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Textbooks play a critical role in the process of learning as “authentic”  

sources for college students, who sometimes know nothing or very little about 

the subject matter.   This is particularly true of college students in the United 

States enrolling in survey courses such as  history of India.   Many K-12 teachers 

also rely on Indian history textbooks to familiarize themselves about the subject 

matter in which they often lack prior training.  One primary reason for this is 

that they are now required—at  least in some states like California—to integrate 

India in their  K-12 world history curriculum.   Therefore, these texts inform the 

K-12 teachers, and  through them their very impressionable students,  in addition 

to serving as authoritative sources for college students.  Having directed the 

National Endowment for the Humanities sponsored institutes on India and China 

for K-12 educators, I have become even more sensitive to the stereotypical 

understanding these teachers have about India, and how these textbooks affect 

my students’ (and perhaps many other students’)  reading of Indian history.   

One of the topics students are most interested in is Indian religions.   

In this paper,  I focus on the representation of Jainism and Buddhism-- 

India’s ancient-most ŚramaÍa  traditions--in the Indian history textbooks.  Jainism 

and Buddhism, which were established by historical figures during the first 

millennium BCE India, continue to be vital religious movements.  Their canonical 

literatures, the Āgams and the Tripitakas, not only serve a significant role within 
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these traditions but are also  regarded as primary sources for historians and 

social scientists, especially for writing about early and middle periods of Indian 

history.  Both religions have had rich tradition of art and architecture–-the 

temples, deråsars,  sthånakas, stupas, etc.  Both are central to the understanding of  

India’s tradition of ådhyåtmavidyå (inner sciences). Their fundamental 

philosophies of non-violence and compassion--so timely in our world today--

present to us alternative models for peace and harmony.  Both were transforming 

phenomena of their and subsequent times, and have recently inspired significant 

studies of ecology, peace, and bioethics.  Therefore, the study of these religions is 

important not only  to  the understanding of continuity and change in Indian 

history, but is important also for appreciating the place of our past  in our future. 

In reviewing six leading college textbooks on Indian History,  however,   I 

find a very different message.  In this paper I will demonstrate that in these 

textbooks the coverage  of Jainism  and Buddhism is less than adequate; and 

their representation in historical narrative is often superficial, impertinent, 

misleading, and at times even reminiscent of orientalism. This is a particularly 

vexing situation given the emerging scholarship pertaining to India as well as 

world history.  Recent scholarship about India has questioned the orientalist 

approach in the Indological discourse.1  Over the last few decades, specialized 

studies about India have increasingly become far more inclusive in both content 

and approach. Historians are becoming increasingly interdisciplinary in their 

analysis, which are more inclusive in terms of their representations of gender, the 

‘subaltern’ and the underprivileged. 2   Issues pertaining to dynastic history or 

                                                 
1 See for instance the  seminal work of Edward Said, Orientalism  ( New York: Pantheon, 1978);   
and a more recent study questioning the orientalist discourse in the study of India, Richard 
Inden,  Imagining India (Cambridge: Basil Blackwell, 1990).  
 
2 Of particular relevance in this regard is the ‘Sublatern Studies’ collective over the last twenty 
years.  Ranajit Guha, who pioneered this initiative, has recently published  an important study, 
History at the Limit of World-History, (New York: Columbia University Press, 2002).  For an 
appraisal of the ‘subaltern studies’ collective see Vinayak Chaturvedi (ed),  Mapping Subaltern 
studies and the Postcolonial (London: Verso, 2000). 
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political history are no longer the major focus.  Social institutions, human agency, 

environment, gender, globalization, etc. have become significant themes or 

concerns in the writing of Indian history.  World history too is shifting its focus 

from Europe to Asia and world historians are increasingly finding the role of 

India and China in world history much more significant than has been granted in 

the  received wisdom of Eurocentric social theory.3  Historians are also interested 

in examining historical narratives in ways these were constructed and 

approaching the past to depict how the contending agents constituted the past 

through their constant negotiations and interactions. Studies of religion, and 

specially of Buddhism have continued to evoke scholarly interest.4  Even Jainism, 

which is not quite as established a field of study as Buddhism,  has elicited a 

great deal of scholarly interest in recent years.5   

Yet,  the quality of textbooks on Indian history has not improved much, 

and majority of these continue to be chronologically driven political histories.  

They nonetheless raise a series of fundamental questions, which remain in the 

background of this paper.  How important is the emphasis on chronology versus 

context in which historical events take place?  How significant is the focus  on 

                                                                                                                                                 
 
3 Andre Gunder Frank,  ReOrient: Global Economy in the Asian Age (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1998).   
 
4 See Richard King,  Orientalism and Religion Postcolonial Theory, India and ‘The Mystic East’ 
(London: Routledge, 1999);   Richard Gombrich,  How Buddhism Began:  The Conditioned Genesis of 
Early Teachings (London: Athlone, 1996),  Christopher, Key Chapple,  Nonviolence to Animals, Earth 
and Self in Asian Traditions (New York: SUNY Press, 1993), Mary Evelyn Tucker and Duncan R. 
Williams (eds.), Buddhism and Ecology (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1997), and 
Christopher  Key Chapple and Mary Evelyn Tucker (eds), Hinduism and Ecology (Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press, 2000).  
 
