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Rig Vedic society, the later Vedic transformation and the Aryan
question: 45 marks in four years, and the unit where the evidence
is most contested.
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UPSC SYLLABUS

Aryans and Vedic period: expansion of Aryans in India; Vedic period, religious and philosophic literature;
transformation from Rig Vedic period to the later Vedic period; political, social and economic life; significance
of the Vedic Age; evolution of monarchy and varna system.

The Aryan question

Asked in 2023 through the comparative study of languages, archaeology and Vedic literature. Present it
as a problem of evidence types, because that is what the question is actually about.

« Linguistic evidence is the strongest, since Sanskrit belongs to the Indo-European family alongside
Greek, Latin, Persian, Germanic and Celtic, and the relationship is systematic rather than
coincidental.

« Boghazkoiinscription in Anatolia of about 1400 BCE names Indra, Mitra, Varuna and the Nasatyas
in a treaty between the Hittites and the Mitanni, which places these deities outside India at a datable
moment.

» Avestan and Vedic Sanskrit are so close that whole verses can be converted between them by regular
sound changes, and the Avesta's daeva and asura reverse the Vedic deva and asura values, indicating a
shared origin followed by religious divergence.

» Archaeological evidence is the weakest link, since no material culture unambiguously marks Vedic
arrival, and the Painted Grey Ware associated with the later Vedic period shows continuity with earlier
local cultures rather than intrusion.

» Literary evidence in the Rig Veda describes pastoralism, chariots, the horse, conflict with the dasas
and dasyus, and a geography centred on the Sapta Sindhu of the Punjab and the Saraswati.

« Migration rather than invasion is the mainstream position, replacing Wheeler's invasion model,
and it proposes gradual movement of Indo-Aryan speakers from the Central Asian steppe into the
northwest from roughly 1500 BCE.

- Indigenous Aryan or Out of India arguments, associated with B. B. Lal in his later work and with
others, hold that the Aryans were native and that the Harappans were Vedic, and the position is a
minority one in the scholarly literature.

« Ancient DNA since 2018, including the Rakhigarhi genome and the wider Narasimhan study,
indicates Steppe-related ancestry entering South Asia in the second millennium BCE while the
sampled Harappan individual showed none.

» The careful formulation to write: linguistic and textual evidence strongly supports an external origin
for Indo-Aryan speech, archaeology shows cultural continuity rather than conquest, and the genetic
evidence is recent and still being debated, so the honest position holds language movement and
population continuity together.

KEY TERMS

Sapta Sindhu — The land of seven rivers in the Punjab and adjoining region, the Rig Veda's core geography.



The literature

Named explicitly in the syllabus. Get the four-fold structure and the chronological layering, because

questions frequently ask which text says what.

Four Vedas are the Rig, Sama, Yajur and Atharva, and the Rig Veda with its ten mandalas and about
1,028 hymns is the oldest, conventionally dated between 1500 and 1000 BCE.

Within the Rig Veda, mandalas two to seven are the family books and the oldest, while mandalas
one, eight, nine and ten are later, and the tenth contains the Purusha Sukta and the Nasadiya Sukta.
Sama Veda is largely Rig Vedic verse arranged for chanting and is the origin of Indian music; Yajur
Veda is the sacrificial formula manual in Shukla and Krishna recensions; Atharva Veda contains
charms, spells and popular practice.

Each Veda has four layers: the Samhita of hymns, the Brahmanas of ritual explanation, the
Aranyakas of forest texts, and the Upanishads of philosophical speculation.

Upanishads, of which roughly a dozen are principal, mark the shift from ritual to metaphysics,
developing Brahman, atman, karma and moksha, and the Chandogya's tat tvam asi and the
Brihadaranyaka's neti neti are the standard citations.

Vedangas, the six limbs of shiksha, kalpa, vyakarana, nirukta, chhanda and jyotisha, are the auxiliary
disciplines, and Panini's Ashtadhyayi of about the fifth to fourth century BCE is the summit of the
grammatical tradition.

Sutra literature, including the Shrautasutras on public sacrifice, the Grihyasutras on domestic ritual
and the Dharmasutras on law and conduct, follows and gives detailed social evidence.

Dating the Rig Veda rests on internal linguistic evidence, on the Boghazkoi synchronism and on the
absence of iron in the text, and the conventional range of 1500 to 1000 BCE for the Samhita is a
scholarly consensus rather than a fixed date.

Oral transmission was extraordinarily precise, preserved through mnemonic recitation techniques

including the pada, krama and ghana patterns, which is why the text is reliable even though it was
written down very late.

Rig Vedic society and polity

A pastoral, mobile, tribal society with limited hierarchy. The contrast with the later Vedic period is the

unit's central argument.

Economy was pastoral and cattle-centred, and the vocabulary proves it, since gavishti, literally
search for cattle, means war, and gopa and gomat denote status through cattle rather than land.
Agriculture existed but was secondary, with barley or yava the only grain clearly attested, and land
was neither individually owned nor a source of political power.

