~p8t24w1z1x2L4

Gary Chiang

SA 852: Civilizations of India

February 18, 1992

Chakravarti, Uma. ~u2;The Social Dimensions of Early Buddhism~u1;. Delhi: Oxford

      University Press, 1987.

01      The purposes of this work are to analyze "the nature of society in which

02 Buddhism originated" and to show "the relationship between the two."(p.2) The

03 main sources are based on the Pali Buddhist texts.

04      First, the political, economic, social, and religious environment at the

05 time of the Buddha are discussed.  Two types of political systems existed at

06 the time of the Buddha:  monarchical kingdoms and republican territories

07 (ga-sahas).  The monarchical kingdoms occupied the Ganga-Yamuna valley and

08 the ga-sahas located closer to the foothills of the Himalaya.(p.7) Each

09 ga-saha was governed by a clan.(p.13) The decline of the ga-sahas and

10 the corresponding rise of the monarchical kingdoms, especially Kosala and

11 Magadha, contributed to the development of Buddhist political thought and of

12 the Buddhist saha.(p.16)

13      The second urbanization occurred at the time of the Buddha.  Great cities

14 arose in the monarchical kingdoms, where individual landholdings and a

15 stratified society appeared.(p.21,26) "The attitude of society was generally

16 against women."(p.31) "The general tone of Buddhist literature is antagonistic

17 to women."(p.32) " Considerable distrust of women is displayed in the Buddhist

18 text."(p.33)

19      In the religious milieu, there were different doctrinal and metaphysical

20 theories between various sects.(p.35,52) The sama (wanderer) tradition arose

21 and opposed the brahmanic tradition.(p.37) However the wider society treated

22 both br�hmas and samas ideally as possessors of spiritual merit for whom

23 the norms are different from those for ordinary people.(p.45) The common

24 tradition of the sama (wanderer) had considerable influence in settling the

25 ethos and character of vinaya (precept) system.(p.49) "The conduct of the

26 bhikkhu was ultimately shaped and moulded by the very society he had opted

27 out of.  This is clear from the many rules laid down for bhikkhus had

28 emanated from criticism by the laity.(p.62)

       "Buddhism is the earliest surviving religion to have organized itself

         and to have created a confederate institution in the process."(p.55)

       that eliminated leadership tussles."(p.56)

       The Buddha shifted the focus away from y?a (sacrifice) to d�na

         (alms-giving).

29      The gahapati (householder) played an important role in the monarchical

30 kingdom.  The roles of gahapati include the controller of property,(p.69) a tax

31 payer, an employer of labor,(p.79) a status term,(p.80) and a religious

32 supporter.  The gahapati was near absent from the ga-sahas because of the

33 absence of private property.

       The gahapatis spread out in the monarchical kingdom.(p.87)

       The gahapati was near absent from the ga-sahas because of the

         absence of private property.

34      Two types of social categorization are reflected in the Buddhist texts:

35 Brahmanical divisions (br�hmas, khattiyas, vessas, and suddas) and Buddhist

36 divisions (khattiya, br�hma, and gahapati).(p.98) These two types of

37 classification represent two different attitudes toward the world.

       The first type appears most often under the Brahmanical va?a (color) or

         j�ti (birth) system of classification, while the second type is used

         frequently in the context of kula (clan).(p.100)

       The Buddhist classification of society is based on the occupational

         division among people(p.107) and "the existing conception of high and

         low prevalent in the region where Buddhism was located."(p.102)

       The Brahmanical system of ranking placed economic functions below

         religious and political functions.(p.111)

       The Buddhists always treated the gahapati as an eminently respectable

         category.(p.112) The khattiya, br�hma, and gahapati were all equally

         important to the social system.(p.118)

       "The failure to accommodate the gahapati in the Brahmanical system is

         the greatest failure of the Brahmanical model."(p.119)

38   "The vessa and the suddas are theoretical categories in the Brahmanical

39 scheme based on ascribed status."(p.120) ?

40      The social background of the early Buddhists are analyzed to support the

41 theory about "salvation religions".(p.147)  However, the reasoning seems not

42 strong enough.

       It is inferred that kinship was an important basis for recruitment into

         the saha and in the spread of Buddhism.

       "The khattiyas formed the second largest unit within the saha and this

         feature also requires some explanation...  Consequently, salvation

         religions usually emerge when the ruling strata...have lost their

         political power.  This was exactly the situation in the ga-sahas

         in the sixth century B.C."(p.147)

       "It is necessary to account for the absence of gahapatis in the ranks of

         bhikkhus...  It is possible to argue that certain categories did not

         experience the special 'tension' required to renounce the world, and

         that this tension was not easily generated among certain groups, such

         as the land-based."(p.148)

43      The Buddhist concepts of ideal world ruler came from the collapse of the

44 ga-sahas and the despotic kingship at the time of the Buddha.

       The Buddhist texts show that "the origin of kingship links the rise of

         the family and the rise of private property to the need for the

         exercise of power in maintaining a social order based on two."(p.151)

       The Brahmanism thought that one of the most important duties of the king

         is to keep the social order based on va?a (color) divisions.(p.152)

45      "The separation between the social and the asocial world is logically

46 consistent with the Buddhist bhikkhus' opposition to the br�hmas, who did not

47 separate the two worlds but fused them instead."(p.172,173)

48      The book provides wealth of information but the conclusions in some cases

49 are not persuasive.  Beside a bibliography and index, the book includes three

50 useful appendices: select list of terms depicting various strata in early

51 Buddhist literature, list of categories appearing in early Brahmi inscriptions,

52 social background of the bhikkhus and up�sakas.