5 Beginning with the publication of  Padmanabh S. Jaini, The Jaina Path of Purification (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1979) – which is considered nearly a primary source among Jaina 
scholars – several key works have been published recently.  Of particular mention are the 
following.   Paul Dundas, The Jains (London: Routledge, 1992,  forthcoming second edition 2002).   
John E. Cort, Jains in the World (New York: Oxford University Press, 2001) ,   Christopher Chapple 
(ed),  Jainism and Ecology (Cambridge: Harvard University Press), 2002.  Also see Lawrence Babb,  
The Absent Lord (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1996). 
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change versus continuity? Should the focus be on the understanding of  political  

versus cultural history?  Should antiquity be privileged over recent history or, 

vice versa?  Can the contemporary be meaningful without the distant past, or the 

past without reference to the current state of affairs?  

The textbooks I have reviewed in this paper are  written by internationally 

known scholars of India from Britain, Germany, India, and the United States, and 

are published by reputable publishers.  Some of these titles have been reprinted 

more than once. The  books, in order of their original publication dates, are:   

• Romila Thapar, A History of India (Penguin, 1966, 1991) 

• Stanley Wolpert, A New History of India (Oxford University 
Press, 1977, 1983, 1989, 1993, 1997, 2000) 

• Hermann Kulke  and  Dietmar Rothermund,  A History of India  
(Routledge 1986, 1990,1998) 

• Burton Stein,  History of India (Basil Blackwell, 1998, 1999, 
2000) 

• John Keay, India (Grove, 2000)   

• Barbara D. Metcalf and Thomas R. Metcalf, A Concise History 
of India (Cambridge University Press, 2001). 

 
Based on my analysis, it appears that for the most part, the authors’  

understanding of  these religions in the context of Indian history  is dictated by 

the assumption that religion  is matter of antiquity and, therefore,  does not 

deserve any discussion in their historical narrative of subsequent time periods.  

Within the context of  the ancient period, their coverage is often superficial, 

impertinent and, at times, not grounded in facts but  based on assumptions.  That 

is, in their discussion, they are more occupied with the description of physical 

appearances rather than principles;  more concerned with the exotic and the 

strange  customs without regard to the understanding of key concepts they 

embody.  There is also a tendency to present these as uniform systems 

disregarding the diversity that characterizes each of the two religions.   In what is 
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said about Jainism and Buddhism in these textbooks, and also how  it is said 

there, I see a variety of problems  that can broadly be categorized as follows:   

i) inadequate coverage, ii) misconception, iii) flawed comparisons,  iv) misrepre-

sentation, and  v) neo-orientalism. 

I. Inadequate Coverage  

I fully recognize that  given the longevity and complexity of Indian 

history,  a textbook can only provide a limited space to the discussion of   various 

topics (in this case, Jainism and Buddhism).  Given such limitation, however,  it 

is even more imperative that whatever information is provided on any topic in a 

textbook  is at least, fundamental and central to the  understanding of the topic,  

is balanced, and is historically supported.   To assess the adequacy of coverage of 

these traditions in the history texts, I have asked the following questions.  Is the 

coverage of this topic too little or too much for a college textbook?  Is the 

information provided central and germane or is it marginal or superfluous to the 

proper understanding of these religions?  Is it balanced or biased?   

Response to  these questions may differ from one reviewer to the other, 

but it is possible to arrive at some understanding of what might be covered for a 

proper understanding of Jainism and Buddhism in the context of Indian history.  

For instance, it will be reasonable to expect to learn about Jainism and Buddhism 

from an Indian history  textbook in terms of the following.  What was the  

historical milieu of their ‘founders’ and the larger context  in which these 

‘religions’  emerged and subsequently evolved?   How are Buddha and Mahåvīra 

represented in Indian history?   What do we learn about their world-view, key 

concepts, and fundamental teachings or lessons?  What do we learn about their 

followers, patrons, and persecutors?  What has been  their larger historical 

significance in terms of the historical change and  impact within and outside 

India?  Equally important is the question of how this information about religious 

traditions is integrated in the larger scheme of historical narrative about India. 
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My analysis in this category suggests that by and large, in one way or the 

other, the coverage of these religions in the texts books under review is less than 

adequate despite the following assertion in a recently published textbook 

included in my review here. 

Indian history  has acquired something of a religio-cultural bias.  
Whole chapters devoted to the teachings of Buddha, the 
mathematical and musical theories of ancient India, or Hindu 
devotional movements are standard fare in most Indian histories. .. 
[Keay, p.  xix] 

 
From the review of these six books, one thing is clear from the start.  Political 

history appears as a predominant theme in most of these narratives, except 

Burton Stein and Romila Thapar.  There is no chapter devoted to Buddha in any 

of these texts,  not even a chapter on the two religions combined.  Yet, the extent 

and quality of coverage on the topic varies a great deal in these books.  I will 

briefly discuss each of these books in terms of its approach and coverage of this 

topic. 

