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Sramana and Brahmana 

Religious life in early Vedic period
Religious life in early Vedic period was characterized by rituals.  Vedic people performed rituals to deal with the uncertainties of life.  Those possessed the knowledge of rituals enjoyed special privileges.  Kings and nobility vied with one another, seeking their help and intervention in invoking gods for peace and prosperity, victory against enemies and insurance against natural calamities, disease and danger.  During this period Vedic religion suffered from a preponderance of the procedural and material aspects of rituals and ritual purity rather than the spiritual and metaphysical aspects of transcendental experience and self realization.

Philosophical Notions about rituals

In the later Vedic period philosophical speculation about rituals gained ground.  We see a symbolic correlation emerging between the mechanical aspects of rituals and the deeper issues of human existence.  In the Aranyakas and the Upanishads we find a reevaluation of the knowledge of rituals and its subordination to the spiritual knowledge of the self or the knowledge of atman and Brahman.  The knowledge of ritual still mattered in society.  But in the minds of the seers, who lived in the forests, it was lower knowledge compared to the higher knowledge of self.

Emphasis was now more on the internalization of rituals and control of mind and body by withdrawing the senses, practicing yoga of self control, inner purity, proper conduct and renunciation.  There was speculation about the role of karma, bondage to the cycle of births and deaths and a permanent solution to the problem of human suffering.  In the ritual of life, the outer was meant to be sacrificed for the inner and the lower for the higher.

In the microcosm of the individual, the seers found a new universe, inhabited by divinities and energies corresponding with those of the cosmos, giving them enough justification for internalization of ritual as an act of personal sacrifice and inner purification to achieve self-realization.  We are not sure how this reorientation in purpose and perception took place.  Probably it was a reaction against the growing popularity of some ascetic traditions in the subcontinent which called for a change in their approach from the outer aspects of life to the inner.

The rise of Asceticism and renouncer Traditions
In the Upanishads and the Aranyakas we find echoes of the growing importance of asceticism against the backdrop of a society that was preoccupied with the performance of rituals and the wealth that accrued out of them.  Urban settlements, expansion of empires, frequent wars and trade with foreign countries added to the complexity of life and necessitated a change in outlook and the need for a religious tradition that would act like a balm soothing the agitated nerves and helping people cope with the problems of death and disease.

Asceticism was thus a natural outcome of a tradition that was steeped in empty ritualism and failed to satisfy the spiritual needs of life.  It emerged as a reactionary and evolutionary process against the simplistic and outdated solutions offered by Vedic religion.  It attempted to resolve the problems of human suffering, catastrophes, death and disease from a wider perspective, which the Vedic mantras could not resolve despite the blessings of the priests and the money paid to them.

By 6th century BC dissolution with the Vedic tradition reached its culmination.  Hundreds of ascetic sects and new religious traditions sprouted all over the subcontinent and challenged its authority.  Buddhism and Jainism posed a much greater threat to Vedic ritualism, offering at the same time more appealing and intellectually satisfying alternative solutions to the problems of human misery and suffering.

These sects appealed to all sections of society ignoring the caste distinctions.  They viewed the problem of human suffering as a product of ignorance and tried to interpret the relationship between the individual and the rest of the world in terms of illusion and duality.  They speculated upon the permanence or impermanence of individual self, the universal self and the relationship between the two.  They attempted to analyze the nature of human personality and its constituent parts and principles.  They pondered upon the role of nature in creation of life and whether there was something beyond and above nature that regulated the process of creation.

Out of this churning of the human thought, which was perhaps unprecedented in the religious history of mankind, starting roughly from about 1000 BC to 600 BC, emerged many powerful and brilliant concepts like yoga, karma, maya, prakriti and bondage, which constituted the core of Brahmanism/Hinduism in subsequent times.  The rise of ascetic sects coincided with growing skepticism about Vedic traditions.  The fundamental idea that individuals were born repeatedly through the mechanism of karma in order to fulfill the purpose of their creation gained ground, giving rise to many schools of philosophy.  They offered a plethora or metaphysical explanations to explain the origin of life and the evolutionary process in which individual souls advance from one level to another through a laborious process of pain and suffering.