Political units were tribal, with the jana as the tribe and the rajan as its chief, chosen or accepted
rather than absolute, and the Panchajana of five tribes with the Bharatas and Purus prominent.
Sabha and samiti were assemblies limiting the rajan's authority, with the vidatha as an earlier
institution, and women are recorded as attending the sabha and vidatha in this period.

The rajan received bali as voluntary tribute rather than regular tax, and there was no standing army,
no bureaucracy and no territorial state.



Battle of the Ten Kings on the Parushni, in which the Bharata king Sudas defeated a confederacy, is
the Rig Veda's principal historical event and gives the earliest tribal geography.

Society was not yet varna-stratified in the later sense, and the Purusha Sukta of Mandala X, which
describes the four varnas emerging from the cosmic being, is a late addition and therefore evidence of
an emerging rather than an original order.

Women's position was comparatively better, with women composing hymns, Ghosha, Lopamudra,
Apala and Visvavara named among them, and with upanayana and education available to some.

Dasa and dasyu are described as dark, snub-nosed and speakers of a different tongue, and while
nineteenth century scholarship read these as racial descriptions of a conquered people, most
historians now treat them as cultural and linguistic othering rather than as evidence of race conflict.
Religion was naturalistic and sacrificial, with Indra, Agni, Varuna, Soma, Surya and Usha the
leading deities, no temples, no idols, and the yajna performed in the open.

The later Vedic transformation

The 2024 paper asked for the evolution of state institutions and taxation from the Rig Vedic to the later

Vedic period, so this section is the direct answer to a recent question.

Geographic shift moved the centre eastward from the Punjab to the Ganga-Yamuna doab, and the
Kuru-Panchala region becomes the heartland of later Vedic culture.

Iron, called shyama ayas or krishna ayas, appears in the later Vedic texts, and its association with
Painted Grey Ware sites at Hastinapura, Atranjikhera and Ahichchhatra is the archaeological anchor
of the period.

Economy shifted to settled agriculture, with rice, wheat, lentils and sugarcane joining barley, and
with land replacing cattle as the basis of wealth and status.

Political transformation followed, since a settled agrarian surplus can be taxed, so bali became a
regular exaction alongside bhaga and shulka, and the state acquired the means to maintain officials.
Rajan became territorial, with titles rising from rajan to samrat, virat, ekrat and bhoja, and the
elaborate consecration rituals of rajasuya, ashvamedha and vajapeya legitimated the new
sovereignty.

Officials multiply in the sources as the ratnins, the jewel-bearers, including the purohita, senani,
gramani, sangrahitri and bhagadugha, which is the earliest Indian list of an administrative
establishment.

Sabha and samiti decline, the vidatha disappears, and women lose their place in the assemblies,
which the Aitareya Brahmana's disparaging references to daughters confirm.

Varna hardened into a birth-based order, with the Brahmin and Kshatriya consolidating at the top,
the Vaishya as the productive taxpayer described as tribute-yielding, and the Shudra excluded from
ritual and from the sacred thread.

Epics and their period are debated, since the Mahabharata and Ramayana in their earliest layers
may reflect later Vedic conditions while their surviving form is far later, and the Painted Grey Ware
finds at Hastinapura are the standard archaeological connection made to the Mahabharata narrative.
Ritual elaboration reached its height in the Brahmanas, with sacrifices requiring many priests, long
duration and great expense, and it is precisely this elaboration that provoked the Upanishadic reaction
and later the heterodox challenge.



Rig Vedic Later Vedic

Geography Sapta Sindhu, Punjab Ganga-Yamuna doab, Kuru-Panchala
Economy Pastoral, cattle wealth, barley Settled agriculture, iron, land wealth
Polity Jana and tribal rajan, sabha and samiti Territorial janapada, samrat, ratnins
Revenue Bali as voluntary tribute Bali, bhaga and shulka as regular exaction
Varna Emerging, Purusha Sukta is late Birth-based and rigid, Shudra excluded
Women Compose hymns, attend assemblies Excluded from assemblies and ritual
Religion Indra, Agni, Varuna; simple yajna Prajapati, Rudra, Vishnu; elaborate ritual

Rig Vedic against later Vedic. Every question on transformation is answered from this contrast.

The evolution of varna

Named explicitly in the syllabus. Treat it as a process with a documented starting point, not as a timeless
system.

» Varna originally meant colour or covering, and its earliest Rig Vedic uses distinguish the arya from
the dasa rather than four ranked orders.

« Purusha Sukta, Rig Veda 10.90, gives the classic account of Brahmin, Kshatriya, Vaishya and Shudra
emerging from the mouth, arms, thighs and feet of the cosmic being, and its position in the latest
mandala is the key chronological fact.

» Later Vedic texts make the order explicit and hierarchical, and the Shudra's exclusion from
upanayana, from Vedic study and from the sacrifice is spelled out in the Brahmanas.

« Jati, the birth group defined by occupation and endogamy, is a later development and it is jati rather
than varna that structures actual social life, which is a distinction most scripts miss.