One of the textbooks [Metcalf and Metcalf] has no discussion of Jainism 

and Buddhism at all, since it is actually not what its title--A Concise History of 

India-- claims to be,  but rather a concise history of India since the Mughals.  The 

terms Jains and Buddhists do, however, appear in the Glossary; and there is a 

brief mention of  Buddhism in the context of Ambedkar and his conversion to 

Buddhism.   Information provided in the Glossary is highly questionable, as  I 

will discuss under the  problems of misconception and misrepresentation. 

A History of India by Kulke and Rothermund devotes a page and a half to 

the rise of Buddhism, and a total of three sentences to Mahåvīra.  This brevity of 

coverage by itself is not a problem.   The problem arises from the nature of  the 

content.  Consider the following paragraph: 

  “The new Gangetic civilisation found its spiritual expression in a 
reform movement which was a reaction to the Brahmin-Kshatriya 
alliance of Late Vedic age.  This reform movement is mainly identified 
with the teachings of Gautama Buddha who is regarded as the first 
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historic figure in Indian history… The  Buddha, however, was not the 
only great reformer of the age.  There was also Mahavira, the founder 
of Jainism, who is supposed to have been a younger contemporary of 
Buddha… It could be said that Mahavira’s teachings reappeared in the 
rigorous ethics of Mahatma Gandhi, who was influenced by Jainism as 
he grew up in Gujarati Bania family, the Banias being a dominant 
traders’ caste in that region.  Both these ascetic religious movements of 
the fifth century BC are characterised by a transition from the magic 
thought of the Vedas and the mystical speculations of Upanishads to a 
new type of rationality.  This rationality is also in evidence in the 
famous grammar of the great Indian linguist Panini.  His grammar, 
India’s first scientific treatise, was produced in this period. Buddha’s 
teachings were later on fused once more  with mystical speculation 
and even with the magic thought in Tantric Buddhism.  [pp. 51-52] 

 
The above has problems ranging from lack of focus to inaccurate historical facts, 

from problems of definition to the problems of interpretation.  What can  we 

expect a student to learn from this  about Jainism and Buddhism? 

John Keay proudly asserts, his history is ‘not a cultural history of India, let 

alone history of Indian “cults.”  If it has a bias, it is in favor of chronology… This 

might seem rather elementary; but chronology is often a casualty of 

interpretative urge which underlies much of Indian history writing.’ [p. xix]   

Naturally, Buddha’s parinirvåÍa is one of Keay’s preoccupation, to the extent that 

he loses sight of the very significance of Buddha and his wisdom.  There is a 

marginal mention of Mahåvīra and Jainism.  I will discuss some of his more 

specific representations of Jainism and Buddhism later in the paper. 

Stanley Wolpert’s  A New History of India also fails to provide proper 

coverage to the topics of Jainism and Buddhism.  Wolpert’s discussion does, 

however,  touch upon the issues of context, milieu, the “founders” and the 

schisms, although in  a sketchy and, at times,  distorted manner.  But the  

discussion of the topic is located mainly in the context of ancient India.  Little, 

except the decline of Buddhism, is mentioned in subsequent time periods.  His 

statements at times are misleading and impede the understanding of the  issues 

germane to the topic under review, as  will be seen later.  
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The book by Stein attempts to trace the religious developments beyond the 

ancient period, but is overtly repetitive.  Like Keay, Stein  is concerned more with 

the  extraneous, the strange and the alien aspects of these traditions, than  their  

fundamental concepts and principles.  Often his statements are self contradictory 

and confusing.  For instance,  Buddhism and Jainism,  Stein explains,  arose 

“in opposition to the practices and beliefs of the ‘later Vedic’ period 
… when a religion based upon sacrificial ritual was carried out by 
specialists called ‘brahmans’, financed by wealthy and pious donors, 
and set out in manuals appropriately called ‘brahmanas.’” [pp. 64-65] 
These heterodoxies “shared much with the contemporary 
brahmanical sacrificial religion, since all sprang from mystical and 
philosophical notions explored in the Upanishads…”  [p. 66],  and 
that  the “teachings of Buddha are the best known development of 
Upanishadic concepts.”[p. 67]  The concept of Bodhisattava within  
Mahayana Buddhism, Stein notes, appear to “anticipate Christian 
beliefs” and both Christianity and later Buddhism must  have 
“derived from a common source of savior religions found in the 
Western Asia in the closing years of the first millennium (if the idea 
of the bodhisattvas was not directly influenced by Christianity 
itself).” [p. 69] 
 
Thapar weaves the discussion of Jainism and Buddhism throughout the 

narrative of her book, A History of India.  The coverage of Buddhism, its impact 

and transformative role in India and abroad as well as the role of the Jains and 

the Buddhists in making India and Indian sciences known to the West are 

discussed.  Also discussed in the narrative is Jain and Buddhist art and sculpture.  

