Ancient, Historic India and the Western World

Compiled by Sanjeev Nayyar





March 1999
Introduction

Did Ancient, historic India lead an isolated life like we did till the liberalization process began in 1991? Did we contribute to the world as much as French journalist Francois Gautier writes about?  

This essay tells you about India’s relations with Rome and the Middle East. Our relations with China & South-East Asia were written about earlier. This essay is based on inputs from The History and Culture of Indian People published by The Bhartiya Vidya Bhavan and covers the period starting 600 bc to 1000 ad. 

This essay is dedicated to Aryabhatta. He was born in 476 a.d. at Patna.  He dealt with evolution & involution of area & volume, progressions & algebraic identities, indeterminate equations of the first degree. He was the first to hold that the earth was a sphere and rotated on its axis and that the eclipses were not the work of Rahu but caused by the shadow of the earth falling on the moon. Both these views were rejected by other astronomers like Varahamihira. He arrived at the value of PIE ie 3.1416.  One of his valuable contributions his Unique System of Notation. It is based on the decimal place-value system unknown to other ancient but now used through out the world. While there are some doubts whether he invented the system or improved upon it, it was rarely referred to before him but was found in all later mathematical works. 

 His soul must be asking a simple question, When I gave up my body, India was such a prosperous country, leader in science and mathematics, then and now! 
As a nation, we can prosper when Service Providers learn to respect the Consumer. It will happen when politicians, bureaucrats provide good governance, companies sell value for money - quality products, service departments like human resource, finance meet the needs of  operations, schools focus on developing the personality of children rather then making them book worms, parents instill good values in their children and give them emotional security. 

600 bc to 320 ad. 





Chapter 1 
Interaction between India & the Western world  

1. The Pre Achaemenid Period 

Discoveries at Mohenjo-daro in Sind have shown that there was intercourse with western Asia in the third millenium before Christ. Mohenjo-daro was probably, a great port carrying on trade by sea with Ur and may be Egypt. There were also contacts through the land route between the Sindhu Valley and west, central Asia. While some may dispute this, there is clear archaeological evidence to confirm India’s contacts with west Asia to as early as eight century B.C.

However, it is possible to give some indication of the trade routes between India and the West (both land & sea). The land route was through Khyber Pass to Balkh to which converged the highways from China and Central Asia on the east and the Mediterranean and Black Sea ports on the west. Sea going vessels kept close to the coast and moved along the shores of India, Baluchistan, Persia and Arabia through the Red Sea to its head near the Suez. From this point, the merchandise was carried by land to Egypt. 

2. Post Achaemenid Period 

The rise of the Achaemenids in Persia broke the barriers that shut off India. By a series of conquests (549 to 525 B.C.) the Persians created a vast empire that embraced nearly the whole of Iran, Asia Minor, Syria. It is during this period that there are evidences of close contact between Indians and the Greeks. 

3. India and Greece

The next important point of contact between the two countries was Alexander’s invasion of India. Subsequently, the first three Mauryan emperors had intimate connections with Greece. Envoys like Megasthenes wrote valuable documents on India but they are lost. He stated that the city of Pataliputra (modern day Patna) had a special department to look after foreigners indicates the number of people around that time. The best evidence of India’s close relations is furnished by the 13th Rock Edict of Asoka in which five Greek rulers are named. 

4. India and Egypt 

These two countries had close relations through land and sea routes. Athenaeus tells us that Indian women, spices were seen in processions around 285 B.C. Buddha was known to the King of Alexandria (150 o 218 A.D.). According to Alberuni, “in former times, Khorasia, Persia, Iraq, Mosul and the country up to the frontier of Syria was Buddhistic”. That Indian culture had spread to these areas is for sure but the extent is difficult to estimate. 

The all sea route was dangerous although some people tried it. The land route was too long. Probably, a large part of the earlier trade was indirect. The merchants met half way at Aden or Muza, two ports at the mouth of the Red Sea.

