not one but four Vedas, each with four layers, and, within each layer, several commentaries written over several centuries. The Mahabharata, the longest poem in the world, has six times as many lines as the Bible, and four times as many lines as the other major Indian epic, the Ramayana—and exists in multiple regional versions. And then there are the Vedangas, the Shastras, the Puranas, the Tantras, and the extensive literature of the philosophical schools… Almost every position, including atomism and hedonism, has been defended by someone at some time. Like much of Western philosophy, much of Indian philosophy is rather sterile and sectarian, and I’ll do my best to spare you the detail.

      Indian philosophy, unlike its Greek counterpart, is usually pursued within a religious context, with no clear divide between philosophy and theology. The central problem is the nature of the Self, or Atman, and its relation to the Absolute, or Brahman. On this basis, Indian philosophy is divided into schools, or darshanas [‘visions’], rather than into branches such as epistemology and metaphysics. That said, Hinduism is a lot looser than the Abrahamic religions, with no founding prophet, no single scripture, no central authority, no core doctrine or code of conduct, and no clear concept of God. Hindus might coherently think of themselves as monotheists, polytheists, pantheists, deists, agnostics, or anything in between. India is a world unto itself: as a religion, Hinduism developed more as a negative concept of contradistinction, and it might be said that Hindus are only Hindus insofar as they are not anything else.

      The Buddha explicitly rejected a creator God, yet Buddhism is counted as the fourth largest world religion after Christianity, Islam, and Hinduism—suggesting that the hallmark of religion is not a belief in a creator God, or any god, but a belief in the conservation of values, that is, in something like karma, about which the Indian religions, especially Jainism, have a great deal to say. Karma is the greatest constant in Indian thought, lending a family resemblance to Hinduism, Buddhism, and Jainism. Gandhi, for one, regarded Buddhism and Jainism as traditions of Hinduism, which has adaptively assimilated the Buddha as the ninth avatar of Vishnu, after Rama and Krishna, and before Kalki, who will preside over the apocalypse. In Hindu thought, the universe has a moral order that is independent of the gods, who are less than omnipotent. In the Chandogya Upanishad, Indra, the king of the gods, is made to wait 101 years before being told the secret to the self—not a bad deal, considering. Towards the end of the Mahabharata, Krishna is killed by a hunter who mistakes him for a deer.

      Hindu cosmology is on a colossal scale. The universe contains not one world but thousands of millions. According to the Puranas, Vishnu’s ten avatars span a cyclic age, or maha yuga, which is 4.32 million years long. A thousand such cycles amount to a single day of Brahma, or kalpa, which is 4.32 billion years long, and followed by an equally long night. At the dawn of each kalpa, Brahma re-emerges from a lotus that has stemmed from the navel of Vishnu. A god lives for an entire kalpa but does not survive its dissolution. The Rig Vedic Hymn of Creation [Nasadiya Sukta] begins like the Book of Genesis with darkness and water, before candidly abandoning course:

      
        
        How then did this creation arise? The gods came after, with the creation of the universe. Who then knows where it came from? Where it came from—perhaps it formed itself, or perhaps it did not—the one who looks down on it, in the highest heaven, he only knows—or perhaps he does not.

      

      

      Hinduism has been called Sanatana Dharma, ‘Eternal Order’, without beginning nor end. Unlike Christianity and Islam, it arose out of a long process of evolution that began in pre-literate mythical-ritualistic-sacrificial times. From the first Upanishads (c. 800-600 BCE), the Vedic religion became much more introspective-speculative-philosophical, with a monkish, although still elitist, emphasis on renunciation and liberation that, not coincidentally, matched with Buddhism and Jainism. In the Bhagavad Gita, composed several centuries later (it is not clear exactly when), Krishna makes a strong case for devotional theism, which is the form assumed by modern, popular Hinduism—epitomized in the West by the Hare Krishnas. Contemporary Indians know little of the older, deeper layers of their culture, of the Vedas and Upanishads, just like Westerners know little, if anything, of Homer, Plato, and Cicero.