By the time of the Buddha, the ideas expressed in the Upanisads were starting to filter out into the wider intellectual community and were being hotly debated, both by Brahmins and Sramanas.  The Upanishads on the one hand present a natural development of the Vedic thought and on the other “a half turn” towards Sramanic asceticism. The Sramanas rejected the Vedic tradition and wandered free of family ties, living by alms, in order to think, debate and investigate altered states of consciousness through meditative practices and austerities.

Common translation of Sramana

While Sramaṇa literally means ‘one who strives’, it is variously translated. Common translations are:
i) ‘recluse’, but while some sramaṇas were loners, and most may have spent periods of solitary meditation, they also depended on contact with the laity for alms, and many also taught the lay people; 
ii) ‘ascetic’ but while practices such as fasting and going naked in all weathers were common among sramaṇas, Buddhist Sramaṇas avoided all but mild asceticism. More satisfactory translations are ‘renunciant’ or ‘renunciate’. 
iii) “parivrājaka “a term which also included those from the Brahmanical tradition that abandoned normal worldly life was parivrājaka (Pali paribbājaka), or ‘wanderer’, though the term later used specifically in Brahmanism was saṃnyāsin. 
iv) “bhikṣu “ as another common term, and that preferred in Buddhism, was bhikṣu (Pali bhikkhu), ‘almsman’. 
Many Sramaṇas came from the new urban centres, where old certainties were being questioned, and increasing disease from population-concentration may have posed the universal problem of human suffering in a relatively stark form. They therefore sought to find a basis of true and lasting happiness in a changing and insecure world.  The Sramaṇas cultural system was based on equality. According to it, a being is himself responsible for his own deeds.  Salvation, therefore, can be obtained by anybody.  The cycle of rebirth to which every individual was subjected was viewed as the cause and substratum of misery.  The goal of every person was to evolve a way to escape from the cycle of rebirth.  Each school of Sramaṇas preached its own way of salvation.  But they all agreed in one respect, namely, in discounting ritual as a means of emancipation and established a path of moral, mental and spiritual development as the only means of escaping from the misery of Samsara.  Thus, the Vedic cultural system differs from Sramaṇas cultural system in three respects; viz. (a) attitude to society, (b) goal of life, and (c) outlook towards living creatures.
The key doctrine seen in Sramana teaching