5. India and the Roman Empire 

The policy of the Roman Empire between 0 to 200 A.D. was to encourage sea trade with India. While the sea route was dangerous, the situation changed with the great discovery by Hippalus in 45 a.d.  He noted the “existence of monsoon winds, blowing regularly across the Indian Ocean, which would enable ships to sail right across the Indian Ocean”. A ship leaving Okelis, a port at the mouth of the Red Sea, would reach the Malabar Coast in forty days.  This resulted in an increase in maritime trade.

Another reason for the increase in trade was that articles of luxury from India were in great demand in Europe. Pliny estimated “that nearly half a million pounds flowed from Rome to India every year to pay for the balance of trade”.  This statement is proved by the discovery of a large number of Roman coins in India. An important result of the development of commercial and political intercourse was that a large number of Indian and Roman subjects, visited each other’s countries.

The western literature of the 3rd century a.d. shows a comprehensive knowledge of India. The account of Clement of Alexandria who died about 220 a.d. contains an account of the Indian doctrine of transmigration and the Buddhist worship of Stupas.

Effect of the Interaction 






Chapter 2 
1. The West on India 
It is very difficult to estimate its effect but some of aspects can be broadly stated. Mauryan India was affected by Persian ideas, in the system of administration, language. Doubtful is the influence of art and religion. However, Indian astronomy was considerably influenced by western systems. Of the five Siddhantas (Indian astronomical works), Romaka Siddhanta and Paulisa Siddhanta are evidently of Western origin. Western influence in Indian medicine and drama is highly doubtful. 

It is difficult to estimate the influence of Western religion on India. While a large number of Greek deities were known in India, there is little to show their influence on our religion. The date of introduction of Christianity is a disputed point. Legend has it that Apostle Thomas visited the court of an Indian ruler cannot be traced earlier than the 3rd century a.d. Yes, Christian missionaries visited India before the 2nd century a.d. but there is no evidence to show that Christianity excercised any influence on Indian religion. 

A lot of noise was made at one time on the parallelism between the Krishna and the Gospel story, the similarities between the Gospels and the Bhagwadgita. But the discovery of Heliodorus pillar at Besnagar has proved the existence of the Krishna cult long before Christ and no one would believe that Vaishnava doctrines were influenced by Christianity. In view of the presence of Sanatan Dharam in western Asia before Christianity, its striking resemblance’s if any, to Vaishnavism, should be ascribed to Vaishnavism rather than to Christianity.

2. India on the West 

In view of the great influences exerted by Indian science and literature upon the western countries, described in detail in subsequent periods, it would be reasonable to assume that the seeds were sowed during this period. It is held by many scholars that the Greeks had knowledge of Indian medical science. It is said that the Sassanid king Shapur I 241 to 272 a.d. had an Indian medical man resident in Susa. After his death his pupils provided the whole of Iran with professionals in medicine.

It has been claimed that Indian philosophy exercised a certain influence over Greek philosophy. Sir William Jones was the first to point out the analogies between the Sankhya system and the Pythagorean philosophy and many eminent scholars believe that the latter was derived from the former. Since Pythagoras lived between 550 and 600 B.C. doubts have been expressed on the premise that there existed no contact between India and Greece. However, it appears that the contact took place through Persia. Quoting Rawlinson “Aristoxenus (pupil of Aristotle 330b.c.), the musician, tells us the following story about Indians. One of these men met Socrates at Athens and asked him what the scope of his philosophy was. An inquiry into human mind, replied Socrates. At this the Indian burst out laughing ‘How can a man inquire into human phenomena’ he! When he is ignorant about divine ones”. What this indicates that Indians traveled to the West learnt Greek language well enough to hold discourses with people like Socrates.

Was it coincidence? As Schroeder has pointed out not one or two chance ideas, but almost all the religion-philosophical-mathematical doctrines credited to Pythagoras were current to India.  Another scholar, Garbe referred to the striking resemblance’s between the doctrine of One in the Upanishads and the philosophy of Elatics, between the theory of Thales, the father of Greek philosophy and the Vedic idea of the primeval water out of which the universe was evolved. 