      Coming to Indian philosophy after having written three books on Greek philosophy, I have been struck by the parallels, and eager to point them out. This book’s very epigraph, from the Chandogya Upanishad, echoes Plato in the Protagoras: when asked about the food of the soul, Socrates replies, ‘Surely, knowledge is the food of the soul.’ One is tempted to ask: are the similarities between Greek and Indian thought the result of direct or indirect communication, or are they the result of a common source or common grammar? Or are they rather a universal product of the human mind?

      For all the similarities, the Indian way is another way of doing philosophy and arriving at the same insoluble problems, like the problem of evil and the problem of free will. The Indian way is another way of being human, another way of being alive, and a great complement to the Greek or Western way.

      I say: elephants as well as horses for the armoury of the mind.

      A note on translations: For the Rig Veda, I have generally favoured Wendy Doniger; for the Upanishads and Bhagavad Gita, Juan Mascaró.

      A note on conventions: Because the Bible and its books are not italicized, I have not italicised Indian revealed scripture, for example, the Rig Veda or Mandukya Upanishad. I drew the line at the Bhagavad Gita, which is classed, albeit controversially, as a remembered text.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            INTRODUCTION: A PICTURE OF INDIA

          

        

      

    

    
      If Hinduism has been called Sanatana Dharma [Eternal Order] by Hindu nationalists, this is in part because the words ‘Hindi’ and ‘Hindu’ are not, in fact, Indian.

      The Sanskrit name for the Indus River is Sindhu, whence Sindh, the southern-eastern province of modern Pakistan. When borrowing from Sanskrit, the Persians had a habit of changing the initial ‘s’ to an aspirate ‘h’. Thus, ‘Hindu’ was how the Persians came to refer to the people who inhabited the basin of the Indus—which, after appending their region or country suffix, ‘stan’, they came to call ‘Hindustan’.

      In his remarkable memoirs, the Baburnama, written in a highly Persianized form of Chagatai, the conquering Mughal emperor Babur (d. 1530) states that:

      
        
        Most of the inhabitants of Hindustan are pagans [i.e. non-Muslims]; they call a pagan a Hindu. Most Hindus believe in the transmigration of souls. All artisans, wage-earners, and officials are Hindus.

      

      

      The Greeks, from the time of Herodotus, dropped the ‘h’ and substituted their own region or country suffix, giving us ‘India’. When the British arrived, they gradually restricted the term ‘Hindoo’ to those Indians who did not identify as Muslim, Sikh, Jain, or Christian, so that, in academic circles, ‘Hindu’ came to be associated with high-caste Brahmanas [brahmins, or priests] and the Brahmanism derived from the ancient Vedic religion.

      In 2023, invitations issued by the President of India to delegates of the G20 referred to him as the ‘President of Bharat’, ‘Bharat’ being a Sanskrit name that is used interchangeably with ‘India’. Article 1 of the Constitution of India, ratified in 1949, declares: ‘India, that is Bharat, shall be a Union of States.’ The name ‘Bharat’ evokes the legendary emperor Bharata, who is regarded as the ancestor of the Bharatas, a prominent tribe mentioned in the Rig Veda, and of the Pandavas and Kauravas, the warring cousins of the Mahabharata. It also evokes the Puranas, in which the subcontinent is occasionally referred to as Bharatavarsha, after another Bharata, son of Rishabha.
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      The Baburnama makes for mixed reading. Babur, descended from Tamerlane on his father’s side and Genghis Khan on his mother’s side (‘Mughal’ is Persian for Mongol), confesses his bashful lovesickness for a slave boy, Baburi, whom he rescues from a camp-bazaar in Uzbekistan.

      
        
        I discovered in myself a strange inclination, nay! as the verse says, 'I maddened and afflicted myself’ for a boy in the camp-bazaar, his very name, Bāburī, fitting in … At that time I composed Persian couplets, one or two at a time; this is one of them: May none be as I, humbled and wretched and love-sick: No beloved as thou art to me, cruel and careless.