The most significant Sramanic doctrine was the doctrine of Rebirth or Transmigration (Samsara) in accordance with the law of Karman.  The doctrine of Karma implies that whatever action is done by the individual leaves behind it some sort of potency which has the power to ordain for him joy or sorrow in future according as it is good or bad.  When combined with the doctrine of Rebirth, it implies that when the fruits of actions are such that they cannot be enjoyed in this life, one has to take another birth in order to enjoy them.  The act passes away as soon as it is done, but its moral effect is treasured in potency which fructifies in future.  In the Brahmanas the sacrifier is reborn after death into the midst of gods and worldly life; in the other hand the doctrine of transmigration presupposes a belief in an immortal conscious principle (atman) recognition of the law of Karman and Rebirth has been called primitive ideas or original Vedic ideas or ideas which developed gradually within the Vedic Schools of thought.  According to G.C. Pande, however, these ideas appear to have intruded into Vedic though from the pre-existing stream of non-vedic school which was represented by the Munis and Sramanas.  Only at later Vedic age the Vedic thinkers had become prepared to receive these ideas, and so we find some sudden references to them in the Upanishads. 
According to Basham, he suggests that at that time the doctrine of Rebirth in accordance with Karma was regarded as a strange, even secret, doctrine in the Brahmanical circles.  He says “With the exception of the school of materialists, who completely denied any form of survival after death, there is no difference of opinion whatever in the fact of transmigration, or in the desirability of achieving the salvation which frees a man from the cycle of birth and death.  The only differences between one sect and another in this respect concern the mechanics of the process of rebirth and the nature of the state of final equilibrium which is attained when the individual escapes from the toils of Samsara.  Hence we noted that by the time of the Buddha, the doctrine was almost universally accepted by ordinary people throughout the civilized part of India.
However, the acceptance of the doctrines of Samsara and Karman caused a veritable spiritual revolution in the Vedic society.  The early Vedic religion was life-affirming; the post Vedic attitude is much more of life negation (nivrtti).  This change came about mainly through the change in the conception of life which the doctrines of Samsara and Karman implied.  If the moral quality of an action is the sole and irrevocable determinant of future, man becomes the arbiter of his destiny and priests and sacrifices cease to be indispensable.  Bound by this law, even gods become no more than the souls born in a certain station. In the Brahmanas, the Munis and Parivrajakas all seek emancipation of soul from the round of birth and death through non-desiring.  The Brahmanas seek it through reciting the Vedas, sacrifice and liberality and the Muni Parivrajakas through austeries and fasting.  
Philosophies Prevalent in the Sixth – Fifth centuries B.C. during Buddha’s time
In the age of the Buddha “Kammavada” and “Kiriyavada” with their diametrical opposites, “Akammavada” and “Akiriyiyvada”, seem to have been the most discussed problems.  Both the Jainas and the Buddhists claim to have believers in Kammavada and Kiriyavada.  Roughly speaking these terms signified that the miseries of man are not caused by Time, Destiny, Chance or Soul but by his own actions, because human actions contain a binding moral force the results of which cannot be escaped.  This doctrine was thus opposed to “Sassatvaada” (the doctrine that the ultimate reality is Sassata or eternal) and  “Adhichchasamuppada” (the hypothesis of fortuitous origin) both leading to the conclusion that no action can be called moral or immoral, for either it does not occasion any change or it is not a free act.

Beside akiriyavada, uchchhedavada was equally despised by the Buddhists and the Jainas.  It was a materialistic-nihilistic approach toward ethical and cosmological problems.  The fundamental point of this philosophy was that nothing but what is corporeal is real.  Soul is not something distinct from the body and that there remains no soul, no life, no kamma after the disintegration of the bodily components.  With death everything is annihilated (uchchheda).
Among other philosophical theories of the age of the Buddha reference may be made to Kalavada, “Struck by irresistible tragedy of time and impressed with a sense of Fatalism one spoke of time with awe and in superlatives.”   It recognized the theory of Niyativada believed in niyati or Necessity which may mean either a natural (causal) or supernatural (fatal) or moral (karmic) of logical necessity.

Two other schools of the period were Tapavada and Vinayavada.  Tapavada promised final liberation by practicing severe penances, which involved great suffering and pain to the body.  The idea was prevalent among the Brahmana ascetics as well as some of non-vedic ascetics like the Ajivikas and Niganthas.  The Buddha, who preached the doctrine the doctrine of the “Middle Way”, did not share this belief.  Vinayavada preached that in order to attain the human end, one should be regulated and guided by some fixed rules and actions.  That is why the Buddha, Mahavira and other teachers of this age laid down codes of conduct for their followers.
As regards the nature of the world and soul and the summum bonum of life, several philosophies were prevalent in this period.  These views have been mentioned  or discussed in several Buddhist and Jaina suttas and some early post-Upanishadic Brahmana texts.  But most of them have been dealt with a systematic manner in the first discourse in the Brahmanjalasutta of the Digha Nikaya.  The problems discussed in this sutta are as follows:
1. Four kinds of Sassatvada (Eteralists)

2. Four kinds of Ekachchassatavada (Partial Eternalists)

3. Four kinds of Antanantika (Limitists and Unlimitists)

4. Four kinds of Amaravikkhepika (Evasive Disputants)

5. Two kinds of Adhichchasamuppanika (Fortuitous Originists)

6. Sixteen kinds of Sabbivada (Upholders of Conscious Soul after Death)

7. Eight kinds of Asabbivada (Upholders of Unconscious Soul after Death)
8. Eight kinds of N’evasabbinasabbivada (Upholders of neither Conscious nor Unconscious Soul 
               after Death)