It has been argued that these resemblances do not necessarily indicate Indian influence. But the same argument cannot be used in resemblances noticed in some mystery cults and the teachings of Plato / Pythagoras for these show a great departure from the Greek tradition of rationalism and humanism. 

In mystery cult associated with the name of Orpheus, faith in the immortality of soul is a cardinal feature and the idea of transmigration of soul is fully worked out, the wheel of birth going on until the soul escapes from its release. This has a striking resemblance to the beliefs in India at that point of time and today. Few people know that Christianity believed in the Doctrine of Rebirth till 543 A.D. How does one explain these resemblances?
The mystic tradition finds its expression in Plato (427 to 347 B.C.). His doctrine was – 

1. The soul is unperceived, simple, indissoluble, immortal, and has been many times reborn. It is purified by these rebirths and ultimately escapes when completely purified.

2. Body is a fetter to which we are chained and we must look forward to a future world in which we will be freed from the body.

3. Truth cannot always be proved. It appeals to the whole nature of man and not simply to the intellect. 

All these thoughts are opposed to Greek tradition that was concerned with all that pleased the senses and satisfied emotions. This and many other coincidences corroborate the view of Heraclitus’s indebtedness to Indian philosophical views. 

The influence of Indian religion in Western countries cannot be doubted. Buddhism spread to western Asia, Africa and Europe as early as the days of the Asoka. There is evidence that Sanathan Dharam prevailed in Western Asia. According to the Syrian writer Zenob, there was an Indian colony in the canton of Taron on the upper Euphrates. The Indians built two temples containing images of Gods about 18 to 22 feet. These were destroyed by St Gregory in 304 AD, a la Mahmud Ghazni. 

All this proves beyond doubt that when Christianity arose, Indian culture and religion was already developed and far spread. Similarities between the two cannot be coincidences. The resemblance between the internal arrangements of the Christian Church and the Buddhist Chaitya Hall, the rigorous asceticism pursued by some early Christian sects as Thebaid monasticism, the use of rosary have been borrowed by Christianity from Indian religious ideas. 

It is well known that several religious leaders in the West took the name of Buddha and that he is still recognized as a Christian saint under the title St Josaphat. 

320 TO 750 AD Central Asia 




Chapter 3  

Central Asia continued to be a centre of Indian culture and influence. Chinese travelers like Hiuen Tsang and Fa-Hien have thrown light on the subject. Shen-shen, the first kingdom visited by Fa-Hien was situated nead Lop Nor at the eastern extremity of Central Asia. The King was a Buddhist and there were over four thousand monks in that country. Quoting Fa-Hien “The common people of this and other kingdoms, as well as the monks, all practice the rules of India, only that the latter do so more exactly, and the former loosely. The monks were all students of Indians books and the Indian language”. 

According to Hiuen Tsang, Buddhism flourished in Agni, Kuchi, Bharuka, Khotan, and Turfan. 

Both these travelers refer to the flourishing condition of Buddhism in Khotan. The royal family and people were Buddhists and each family had a small stupa in front of its door. There were four great monasteries of which the most distinguished was Gomati Vihara containing three thousand monks. 

Another important centre of Buddhism was Kuchi. According to Chinese records there were nearly 10,000 stupas and temples there in the beginning of the 4th century a.d. They followed Indian doctrines and rules of discipline and studied Indian texts. The Kuchi skill in music was due to the Indian influence; our musicians went there and settled down in that country. The Chinese annals refer to a family called Ts’ao, Indian name Jha or Upadhyaya, who visited Kuchi between 550 to 577 a.d. Another musician Sujiva went to China from Kuchi. The famous Bower script found near Kuchi contains three texts of medical treatise. 

We learn from Arab chronicles that Khalid, the Vizier of Caliphal-Mansur, was the son of a Barmak ie Chief Priest in a Buddhist monastery in Balkh called Nawbahar. Khalid came to occupy the highest office under the Caliph and sons, grandsons ruled the Abbassid Empire from 786 to 803 A.D. They were instrumental in introducing Indian astronomy, maths, medicine and other sciences into Arabia.