      

      

      After losing Samarkand for a third time, Babur, by then emir of Kabul, turns his attention to India. He describes the decisive First Battle of Panipat (1526) against the Sultan of Delhi, Ibrahim Lodi, who, for all his men and elephants, lacked the decisive advantage of gunpowder, which Babur introduced into India. Within a year, Babur would defeat the assembled Rajput Confederation led by Rana Sanga, King of Mewar.

      Besides boys, Babur loves wine, fruits, and gardens. After raising a tower of skulls in one line, he discusses a wine-party in the next: ‘There was a wine-party in Khawaka Kalan’s house, several goatskins of wine having been brought.’ When describing a place, he often reports on its grapes and melons, and one day even organizes a melon tasting:

      
        
        [The melons of Akhsi] are excellent; they call one kind Mir Timuri; whether in the world there is another to equal it is not known. The melons of Bukhara are famous; when I took Samarkand, I had some brought from there and some from Akhsi; they were cut up at an entertainment and nothing from Bukhara compared with those from Akhsi.

      

      

      Upon beholding India for the first time, Babur had been taken, and not just by its fabulous wealth:

      
        
        It was in the month of Sha’ban [Sha’ban 910 AH, that is, January 1505 CE], the Sun being in Aquarius, that we rode out of Kabul for Hindustan. We took the road by Badam-chashma and Jagdalik and reached Adinapur in six marches. Till that time I had never seen a hot country or the Hindustan border-land. In Ningnahar another world came to view—other grasses, other trees, other animals, other birds, and other manners and customs of clan and horde. We were amazed, and truly there was ground for amaze.

      

      

      But later, he pines for Kabul, where he asked to be buried:

      
        
        Hindustan is a place of little charm. There is no beauty in its people, no graceful social intercourse, no poetic talent or understanding, no etiquette, nobility, or manliness. The arts and crafts have no harmony or symmetry. There are no good horses, meat, grapes, melons, or other fruit. There is no ice, cold water, good food or bread in the markets. There are no baths and no madrasas [colleges]. There are no candles, torches, or candlesticks.

      

      

      Babur’s grandson Akbar extended the empire over most of the subcontinent, and Akbar’s grandson Shah Jahan built the Taj Mahal of Agra and Red Fort and Jama Masjid of Delhi.
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      Another endonym [native name] for India, older even than Bharata, and still occasionally used in certain Southeast Asian countries, is Jambudvipa.

      According to Puranic cosmography (individual accounts vary), the world consists of seven concentric continents separated by seven encircling oceans, each double the size of the preceding one. From inner to outer, the seven oceans consist of brine, molasses, wine, ghee, milk, curds, and freshwater. The largest, outermost ocean, of freshwater, is bounded by a mountain range called Lokaloka [‘World-no-world’].

      The innermost continent in this scheme is Jambudvipa, named for the jambu tree, the delicious berry of which is shaped like India. In the centre is the golden Mount Meru, the abode of the gods, from which four subcontinents spread out like lotus petals. The southern petal corresponds to Bharatavarsha, and the foothills of Mount Meru to the Himalayas (Figure 1).

      
        
          [image: Physical map of India]
        

        Figure 1. Physical geography of India. The sub‑continent resembles a rose apple (jambu) or lotus petal.

      

      Below, there are seven hells, and above, seven heavens, the highest heaven being Brahmaloka or Brahmapuri, the City of Brahma. Other Puranas detail 28 hells, before stating that there are, in fact, hundreds and thousands.
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      India’s first civilizations grew up in the fertile floodplains of the Indus and Ganges (Figure 1). Place names in the Vedas suggest that the Indo-Aryan tribes first settled in the Sapta Sindhu, or Seven Rivers (the Indus, its five tributaries, and the Saraswati, which has since dried up). This is the same area, roughly, that had been occupied by the Indus Valley Civilization (Chapter 1), one of the early cradles of civilization. The five tributaries of the Indus, which gave the Punjab [‘Five Waters’, or, to the Greeks, Pentapotamia] its name, are the Jhelum, Chenab, Ravi, Sutlej, and Beas.

