Ancient Indian Higher Education: The Evolution of Wisdom

From the Oral Traditions of the Vedic Age to the Institutional Grandeur of Nalanda and Takshashila
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The Foundation: Vedic The Institutions: Rise of The Legacy: Scholars & Context: Designed for UGC
System & Gurukuls the Mahaviharas Global Influence NET & Academic Mastery
Oral transmission, personal mentorship, Large residential universities (Nalanda, Panini, Chanakya, Aryabhata. Knowledge Concise, structured overview aligned with
holistic development. Emphasis on Vedas, Takshashila, Vikramshila). Structured exchange with China, Greece, Persia. syllabus requirements for competitive
philosophy, and life skills. curriculum, specialization, global attraction. Foundations of math, astronomy, medicine. | exams and in-depth study.




The Vedic Foundation:
Knowledge as the Third Eye

The Nature of Knowledge

Shruti (That which is heard):
Knowledge was oral, preserved
through precise chanting and
memorization. No written textbooks
existed in the early period.

Classification of Vidya

/ e [ ) Para Vidya (Higher Knowledge):
e S Spiritual wisdom concerning the self,
the ultimate truth, and liberation.

The Goal of Education: Aimed at
'Moksha' (Liberation) and self-
realization. Education was not
merely for employment but for
character building.

Secular sciences, grammar, and

skills required for daily life and social ﬁﬂ]ﬁ:\
duties.
Vs
Vidyarambha (Age 5) Q/ Upanayana (Age 8-12)

%

Primary Education at Home The Second Birth (Dwija) / Entry to Gurukul

Apara Vidya (Lower Knowledge): %
re™




Pedagogy & The Learner’s Journey

1. Shravana 2. Manana 3. Nididhyasana
Listening intently to the Reflecting, analyzing, and Meditating on the truth and
Guru to acquire knowledge. iInterpreting the knowledge applying it to attain wisdom.

internally.

Inclusivity in Vedic Education

Sadyodahas Brahmavadinis
Women who pursued studies Women who pursued lifelong learning and
(\l/ 1\ onlyuntil marriage. celibacy (e.g., Gargi, Maitreyi, Lopamudra).

Assessment Method: No written exams. Evaluation conducted through rigorous debates (Shastrartha).




The Vedangas: Limbs of the Veda

Shiksha (Phonetics) )

- Correct pronunciation of
Mantras.

Vyakarana (Grammar)

- The structure of language
(Panini's Ashtadhyayi).

Nirukta (Etymology) [
- Dictionary and origin

of words. /
Kalpa (Rituals)
- Procedures and sacrifices
(includes Geometry).

v Jyotisha (Astronomy)
- Determining auspicious
times for rituals.

fd Chhandas (Metrics) -

Prosody and rhythm of
the text.

Why Vedangas?

These six auxiliary
disciplines were
mandatory to
understand and
perform the Vedas
correctly.




Takshashila: The World’s Oldest
University (est. 600 BCE)

Location: Rawalpindi (Modern Pakistan). Known as the ‘City of Cut Stones’.

Rawalpindi

(Pakistan)
Ancient 3
Gandhara T ..
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Structure: Not a centralized university. A cluster of expert Gurus with no syllabus or
exams.

Specialties: Medicine (Ayurveda), Military Science, Politics, Archery.
Admission: Minimum age of 16 years.

The 3 Cs of Takshashila

Card One Card Two Card Three
Chanakya (Kautilya) - Chandragupta Maurya - Charaka - Father of
Master of Statecratt, Emperor, Student of Medicine, Author of
Author of Arthashastra. Military Science. - Charaka Samhita.




Nalanda University: The Mahayana Giant (5th Century CE)

Foundation: Founded by Kumaragupta (Gupta Dynasty) in Rajgir, Bihar.

Admission Rigor:

Entrance exams conducted by
‘Dwar Pandits’ (Gatekeepers).
Only 20% pass rate.

Academic Focus:

Mahayana Buddhism, Logic,
- Vedas, Medicine.
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Infrastructure & The Dharmagunj Library

Residential campus for 10,000 monks and = —

2,000”teacher_s. The library (‘Mountain of 1. Ratnasagar 2. Ratnodadhi 3. Ratnaranjaka
Truth™) comprised three massive buildings: (Ocean of Jewels) (Sea of Jewels)  (Jewel-adorned)



Nalanda Through the Eyes of Travelers

Primary Historical Sources: Much of our knowledge
about Nalanda comes from the detailed records of
Chinese scholars.

Xuanzang (Hieun Tsang) - 7th Century:

- Studied and taught at Nalanda.

- Documented the rigorous entrance exams and the massive
library.

- Described the curriculum including Yoga Shastra and
Mahayana texts.

I-Tsing - 7th Century:
- Recorded the daily life, strict rules, and rituals of the monks.

- Noted that over 400 Sanskrit manuscripts were copied and
carried back to China.