While Hiuen Tsang did not find the existence of Buddhism all through his travels, he met the Great Khan of the Western Turks who had a high regard for Buddhism. An Indian monk, Prabhakaramitra of Nalanda stayed with the Turkish chief and taught him Buddhism. Sometime, before the Middle of the 8th century a.d., a Turkish king visited India and constructed two temples each in Kashmir and Gandhara. Sanghavarman, a resident of Samarkand became an eminent Buddhist monk and visited the Mahabodhi temple at Gaya. 

Afghanistan – The testimony of Hieun Tsang would leave no doubt that a substantial portion of that country was considered as part of India. Buddhism was flourishing. However, he noticed that the people of Bamiyan and Kapisa were influenced by the rude civilization of the Turks. Bamiyan had a Buddhist king while Kapisa had a kshtriya king who was a Buddhist. Recent excavations reveal the strong Indian influence over the whole of Afghanistan. 

Middle East







chapter 4  

Trade and Political Intercourse -  Although Indian trade with the Roman Empire declined after the 3rd century a.d. there is no doubt that it continued for another 300 years. Another eg of the flourishing nature of this trade was that when Alaric spared Rome in 408 a.d., he demanded & obtained ransom of three hundred thousand pounds of pepper. 

Trade relations with Western Asia also flourished during this period. Besides our own trade, India was a centre point for trade between China and these countries. The sword of Indian steel is proverbial in Arabic literature. Aden is mentioned at a centre of perfumery which had markets in Sind, Hind & other parts of the world. Indian spices were imported into large quantities into Arabia. India had close contacts with the Pehlevi’s rulers of Persia. 

Chess – The Persian poet Firdausi says in the Shahnama that the ambassadors brought from India came to Khusru I with a chess board and men asking him to solve the secrets of the game. Other Arabic and Persian writers state that Shatranj from the Sanskrit word Chaturanaa came into Persia from India. Thus, we have the game passing from the Hindus to the Persians, to the Arabs in the 7th century a.d and from there to Europe in or before the 10th century a.d.

Indian Literature and Sciences – That Indian literature was highly valued is proved by a single book Panchatantra which is collection of fables containing wise maxims. It was translated in the 6th century a.d. from Sanskrit to Pehelvi and then into Arabic, Syrian. The Arabic translation made it well known over Europe and it was then translated into Hebrew, Latin, Spanish, and Italian. As Max Mueller remarked, the triumphant progress of this work from India is more wonderful than the stories contained in it. Other Indian folk tales found their way to Europe and can be traced in the mediaeval collection such as Gesta Romanorun.

Jataka stories and the traditional account of Buddha were current in the Western countries. St John of Damascus (8th century a.d.) wrote Barlaam and Josaphat which contained numerous Buddhist legends and portrayed the life of Buddha as a pious Christian saint. As a result, Buddha under the guise of Saint Josaphat was included in the Martyrology of Gregory XIII (1582).

Indian sciences like medicine and arithmetic were highly prized in the West. Iran was indebted to India for her knowledge of medicine and sciences. (referred to above). 

Buddhism was a living force in Iran up to the 6th or 7th century a.d. and had cultural contact with India and other center’s of Buddhism in Asia. After the military conquest of Mecca by the Prophet, he entered the sanctuary and smashed its many idols said to have numbered three hundred and sixty exclaiming “Truth hath come and falsehood hath vanished.” Idol worship indicates influence of Indian culture and religion. 

The introduction of Persian figures in Ajanta establishes, in the opinion of some the close relations between India and Persia, Central Asia in the 7th century a.d.

750 to 1000 AD







chapter 5 
Alberuni’s India refers to a close contact between India and the Muslim world. Baghdad was at that time the centre of the Muslim world and Indian culture reached it directly & through Iran. Indian literature was first translated into Persian and then into Arabic. The best eg of this furnished by the fables of Kalila and Dimna based on Panchatantra and probably the most famous treatise was Charaka-samhita was first known to the Muslim court in this way. The intercourse is noticeable during the reign of Al-Mansur and Harun-Al-Rashid. Since Sindh was under the control of Al-Mansur, several Indian embassies came to his court. These embassies were accompanied by Indian scholars who taught the Arabs maths and astronomy amongst other subjects. Al-Biruni tells us that the ‘star-cycles’ as known in the canon of Alfazari and Yakub Ibn Tarik were derived from an Indian who came to Bagdad.