      The Indo-Aryan tribes gradually spread east along the Doab [‘Two Rivers’], the then densely forested alluvial plain between the Ganges and its principal tributary, the Yamuna [‘Twin Sister’], which flows parallel to the Ganges. The Ganges, worshipped since Vedic times as the goddess Ganga, flows through the heavens as the Milky Way, and was brought down to Earth by Brahma to wash away the sins of man. As Ganga also flows through the Netherworld, she is sometimes known as Tripathaga [‘Three paths, courses, or worlds’].

      The story is told in the Skanda Purana of the sinner Vahika, a Brahmana who was ‘devoid of even a syllable from the Vedas’. One day, Vahika is killed by a tiger in the forest, and his soul arrives before Yama, the god of death and justice also known as Dharmaraja. As he is being prodded with irons, Chitragupta [‘Rich in Secrets’], the registrar of the dead, enumerates his many sins, including kicking his mother and killing a cow. Yama sentences him to a kalpa in various hells, and he is dragged away in chains. Meanwhile, aboveground, Vahika’s corpse is being torn apart by vultures. A vulture carries off one of his legs but, in the sky, clashes with another bird of prey and drops the ankle bone into the Ganges. For just this, a celestial chariot rescues Vahika and bears him up to heaven.

      The third major river system of the north is the Brahmaputra [‘Son of Brahma’], which, after merging with the Ganges in the Ganges-Brahmaputra Delta, empties into the Bay of Bengal. This delta is the largest in the world, and the part that is in Bangladesh amounts to some four-fifths of that country’s area. All three river systems, the Indus, Ganges, and Brahmaputra, originate in a small area of southwestern Tibet near the picturesque peak of Mount Kailash, which is said to be the abode of Shiva, Parvati, and their sons Ganesha and Kartikeya.

      According to the Bhagavata Purana, the mountains came into being after Vishnu saved the Earth from the asura [anti-god, demon] Hiranyaksha, and hugged it hard.

      Ancient texts refer to the Vindhya Mountains as the southern boundary of Aryavarta, the territory of the Indo-Aryan tribes and kingdoms. Still today, the Vindhyas divide the northern plains from southern India. Although of sandstone, they once competed with Mount Meru, growing so tall as to obstruct the sun. Agastya asked them to stoop down so that he could carry the Vedas to Dravidian lands. In reverence for the sage, they bowed deeply, and promised to remain prostrate until he returned. Since Agastya never returned, the Vindhyas remain low. Nevertheless, crossing them was still perilous, owing to thick forests and hostile tribes. In the foothills of the Vindhyas, the Rock Shelters of Bhimbetka contain the earliest known rock art in India. The oldest paintings, on hunter-gatherer themes that include elephants and rhinoceros, have been dated to around 8,000 BCE. Expressions of spirituality on the cave walls still find an echo in local customs, suggesting that aspects of Hinduism may be rooted in prehistoric religion. Running parallel to the Vindhyas is the Narmada (‘Jester’), a rift river that carries linga-shaped pebbles known as banalinga—and that is therefore sacred to Shiva.

      The Vindhyas are one of only two mountain ranges mentioned in the Jana Gana Mana, or national anthem of India: ‘[Thy name] echoes in the hills of the Vindhyas and Himalayas, mingles in the music of the Yamuna and Ganges…’ The anthem was originally composed in Bengali by India’s first Nobel laureate Rabindranath Tagore (d. 1941), who also composed the national anthem of Bangladesh and inspired that of Sri Lanka.

      The Indian subcontinent is surrounded by deep ocean on three sides and high mountains on the fourth. The Chinese monk Fa’hsien (d. 422 CE), in search of Buddhist manuscripts, described crossing the Pamirs into India:

      
        
        The mountain itself was just one sheer wall of rock 8,000 feet high, and as one approached it, one became dizzy. If one wished to advance, there was no place for him to place his feet. Below was the Indus River. In former times people had chiselled a path out of the rocks and distributed on the face of the cliff over seven hundred ladders for the descent.