« Untouchability appears in its developed form only after the Vedic period, with the chandala the first
clearly excluded group, and it is documented in the Dharmasutras rather than in the Vedas.

- Economic basis underlies the change, since a settled agrarian society with surplus, warfare over land,
and specialised ritual creates the material conditions for a permanent division of function.

« R.S.Sharma argued the Vaishya became the taxpaying producer and the Shudra the servile labourer
as agriculture intensified, and Romila Thapar connects varna consolidation to the emergence of the
state.

 Flexibility persisted longer than the normative texts suggest, since Vishvamitra's transition from
Kshatriya to Brahmin in the tradition, and the non-kshatriya origins of the Nandas and Mauryas, both
indicate that practice lagged prescription.

Significance of the Vedic Age

The 2026 paper asked about its significance for social institutions, religious thought and intellectual
traditions. Answer at the level of what survived rather than what happened.

« Language is the largest legacy, since Sanskrit became the vehicle of Indian intellectual life for two
millennia and the parent of the north Indian languages.



» Social institutions established here persist, including varna as an ideological frame, the four
ashramas of student, householder, forest dweller and renunciant, the purusharthas of dharma,
artha, kama and moksha, and the samskaras.

» Religious thought supplied the vocabulary of everything after it, since Brahman, atman, karma,
moksha, dharma and yajna are Vedic terms that Buddhism and Jainism argued against and Vedanta
argued from.

- Philosophical foundation in the Upanishads underlies all six orthodox darshanas and Shankara,
Ramanuja and Madhva alike, so the Vedanta debate of the twelfth century is a commentary on texts
composed here.

« Ritual and legal tradition flows from the Kalpasutras into the Dharmashastra literature and thence
into the personal law that colonial courts administered, which is a line of continuity running to the
present.

« Political vocabulary of rajan, samrat, chakravartin, rajasuya and ashvamedha was used by dynasties
for two thousand years, and Samudragupta's ashvamedha revival is the clearest instance.

» Oral and pedagogic tradition, with its gurukula, its recitation techniques and its emphasis on
precise transmission, shaped Indian learning far beyond the Vedic corpus itself.

« The critical qualification for a balanced answer: the same period established birth-based hierarchy
and the exclusion of Shudras and of women from ritual and learning, and its significance is
therefore double-edged rather than uniformly positive.

How the unit is examined

Three questions in four years, on the Aryan problem, on state and taxation, and on significance. Each has
a preferred structure.

« Aryan questions should be answered by evidence type, taking linguistic, archaeological, literary and
genetic evidence in turn and stating what each can and cannot establish.

» Never present the Aryan question as settled in either direction, since the honest position separates the
movement of language from the movement of population.

» Transformation questions live on the Rig Vedic against later Vedic table, and reproducing that
contrast in structured form is the fastest route to full marks.

» Significance questions want continuity, so trace specific Vedic elements forward to later periods
rather than describing the age in isolation.

« Include the critical qualification on caste and gender in any significance answer, because an
uncritical celebration reads as devotional rather than historical.

Last-mile revision

» Boghazkoi about 1400 BCE names Indra, Mitra, Varuna, Nasatyas; Avestan closeness with daeva
and asura reversal.

» Rig Veda 10 mandalas, about 1028 hymns, family books two to seven oldest; Purusha Sukta in
Mandala X is late.

» Four layers: Samhita, Brahmana, Aranyaka, Upanishad; six Vedangas; Panini's Ashtadhyayi.

» Rig Vedic: gavishti means cattle raid, jana and rajan, sabha and samiti, bali voluntary, Battle of the
Ten Kings on the Parushni.



» Later Vedic: doab and Kuru-Panchala, shyama ayas and Painted Grey Ware, rajasuya ashvamedha
vajapeya, ratnins, bali bhaga shulka.

» Varna hardens, Shudra excluded from upanayana; jati and untouchability are post-Vedic
developments.

« Significance: Sanskrit, ashramas, purusharthas, Brahman and atman, Vedanta, political
vocabulary, with the caste and gender qualification.

Common errors to avoid

» Using the Purusha Sukta as evidence of original Rig Vedic varna. It sits in the latest mandala and
shows the order emerging.

» Presenting the Aryan question as settled. Language movement and population continuity are
different claims and the evidence separates them.

» Confusing varna with jati. Varna is the four-fold ideological scheme; jati is the endogamous
occupational group that actually orders society.

» Saying untouchability is Vedic. The chandala appears later and untouchability is documented in
the Dharmasutras.

» Treating the later Vedic period as merely a continuation. It reverses the position of women,
hardens varna, and creates territorial monarchy and regular taxation.

Mains Practice

Analyze the significance of the Vedic Age in shaping the social institutions, religious
thoughts and intellectual traditions of ancient India.
15 marks - 200 words - 2026

Discuss the evolution of State institution and the taxation system from the Rigvedic to the
later Vedic period.
15 marks - 200 words - 2024

How do the comparative study of languages, archaeological sources and the vast corpus of
Vedic literature help determine the Aryan problem?
15 marks - 200 words - 2023