The scholars who came with these embassies brought several works on mathematics including the Brahma-sphuta-siddhanta and the Khandakhadyaka of Brahmagupta. With their help these works were translated into Arabic by Arab scholars and it was thus that the Arabs first became acquainted with the scientific system of astronomy. It was probably through these scholars that Indian numerals were first definitely introduced to the Arabs. It is well known how this system, known as the decimal notation based on the place value of the first nine numbers and the use of zero simplified and revolutionized the Science of Mathematics all over the world. Whether Europe derived this knowledge from the Arabs or from India is a disputed question. 

A Syrian scholar who lived in a convent on the Euphrates about the middle of the 7th century a.d. paid the Indians a tribute ‘subtle discoveries in the science of astronomy, discoveries that are more indigenous than those of the Greeks and Babylonians’. 

A European scholar said ‘In Science too, the debt of Europe to India has been considerable. There is, in the first place, the great fact that the Indians invented the numerical figures all over the world. The influence which the decimal system of reckoning dependant on those figures has had not only on mathematics but on the progress of civilization can hardly been over-estimated. During the 8th and 9th centuries the Indians became teachers in arithmetic and algebra to the Arabs and through them to the nations of the West’. 

During the caliphate of Harun Al-Rashid contact was promoted by the efforts of the ministers of the Barak family. The founder of this family was a Buddhist high priest who had converted to Islam yet retained leanings towards their old culture. They encouraged Indian scholars to visit Baghdad and engaged them to translate Sanskrit books on medicine, pharmacology, toxicology, philosophy etc into Arabic. Arab scholars were sent to India to learn the knowledge first hand.

We learn from several Arab works written between the 10th and 13th century a.d. that several Indian works on medicine, therapeutics were translated into Arabic during 786 to 809 a.d. These include Charka, Susruta, Nidana, and Ashtanga of Vagbhatta. 

Influence of Indian Religious Ideas on Islam 


chapter 6
Such influence has been traced notably in the growth and development of Islamic mysticism or Sufism. As Titus pointed out ‘ here the contribution seems to be made in thought, religious imagery of expression and pious practices which came from Vedantic and Buddhist sources’. According to Vorlesungen iber den Islam by Seelye ‘ The Aghani has preserved for us atleast one portrayal of an unmistakable Buddhist way of Life and the Zindiq monks described by Al-Jahiz (9th century a.d.) were either Indian Sadhus, Buddhist monks or their imitators’. They were responsible for preaching Indian ideas to Arab scholars.

One such scholar Abu-al-Ala-al-maarri (973 to 1057 a.d.) who is described as the philosopher of poets and poet of philosophers was so much inoculated by Indian ideas that he adopted a vegetarian diet and a life of seclusion. (Hitti). Even in building mosques they were indebted to India for craftsmen and ideas. (History of the Philosophy of Islam by T J De Boer). Early Arab geographers derived from India the notion of world-center, which they called Arin, a corrupt form of Ujjayini, which was famous for its astronomical observatory.

A few thoughts on the similarities between Sufism and Vedanta. Recently, a famous Sufi mystic from Sindh, Pakistan visited Mumbai to meet his followers, one of whom is a Hindu Sindhi friend. Amongst others, he had done a Ph.D in Vedanta. Why on earth would he study Vedanta? In Islam there is only the Prophet, there is no concept of having a Guru or Pir, and then how do we have Sufi Pirs. Music is not part of Islam but is an important of Sufi culture, remember Nusreh Fateh Ali Khan. Other similarities are physical exercises like restraining of breadth, recitation of sacred words, and tolerance of other religions and belied in union with the Supreme Being through love and Shakti.

The end of this period coincided with the invasion of India by Mahmud Ghazni. 
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