      

      

      For all that, India’s defences are not impregnable, and have been breached at the Khyber Pass, near the modern Pakistan-Afghan border, by, among others, Cyrus the Great, Darius the Great, Alexander the Great, Mahmud of Ghazna, Genghis Khan, Tamerlane, and Babur. The British used the Khyber Pass in the other direction during the Anglo-Afghan Wars. During the Second World War, they erected concrete dragon’s teeth on the valley floor for fear of a German tank invasion of India.

      The pre-Partition phrase ‘Khyber to Kanyakumari’ to connote the length of India has since been adapted to ‘Kashmir to Kanyakumari’. In fact, the subcontinent has never been unified under one administration. India’s three great empires (Maurya, Gupta, and Mughal) never controlled the entire subcontinent, and the British never colonized Nepal and Bhutan.

      Today, the subcontinent is divided into five nations: India, Pakistan, Bangladesh, Nepal, and Bhutan, with a combined population of around 1.8 billion. India alone has 22 official languages, and hundreds of unofficial ones—including some five hundred tribal languages.

      Much of the subcontinent is hot and humid. The southwest monsoon, from June to September, delivers, or dumps, close to four-fifths of India’s annual rainfall. The mould and insects do not lend themselves to the preservation of ancient artefacts and manuscripts, which, owing to the taboo surrounding animal products, are palm leaf rather than the more durable vellum. Once trimmed and cured, rectangular sheets were inscribed with a stylus. A colouring, often based on soot or turmeric, was then applied to the surface and wiped off, to highlight the incised grooves. Each sheet had one or two holes, so that multiple sheets could be bound between boards like a book. Even if stored with insect-repelling herbs, and rubbed with the likes of camphor or lemongrass oil, manuscripts often needed recopying, invariably by a high-caste male, commissioned by an even higher caste male.

      The southern counterpart of the Khyber Pass is the Bolan Pass, in Balochistan. Very near to the Bolan Pass is the site of Mehrgarh, exposed in the 1970s by a flash flood. At Mehrgarh, archaeologists have unearthed the earliest evidence of farming and herding in South Asia, going as far back as the aceramic [without pottery] Mehrgarh Period I, which spans the years from around 7000 to 5500 BCE. By 2500 BCE, Mehrgarh and Balochistan had fallen within the ambit of the Indus Valley Civilization, to which we now turn.
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            THE INDUS VALLEY CIVILIZATION

          

        

      

    

    
      In the mid-1850s, a few years after the British annexation of the Punjab, some railway builders stumbled upon an ancient mound of terracotta bricks at Harappa, in the valley of the Ravi. Despite reports of their antiquity, they carted off the bricks for track ballast, to support nearly 100 miles of railway between Multan and Lahore.

      In 1920, John Marshall, the distinguished director of the Archaeological Survey of India (ASI), ordered a full excavation of the site. At around that time, he heard of another site some 400 miles to the south which locals referred to as Mohenjo-daro [‘The Mound of the Dead’] after the human and animal bones that lay strewn among the artefacts. Initial digs at Mohenjo-daro uncovered striking similarities between the two sites, and it became apparent that they belonged to an ancient civilization that pushed back the history of India by several thousand years.

      In an article for the 24 September 1924 issue of the Illustrated London News, Marshall wrote:

      
        
        Not often has it been given to archaeologists, as it was given to Schliemann at Tiryns and Mycenæ, or to Stein in the deserts of Turkestan, to light upon the remains of a long forgotten civilisation. It looks, however, at this moment, as if we were on the threshold of such a discovery in the plains of the Indus.

      

      

      Around a thousand sites have since been reported, including five major urban centres (Harappa, Mohenjo-Daro, and three more). The territory, which straddled the modern India-Pakistan border, stretched some 900 miles along the
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