9. Seven kinds of Uchchhedavada (Annihilationists)

10. Five kinds of Ditthadhammanibbanavada (Believes in the attainment of Nibbana in this life).

Sramana literatures -Buddhist and Jaina 

The Buddhist and Jaina literatures appear to speak of all the non-Brahmanical systems as Wramana in the frequent expression “samana va brahmana va”.  In that age it was a common practice that a person who intended to lead a homeless life and thought that he could not realize the Truth by his personal efforts, went to some religious teacher for instruction.  Such teachers gathered around them a large number of disciples as is obvious from the instances of Jatila teachers of Urvela and Sabjaya of Rajagaha.  In the Sumavgalavilasini Samanas are distinguished as those who are not Brahmanas by birth but have renounced the worldly life while Brahmanas are those who are born in Brahmana families and who are more interested in religion and philosophy than in secular affairs.  The Jainas and the Buddhists usually employ the term Samana for all the non-Brahmana ascetics.
The attitude of the Brahmanas and the Sramanas towards ascetic life was basically different.  Their differences emanated from their general outlook towards social and moral problems.  The early Vedic literature contains the first expressions of Indian moral consciousness.  Here we find emphasis on will, choice and action and on the necessity of directing them in accordance with cosmic laws or Rta.  The concept of Rta or Dharma gradually crystallized into three concrete socio-ethical orders – the varna organization, the order of awramas and the order of ritual observances.    In the early Vedic society we noted that there are description to the doctrine that the goal of human life is to pursue kama and artha in accordance with dharma.  The addition of the  concept of moksha  as the highest goal of life emerged was obviously a development when the Upanishadic thinkers accepted the attainment of Brahma as the summum bonum of life.
However, from the practical point of view the notion of obligation of giving in response to what one has received from society and gods continued to constitute the key-stone in the arch of Vedic social ethics.  In contract to this Sramana cult cut man loose from the sense of dependence on gods and also struck a blow on the doctrine of social obligations.  It replaced gods by the force of karma; what man receives he does not own to gods but to his past actions.  Further, as a man cannot avoid moral consequences of his actions, he must eschew egoism, violence, etc which are, according to the Sramanaic view, the main evils, and pursue morality.  Hence it is in the corpus of the monastic rules of various ascetic religions and sects that one can find concrete shape and form of their ideal of asceticism.  These rules tended to regulated food, drinks, clothes, dwelling, begging of alms and religious practices of monks down to the minutest details.  Even for the lay-men and lay-women the ascetic sects formulated such rules though these were much less vigorous in nature.  The Sramanic sects had laid comparatively greater duties to the householders emphasis on social obligations.
The Brahmanas regarded the Vedas as their sacred code and permitted one to become a Sannyasin only after he had passed through the other three preceding stages or asramas which provided him the opportunity to clear off all he’s obligation to the society.  The Sramanas, on the other hand, generally did not give much consideration to age or caste.  The Buddha maintained that just as after merging in the ocean the rivers lose their identity, in the same way a man, be he a Brahaman, Kshatriya, Vaisya or Sudra, who seeks refuge with his Order, forsakes his former name, Gotra or Jati.  The mendicants usually lived in forests and maintained the least possible contact with society, going to the villages and towns only for begging alms or when invited by the people and they wandered from one place to another.
The ascetic sects, usually had the same basic outlook towards non-injury, non-worldliness, etc. but differed from each other in respect of their clothes, food, alms-bowl and detailed rules of monastic life.  They wore various types of clothes, whiles there were some who renounced all clothes and preferred to live nude.  The Buddhists were granted the use of three cloths.  Mahavira had renounced all clothes for himself put permitted his followers to wear one single robe.  With regard to alms-bowl the Buddha permitted the use of those made of iron or clay.   On the other hand, the Ajivika condemned the use of an alms-bowl and received their aims in hands.  Rules regarding the nature of the acceptable food, too, varied from sect to sect.  The Brahmana ascetics did not accept sweets and took only those parts of plants which became detached spontaneously.  The Ajivikas could accept cold water, unboiled seeds and specially prepared food but the Jainas forbade all these three.  A Buddhist monk, however, could take anything received in alms but only once a day and at the right time.  Views differed also with regard to the acceptability of many other articles like touch, walking-stick, water pot, etc.
Or the Sramana sects of the age of the Buddha, Buddhism and Jainism occupy the foremost rank.  Along with them there were other sects which have left no independent literary documents.  They are frequently criticized by the Buddha and Mahavira in their discourse.  They do not always represent their best side; probably they do not always represent even the correct picture of their doctrines.
The common features of all these sects seem to have been the following:

1.  They challenged the authority of the Vedas.

2. They admitted into their gana or sangha everybody, irrespective of his caste and asrama.

3. They observed a set of ethical norms.

4. They practiced a detached life with a view to liberating themselves from the bondage of the     world.

5. They could take to a life of renunciation any time after passing over the minor age.

6. The features of monastic conduct which were common to all these communities. They are as follows :--

(i) The members of such groups gave up worldly life, and severing all contact with the society, they wandered as homeless persons.

(ii) Being least dependent on society, they maintained themselves by begging food.

(iii) Having no home, they led a wandering life, staying, however, at one place in the rainy season in order to avoid injury to living beings.

(iv) Lastly, they seemed to acknowledge no cast barriers, and hence consisted of various elements of the society.

Conclusion
The rise of the Sramanas as a dominant force in Indian life is seen in the emergence of Jainism and Buddhism as the great salvation religions in the sixth century B.C.  The people who witnessed their emergence had moved a long way from their ancestors the Indo-Aryans, who had settled at least a thousand years earlier in the northwest after conquering the indigenous people of the Indus Valley Civilization.

Though like the Brahmanas, the Sramanas observed the practice of begging the food, yet in the Sramana tradition Brahmacharya had a quite different connotation.  In the beginning among the Brahamans the term Brahmanacharya meant the observance of certain rules requisite for the study of Vedas and the who studied them near a teacher was called Brahmancharin.  The first stage of human life thus attained the name of Brahmancharyasrama.  But, in the Upanishadic age, Brahman came to mean the ultimate truth.  Therefore now brahmancharya came to signify living a particular system of life conducive to the attainment of the highest truth.  In the Sramana tradition also the term Brahmanchariya was identified with the way of life leading to the ultimate truth.  Thus, while the original meaning of the term was expressive of an asrama, the new meaning denoted the spiritual exertion and training of anyone coming from any class or caste in the context of the ascetic code.  
The life that a sramana seeker of the truth had to lead in this stage was naturally not an easy going one.  It involved difficulties regarding his food, clothing, shelter, etc. which led to the belief that self-mortification and severe austerities were the only source of emancipation.  Devadatta’s demand to introduce more strict rules in the Buddhist Sangha might have been motivated by a genuine feeling occasioned by the general atmosphere around him in the midst of which the Buddhist monastic rules appeared very worldly and relaxed.  The Jainas, viewing from their own standpoint, accused the Buddhists of a luxurious living because the Buddhist doctrine of the “Middle Way” tended to minimize the hardships involved in brahmanchariya.

The basic beliefs that characterize Indian civilization both as it was at the time of the Buddha and as it is today, after a lapse of more than 2500 years.  Especially to the path of asceticism, stands out as the chief characteristic of all the heterodox schools collectively called the Sramanas.  Despite their common origin, these two dominant traditions the orthodox and the heterodox, gave rise to innumerable cross currents, sometimes completely losing their identities, and at other times merging in a confluence, only to re-emerge again in a new form and flow in opposite directions.  The history of Indian Civilization is truly the history of the mutual influence of these two traditions that resulted in the transformation of the Vedic religion of the Indo-aryans into modern Hindusim.
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