The theme of decline of Buddhism is traced to variety of forces over a  period of 

time. The discussion of Mahåvīra and Jainism, however, is lacking both in clarity 

and substance.  Some of the key concepts pertaining to Jainism and Buddhism 

are misconceived and misrepresented. And the basic framework applied to the 

understanding of these religions remain Western and so it has its own problems.   

 Although I will discuss some of the more specific aspects of these books in 

the sections that follow, I do want to underscore that  most of these books are 

simply inadequate in their coverage of the topic. Discussion is primarily 
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anchored in ancient India and does not show how these religions were socially 

constructed over subsequent periods of time. Jainism is particularly 

marginalized. None of these books provides an understanding of the real 

significance of the key concepts and role of these religions in Indian history or 

even discusses the centrality in these traditions of compassion and nonviolence-– 

ideas that have influenced and continue to influence political, peace, and 

environmental movements.  Let us take a look at what are the specific problems 

and why they occur. 

II. Misconceptions 

 Misconceptions about these religions abound, and range from the meaning 

of simple names and terms to the understanding of the decline and displacement 

of Buddhism and Jainism respectively.  Here I will take a few examples to 

illustrate the points I wish to make in this paper. 

About Jains and Buddhists in India and Abroad 

  One of common impression given in these texts is that Buddhism has been 

“wiped out” of its original homeland, and Jainism has had an “unbroken” 

tradition, and the latter  can be seen through the prominent presence of Jains in 

Gujarat and Bombay [Wolpert, p. 54; Metcalf and Metcalf, p. xx] Or, unlike  

Buddhism, Jainism “never spread  beyond India, but it remains a living tradition 

there… [Stein, p.70]  While this impression is misconceived, it  may  help explain, 

to some extent, why most of these texts do not devote any discussion to 

Buddhism and Jainism beyond the ancient period; in one case disappearance and 

in another case static nature, neither warranting  further discussion.   Such a  

discussion of Jainism and Buddhism raises a question in the minds of the 

textbook reader about what happened to these traditions.  Are there any Jains 

and Buddhists in India today?   Did Jainism ever spread outside of India? 

 It is true that Buddhism lost considerable ground in India over a period of 

time, and there was the  so called “decline.”  It is also fair to say that Jainism did 

not spread outside of India during the ancient and early modern periods.  
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However, it is important to take note of the fact that there has also been 

resurgence of Buddhism in India, and that Jainism in the twentieth century has 

spread  to different parts of the world via  Jain diasporas.   According to the 1991 

Census, there were, in fact, nearly twice as many Buddhists (6.4 million) as  Jains 

(3.4 million) in India.    And, the Jains are not just in Gujarat and Bombay, they 

are spread all over, with major concentration in Gujarat, Karnataka,  Madhya 

Pradesh,  Maharashtra, Rajasthan, and Delhi—the largest concentration being in 

Rajasthan.6  Today, the Jains in India are estimated to be just under  6 million. 

Mahåvīra and the Jaina (Jain) 

 While most people recognize that the term “Buddhist” comes from 

Buddha, they usually do not know the origin of the word, “Jain.” In one of the 

books, Vardhamåna Mahåvīra’s name appears to be listed as “Mahavira Jain,”  

and  therefore, Jains are followers of Mahåvīra[Metcalf, xix, xx].   

 The word “Jain,” however,  has never been  used as a family name for 

Mahåvīra.  The word, Jaina (colloquially Jain) derives from the Sanskrit word 

Jina,  which refers to “spiritual victor,” and not to “spiritual conflict” as assumed 

by  Burton Stein [p. 69].  Within the tradition, this word has been used to describe 

those human teachers, who having overcome all the passions, anger and 

attachment,  attain kevalajñåna (infinite knowledge),  and preach the path to 

mokåa (liberation from the cycle of re-birth).  The Jina are also referred to as 

TīrthaÌkaras (builders of the ford to lead across the ocean of suffering).  And, 

Jains are followers of the  Jina -- Mahåvīra being the last one in the  current cycle.7   

 

                                                 
6 1991 Census of India.  Table C-9, Part VB (ii) – Religion. 
 
7 It is believed that 24 of them appear in a every half-cycle which repeats itself at regular intervals 
in beginning less time.  Mahåvīra was the  24th tīrthaÌkara in the last half-cycle.   However, only 
Pårśvanåtha –the 23rd in the cycle – is considered historical as no sources can historically 
corroborate the presence of Jainism beyond the 9 th century.   Thus, Jina is the preacher and 
propagator of truth not “founder.”  For a fuller discussion, see Padmanabha S. Jaini,  The Jaina 
Path to Purification, op. cit.,  pp. 1-3.  The footnotes are specially illuminating. 
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Polytheism and Atheism 

 The inadequacy of Western framework, and the dangers of simplistic 

analogy to help understand these religions become apparent when some attempt 

to explain “TīrthaÌkaras”  as  “the Jain equivalents of gods,” [Wolpert, p. 53] and  

others  label  Jainism, like  Buddhism,  as “atheistic.” [See Stein, pp. 64-65; 

Thapar,  pp. 64, 66.]  In either instance, it is the  construction of the  Western 

“other”– polytheistic or atheistic.  The question is,  do we have to explain these 

religions in terms of this framework?  A more meaningful analysis could emerge 

perhaps by focusing on the Jain and Buddhist worldviews. 