Key Nalanda Scholars: Nagarjuna (Madhyamaka Philosophy),
Aryabhatta (Astronomer), Shilabhadra (Chancellor).



Vikramshila: The Tantric Hub (8th Century CE)

Location: Bhagalpur, Bihar The Six Gates — Each guarded by a
(Banks of River Ganga) scholar-gatekeeper testing entrants.

Founder: King Dharmapala
(Pala Dynasty).

Specialty: Tantric Buddhism

(Vajrayana) and Logic (Nyaya). Vigyan Bhawan
(Science House) -
The Central Temple.

Global Link: The primary center
for spreading Buddhism to Tibet.

Key Scholar: Atisha Dipankara
(Reformer of Tibetan Buddhism).

The Six Gates - Each guarded by a
scholar-gatekeeper testing entrants.



Vallabhi: The Hinayana & Administrative Center

Location: Saurashtra, Gujarat.
Founded by Bhattarka (Maitraka Dynasty).

Distinct Curriculum:

- Hinayana Buddhism (Contrasting Nalanda's

Mahayana).

- Secular Administration: Famous for Law,
Economics (Arthashastra), and Statecraft.
Graduates were directly recruited for high-
ranking government posts.

Scholars: Gunamati and Sthiramati.

Fate: Destroyed by Arab invasions in the 8t
Century.

Western Rival to Nalanda.



The Eastern Cluster: Odantapuri,
Somapura & Jagaddala
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Odantapuri (Bihar) Jagaddala (Bengal) Somapura (Bangladesh)

- Founded by Gopala (Pala - Founded by Ramapala (11th - Now a UNESCO Worla
Dynasty). Century). Heritage Site.

- Predates Vikramshila. - A specialized center for - Known for massive terracotta

- Served as the architectural Vajrayana Buddhism. artwork and architectural
model for the first Tibetan - Major hub for translating influence on Southeast Asia

monastery (Samye). Sanskrit texts into Tibetan. (e.g., Angkor Wat).



Mithila & Nadia: The Bastions of Logic (Nyaya)

Mithila (Bihar)

< Ancient Brahminical center
linked to King Janaka
(Upanishadic Age).

“ Specialized in Nyaya Shastra
(Logic) and Tarka
Shastra.

+ Famous Poet: Vidyapati.

< Located at the confluence of

Ganga and Jalangi rivers.

< Birthplace of the ‘Navya-

Nyaya’' (New Logic) school
founded by Gangesha
Upadhyaya.

< Assessment: Shastrartha

(Intellectual Debates) were
the primary evaluation
method.



Specialized Regional Centers: North & South

Sharada Peeth (Kashmir)

« A Temple University dedicated to Goddess Saraswati.

» Critical center for the development of the Sharada
script and manuscript preservation.

Pushpagiri (Odisha) Sri Dhanyakataka (Andhra Pradesh)

* Located across three « Banks of River Krishna.

hills: Lalitgiri, Ratnagiri, + Home to Nagarjuna,
Udayagiri. founder of the

+ Mentioned by Hieun Madhyamaka school

Tsang; flourished until (Philqsophy of
the 11th Century. Emptiness/Zero).




Comparariative Synthesis: Schools of Thought

University Location Primary Focus Key Distinction

Mahayana ;Thmc;‘_{he East; i
Buddhism 'Entrance Exams

Nalanda Bihar

. . Hinayana Admin & Economics; Rival to |
Vallabni Gujarat Buddhism Nalanda '
Vikramshila | Bihar Vajrayana Connection to Tibet; 6

(Tantra) Gates
. . Medicine & Oldest: No Exams;
Takshashila Pakistan Statecraft Brahiminical & Buddhist

Mithila/Nadia | Bihar/Bengal |Logic (Nyaya) Brahminical; Debate-centric



The Great Decline (12th Century)

e The Aggressor: Baknhtiyar Khilji (Turkic Invader).

e The Event: Around 1193 CE, massive destruction of
Nalanda, Vikramshila, and Odantapuri.

e The Loss: The Dharmagunj library at Nalanda
reportedly burned for three months due to the
Immense volume of manuscripts.

e Contributing Factors:

1. Internal degeneration of Buddhism (rise of
complex Tantric rituals).

2. Loss of royal patronage (Power shift from Palas
to Senas).

3. Flight of scholars and texts to Tibet and Nepal.




Legacy & Revival

Modern Resurrection:
* Nalanda University Act (2010):

UNESCO World

Enduring Contributions:
Heritage Sites:

From the concept of 'Zero'

Re-established as an Institute - Takshashila (Listed 1980) (Aryabhatta) to Plastic Surgery
of National Importance. - Somapura Mahavihara (Sushruta) and Grammar

- Global Effort: Collaboration (Listed 1985) (Panini), these institutions laid the
with Japan, China, Singapore, - Nalanda Mahavihara groundwork for the global

and Australia. (Listed 2016) knowledge economy.