Key Concepts and Teachings 

 What did Buddha and Mahåvīra teach? What were their movements 

about? We are offered a range of interpretations of their teachings, but not any 

substantive discussion of what these were.  We are told, Mahavira, like Buddha, 

“taught an ascetic world-denying philosophical and ethical system.”  [Metcalf,  p. 

XX]  Of course, we never learn about the nature of this ethical system or its 

principal principles.  Thapar explains that under the Jain worldview, “everything 

in the universe material or otherwise, has a soul.   Purification of soul is the 

purpose of living… purification is not achieved through knowledge, knowledge 

being a relative quality.” [Thapar, p. 65]  Both these statements are misconceived.  

First, Jainism maintains that there are two categories (råśī) of  existents (sat)  in 

the universe:  jīva (living) ajiva (matter, non-living).8  Hence not everything in the 

universe has life.  Secondly, knowledge in its utmost form, which in Jainism is 

known as kevaljñana,  is a precondition for liberation.  Also,  the significance that  

knowledge occupies within this tradition is underscored in the dictum,  “padaÇ 

ÍåÍam tao dayå”  (first knowledge, then compassion). 

                                                 
8 See Chapple, Nonviolence to Animals,  op. cit., p. 11. 
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III. Flawed Comparisons 

 Comparative analysis is a good way of learning and teaching.  

Comparisons allow us to understand similarities and distinctiveness about 

things we compare.  A precondition to a proper comparative analysis, however, 

is that we  first understand on their own terms and within their own contexts the 

people, principles, concepts or whatever we wish to compare.  When 

comparisons occur as a way of  simply “mapping religions” without clarifying 

the individual categories of discussion, there is risk of distortion and 

misunderstanding.   

 One of the tendencies in the books under review is to often “map” these 

religions through comparisons with Vedic and Upanishdic thought, with 

Western thought or with one another, without first discussing within each 

tradition the categories and concepts  being compared.  The way these 

comparisons are made suggests confusion about the categories and concepts 

being compared.  Take for instance the following statements. 

Ātman versus Jīva 

Like åtman, all jīva are eternal, but in contrast to Upanishadic 
idealism, there is no Jain equivalent to the infinite cosmic åtman,  
only a finite number (millions of billions) of various degrees of jīva,  
some much more powerful than others.” [Wolpert, p. 53]   
 

Here the  focus on contrasting the “infinite number” with the “finite number” of 

the souls is flawed, as the comparison is made on the basis of wrong information.  

The number of jīva conceived within the Jain world view are ananta, i.e. infinite 

(and not finite as the passage suggests).  The contrast between the very  nature of 

åtman and jīva can, however,  help illuminate a different world-view within each 

tradition.  In the Upanishads all åtman are part of the cosmic åtman, while under 

Jainism, each jīva is independent and is fully responsible for its own acts (karma) 

and destiny. 
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Concept of Karma 

…the doctrine of karma was essential to the Buddhist system of 
salvation.  Unlike the Brahmanical idea, Karma was not used to 
explain the caste status, since the Buddha rejected the caste. 
[Thapar, p. 66] 

 
The way comparison is made above in terms of contrasting the Brahmanical  

concept  with that of Buddhist concept of  karma, one does not learn anything 

about the role  karma  has in Buddhism.  The role of karma in Brahmanism as 

indicated above may also be considered somewhat flawed.  If karma had   no 

role in mokåa, what would be the justification for the varÍåśrama dharma?   

Moreover, the word “caste” is a later construct.  Even more confusion arises from 

the following  instance of  comparing the concept of karma among BråhmaÍical, 

Jain and Buddhist traditions.  For BråhmaÍism, according to Stein,  karma meant  

“work or act, and in formulation of Vedic ritual manuals ‘action’ 
referred to ritual and ceremonial performances so meticulously 
executed as to compel the gods to act in obedience to them.  For 
Buddhists and Jainas, however, karma referred to the acts of 
ordinary men and women, the sums of whose lifetime behavior 
determined the body in which the soul (atman) would be reborn in 
the process of transmigration (samsara).  Upon death, that is, souls 
were thought to pass from one to another body and associated 
social condition. The idea that every good action brought a measure 
of happiness and each bad action sorrow tended to suggest a 
mechanical moral process leading to fatalism… “ [Stein, p. 66]  

  
Here the distinction made between the karma in Brahmanism which refers to 

ritual and ceremony performed by the elite (by implication) versus the karma 

under Buddhism and Jainism of “ordinary men and women”  appears to focus 

on fundamental differences in terms of  “who” the concept of karma applied to:  

ordinary people versus elites.  Moreover, such comparisons are further flawed as 

they ignore the fact that the role of karma is defined differently in  Buddhism 

and Jainism–-which are lumped together in the above comparative statement.  
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Furthermore, it assumes a logical  connection between karma and fatalism, which 

is misleading. 

Jainism and Buddhism 
 

“Jainism was even more essentially moralistic in its outlook than 
Buddhism, with an even greater emphasis on austerity and 
mendicant monasticism as the soul route to salvation (moksha or 
nirvana)…”  [Stein, p. 69] 

 
The unclear relationship between morality and mendicant monasticism in the 

above statement does not allow us to understand how Jainism was more 

moralistic than Buddhism.  Therefore, such comparison fail to provide any 

meaningful insight into the extent of Jain or Buddhist morality. Moreover, 

Buddhism too has a tradition of mendicant monasticism.  A good example to 

compare could have been the notions  of nonviolence  and compassion in the two 

traditions.   

Buddhism “was” versus “was not”  

Buddhism was not a belief system, not a rival faith to the post 
Vedic cults and practices which prevailed  under Brahmanical 
direction, but more a complimentary discipline.  About gods, 
worship, offerings, prayers, priests and ritual, the Buddha claimed 
no special knowledge.  He offered mere heightened insight, not 
divine revelation.  [Keay, 66]  

The above may be called a case of erroneous comparison. For not only it 

does not say anything fundamental or substantive about what Buddhism 

was (or is), but what it does say fails to convey the true meaning in one’s 

mind.  One does, however, get the impression that the author may be 

dismissing the significance of Buddhism by employing categories of 

comparison such as “revelation” which is irrelevant to Buddhism, and 

dismissing “bodhi”  (loosely translated as enlightenment)  as simply 

“heightened insight” without even telling the reader what this insight was 

about. 
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IV. Misrepresentation 

 Most problematic for the proper understanding of these religions and 

their distinctive  contributions to ådhyåtmavidyå  are the serious misrepresen-

tations made about Buddha, Mahavira and their teachings. 

Buddha and Mahåvīra 

 In the context of Buddha’s social background and his renunciation, Keay 

asserts that “the title, ‘prince’ [for] Siddhartha of later legend  must be 

considered a fabrication.”   And he sees Buddha’s  renunciation as a reaction to 

“affluence.” [Keay 64].  This misrepresents the very context as well as the 

significance surrounding Buddha’s renunciation, especially in the minds of our 

students who have no clue to the concept of “renunciation.”  Therefore, the very 

act of his renouncing his wife and family and his estate would appear foolish to 

the Western mind.  The point which is lost here is the fact that Buddha 

renounced the world to  search for a permanent solution to the suffering and the 

misery. 

 This tendency to misrepresent and diminish the real significance of 

Buddha’s enlightenment and his four noble truths is present also in other 

textbooks reviewed for this paper.  Consider the following. 

 In what may have been borrowed from India’s precocious medical 
thought of this time, the Buddha prescribed  as his   third noble 
truth that any “ill” which was understood could in fact be cured. 
(We know of at least one great Magadhan physician Jivaka 
Komårbhacca, who journeyed more than six hundred miles form 
Rajgir to Ujjain in the sixth century BC to cure the Avanti king, 
Pradyota, and was handsomely rewarded for his success). 
[Wolpert, p. 51.]   
 

By alluding to the fact that Buddha may have borrowed the third noble truth 

from India’s medical sciences  diminishes or  at least underplays the significance 

of  Buddha’s enlightenment.  Furthermore,  it  raises a question about the 

rationale for his renunciation and the “middle path” he practiced.  It does not 

however tell us why these noble truths are significant. 
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 Similarly, the following passages not only distort Mahåvīra’s   sådhanå and 

its significance but  are also factually incorrect, and thus misrepresent Mahåvīra.   

Let us first take a look at these passages. 

Mahåvīra, “like the Buddha abandoned his hedonistic life to 
become a wandering ascetic… He not only went naked, but also 
advocated and practiced self torture and death by starvation.  
Though it took him thirteen years from the time he resolved to 
starve himself to death before he finally succeeded in doing so…” 
[Wolpert, pp.52- 53] 
 
After thirteen years, often as a naked ascetic, he attained 
enlightenment and thereafter taught his doctrine in the kingdom of 
the Ganges region before succumbing to a ritual of slow starvation 
near the Magadhan capital of Rajagriha around 400 BCE. [Stein,  p. 
70]  

 
The thirteen years (Twelve years, six months and fifteen days, to be precise, of 

his mendicant life following his renunciation of all possessions including 

clothing, and hence nude) referred to in both passages above represent the most 

significant phase in Mahavira’s life as a thīrthaÍkara.   His  sådhanå as detailed in 

the ĀcåråÍga-sūtra,  during which he frequently fasted, sometimes for a very long 

period of time, and many times without even water (total days when he took 

food during his sådhanå is said to be 349), practiced austerities (misrepresented as 

“self-torture”) and renounced all attachment, including the attachment to his 

body in his single-minded pursuit of his goal and attained kevaljñana,  knowledge 

which is “infinite, supreme, unobstructed, unimpeded, complete and full, ” thus 

becoming omniscient. At the end of this period, Mahavira did not die as the first 

passage above inform us.  Following his omniscience, he lived as a teacher  for 

nearly  thirty years, before he became a siddha (liberated soul without any karma – 

the cause of rebirth) after his death in Pavapuri, near modern city of  Patna in the 

year 527 BCE.9    One wonders, then, what are the sources for such outright 

                                                 
9 The information in this paragraph has been compiled from Padmanabha S. Jaini,  The Jaina Path 
to Purification, op. cit., pp.  25-37, including footnotes. 
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distortions?   The point of his sådhanå including his total commitment to 

nonviolence and nonattachment  has been missed.  Since these principles are not  

part of the “mapping” strategies used by Wolpert and Stein, their representations 

are simply of the extraneous, and thus  fail to provide any insight into the  

wisdom of such principles. 

Jain Principle of AhiÇså 

 Another misrepresentation centers on the principle of ahiÇså.  

Nonviolence is regarded as “an obsession” for the Jains. [Thapar,  p.65]  In spite 

of this, we are told,  ‘the only living being a devout Jain was encouraged to “kill” 

was himself, through starvation, though such a death would be viewed as  

liberated “birth” of one’s hitherto entrapped jīva.  More than two thousand years 

after Mahavira’s suicide, Gandhi was to revive the fast-unto-death as a political 

weapon.” [Wolpert, p. 54] 

 Thapar has missed the point about the centrality of  ahiÇså to Jain 

worldview, and the way it is interpreted within the Jain tradition. Violence or 

injury to other living beings is considered violence to self and is a major 

impediment for one’s liberation.10  There is no evidence to suggest that any  Jain 

was encouraged to commit suicide.  And, as pointed out earlier, Mahåvīra 

certainly did no such thing.  The practice of sallekhanå  (fasting that results in 

death) is not considered “suicide” though it may appear as such to those 

unfamiliar with the Jain tradition and its commitment to the principles of  

nonviolence (ahiÇså)  and non-attachment (aparigraha).11    On the contrary the 

practice of sallekhanå  is regarded as the “most auspicious way that life can 

end.”12 

                                                 
10 For an insightful discussion of  nonviolence in Jainism, see Christopher Key Chapple,  
Nonviolence to Animals, Earth, and Self in Asian Traditions, op. cit.,  pp.  9-15. 
 
11 Wolpert incorrectly translates aparigraha to mean poverty.  See,  Stanley Wolpert, A New 
History of India (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000), p. 51.  
 
12 For a fuller discussion of this practice, see Chapple, op. cit., pp. 99-109. 
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 Stein is more concerned with what might paint these religions as strange 

and exotic rather than with the discussion of principles of  Buddhism and 

Jainism or meaning embodied in their key concepts.  Nearly three pages are 

devoted to the issues pertaining to women in these traditions and to the issues of  

female salvation, where the discussion of female biology and sexual orientations 

becomes a preoccupation with the author (see pp. 70-73), and whose 

understanding of these traditions, as we have seen in preceding instances, is at 

best superficial.  This concern for the extraneous is apparent  from the following. 

Both sides [referring to Shvetambara and Digambara] recognized 
that  in addition to the three bodily sexual forms, male female and 
hermaphrodite, each form could have sexual feelings more usual 
in one of the other forms.  Thus, they acknowledged the existence 
of not only homosexuality, but lesbianism and bisexuality, and 
did so without the usual anathematizing of traditional religions.  
In fact, the Digambara argued that scriptural evidence that might 
be taken to mean that women were eligible for nirvana without 
having first been reborn as male really referred to men with  
female sexual orientation, i.e. to homosexual men. [Stein, p. 72] 

 
The above is not supported by any evidence or footnote and is a serious 

misrepresentation of a tradition that emphasized brahmacharya or celibacy as 

one of the five key principles.  Nor is it an isolated example from Stein’s selective 

emphasis on extraneous aspects while missing the centrality of things.  In 

discussing India’s one of the most revered leaders, Mahatma Gandhi, Stein is 

more concerned to point out Gandhi’s “idiosyncratic authoritarianism, ”  his 

“largely malign influence on women,” and his preoccupation with sex and 

untouchability,”  rather than his power of  satyågraha and his sacrifice for the 

cause of the nation and his people.  [pp. 299-302] 

Decline of Buddhism 

 Supported by the great emperor Asoka (c.269-32 BC), Buddhism 
essentially disappeared in the Indian subcontinent by the tenth 
century.  It was revived in the mid-twentieth century by the 
‘untouchable’ leader Ambedkar.  [Metcalf and Metcalf, p. xix]  
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This is not simply a misrepresentation,  but also a very inappropriate 

way of dismissing a complex subject such as the decline of Buddhism in 

India in a single sentence that appears in the Glossary of the book, 

without  any reference to  it or discussion of it elsewhere in the book.   

V.  Neo-Orientalism? 

 Nineteenth century Indological discourse was characterized  either by the 

Romantic notions of India which represented mystical and the exotic in  things 

Indian or by the Positivist and Utilitarian views of India which  expressed  about 

India a sense of contempt and disdain.  In an attempt to appear balanced, as if, 

contemporary orientalist discourse as exemplified in passages excerpted below 

appears simultaneously mystical and disdainful.  Representing people, culture or 

even ideas  in this fashion makes it easier for one to dismiss what might be 

actually significant about them. John Keay’s description of the  historical milieu 

of Buddha and Mahavira is a case in point.   

Rival holy men swarm across the countryside performing feats of 
endurance,  disputing one another’s spiritual credentials and vying 
with one another’s’ followers and patronage…Saints or charlatans, 
they evidently mirrored a society to which the paranormal, the 
supernatural and metaphysical had a strong appeal.  Many of them 
went naked or unwashed and they cheerfully flouted the taboos of 
caste system.  Defying social convention, they yet enjoyed society’s 
indulgence. Renunciation had become an accepted way of life in 
which asceticism was seen as a prerequisite to spiritual enlighten-
ment.  The philosophies on offer from this rag-tag army of reformers 
ranged from the mind boggling mysticism to defiant nihilism and 
blank agnosticism, from the outright materialism of the Lokayats to 
the heavy determinism of the Ajivikas, from the rationalism of the 
Buddha to the esotericism of Mahavira.  [pp. 63-64]  
 

 Keay in his  description about the sixth century BCE India appears to 

employs, what Richard Inden calls,  “the curious metaphors.”13 In the above 

passage he  simultaneously uses  mystical and scornful expressions which paint 

certain images in the minds of the reader.   The reader is burdened with  
                                                 
13 Richard Inden,  Imagining India, op. cit.,  p.1. 
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philosophical terms without a clue to their meaning.  There is also the question of 

contradiction.  For example,  how can one renounce and yet be an “outright 

materialist”?   What does one learn from words like “esotericism?”   How can 

something be termed as esoteric without even describing it? Furthermore, it 

raises a larger issue for the integrity of the  discipline of history.  Not only does 

this have the impact of turning students away from learning about this period, 

but it also sets  a bad example of “doing history” without proper evidence and 

supporting citation(s).  

 Keay’s preoccupation with the trivial and sensational remains a hallmark 

of the book. Without digressing, let me give one more example of this 

characteristic in the context of topic of this paper.   While no significant space is 

provided to the discussion of Jain  concepts or Mahåvīra’s teachings, one is 

struck by the way the reference to Jain tradition is made.  In the context of 

Alexander the Great’s campaign (other invaders of India as well are of great 

interest to Keay), Keay introduces and discusses at length  a person named 

‘Calanus’  whom he considers “a figure worth remembering” as he was the first 

Indian expatriate.  Preoccupied also with chronology and dates, Keay is able to 

assign Calanus a date as he accompanied Alexander to Persia and died shortly 

before the latter did, without making any impact on the Greeks.  However, 

unable to assign him to particular philosophical school, he tells us the following. 

… Calanus and his friends went naked, a condition, in which no 
Greek could be persuaded to join them, they may have been 
nigantha or Jains.  Jain nudity was dictated by that sect’s meticulous 
respect for life in all its forms.  Clothes were taboos because the 
wearer might inadvertently crush any insect concealed in them; 
similarly death had to be so managed that only the dying would 
actually die.  Jains bent on ending their life, therefore, usually 
starved themselves to death.  Yet Calanus, a man of advanced 
years, chose to immolate himself on his own funeral pyre.   Though 
an extraordinarily stoical sacrifice in Greek eyes, this was a 
decidedly careless move for one dedicated to avoiding casual 
insecticide.  Evidently the Persian winter had induced a chill, if not 
pneumonia, and Calanus had decided it was better to die than be 
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an encumbrance.  No one, not even Alexander can dissuade him 
from his purpose.  He strode to his cremation at the head of an 
enormous procession  and reclined upon the pyre with complete 
indifference.  This composure he maintained even as the flames 
frazzled his flesh. [Keay, pp. 76-77] 

 
This out-of-context association with Jainism (for which no evidence is provided) 

with an appeal of  an eyewitness account creates a  new genre of orientalism.  It 

denigrates and distorts  Jainism  at the same time for those who are not likely be 

very familiar with the tradition.  Even a basic familiarity with the core tenets of  

Jainism would show that nudity--which is only practiced by the Digambaras--is 

not related the vow of  nonviolence (ahiÇså), but to the vow of  nonattachment 

(aparigraha).  Furthermore, fire (agni kåya) under Jainism is considered to one of 

the six forms in which the  Jiva reside.  Therefore, self-immolation by fire will be 

unacceptable to a Jain as it violates the cardinal principle of nonviolence. 

Conclusion 

 In my assessment, the treatment of Jainism an Buddhism in these 

textbooks is a matter of serious concern for teachers and students of Indian 

history, and also more generally for all those who care about education and 

scholarship in  the Indic traditions.   I am reminded of T.  S. Eliot’s famous lines 

from The Rock:  

Where is wisdom we have lost in knowledge? 

Where is the knowledge we have lost in information? 

The  cause of sound learning and knowledge about Jainism and Buddhism is lost 

in the poor and distorted information contained in these books.  And in turn, the 

wisdom of these two great religious traditions is lost in the superficial and 

misleading knowledge imparted by such textbooks.    


