
StudyMaterialforB.ASem-II,History(General)

Ajivikas-TheirHistoryandPhilosophy

The Ajivikas belonged to an ancientIndian sectofnaked wandering

asceticswhobelievedinkarma,fatalism andextremepassivity.Theywere

apopularsectduringthereignofBindusara,theMauryanemperor.Heand

his wife were said to be followers ofthis section.The sectis also

mentionedintheedictsofAsoka.

ThesectwasfoundedpriortothefoundingofBuddhism andthrivedfora

verylongtimebeforeitdisappearedcompletely,liketheLokayatasand

manyothersects.Initsheydaysduringthe6thCenturyBCEthesect

enjoyed considerable following,butdisappeared graduallydue to the

intense prejudice againstits doctrines by established religions like

Brahmanism,Jainism andBuddhism andalsobecauseitwaspatronized

mostlybypeople oflowercastes who were considered unclean and

untouchable.Somebeliefsandpracticesofthesectseem tohavefound

theirwayintoBuddhism,Jainism andHinduism

Whateverweknowaboutthissectcomestousintheform offragmentary

referencesfoundintheBuddhistandJaintextsandtheyarenotreliable

sourcesofinformation.TheBarabarcavesbelongingtotheAjivikasectare

locatedinthestateofBihar.

ItispossiblethateventhewordAjivikas(lifelessbeings)mightbea

derogatoryreferencetothesectusedbyitsrivalsoutofscornandnotthe

actualnameofthesect.Sincewedonotknow whattheywereactually



called,wehavenooptionbuttousethisterm toreferthissect,whichat

onewasoneofthemostpopularascetictraditionsinIndiaoutsidethefold

ofBrahmanism.Gosala probablytaughtthedoctrineofinaction asa

solutiontopreventtheformationofkarma.Thesectprobablyallowedlife

orfate to unfold itselfwithoutany interruption from the willfuland

intentionalactionsofindividuals.Sinceitimpliedshowingnosignofactive

involvementothers mighthave called them people who lead lifeless

existence.

TheAjivikasexistedasanorganizedasceticsectinancientIndialong

beforethebirthoftheBuddhaandMahaviraandenjoyedwidespread

popularityamongpeoplewholivedonthefringesofVedicsocietyas

dasyus,dasasandlowcastepeople.

Itwasessentiallyatribal,ruralandfolktraditionthatacquiredastatusof

itsownduetothedepthofitsappealanddoctrinethatdiscountedalleffort

andpromotedsurrendertotheflowoflifeasdictatedbythewillofGod.It

wasadoctrinethatemphasizedflowingwithflow ratherthanagainstit.

Theconceptofsanyasaorrenunciationofeffortagreesessentiallywiththe

doctrineoftheAjivikas,becausetheybelievedthathumaneffortwasa

wasteoftimeandenergysinceman'sfatewasalreadypredeterminedby

thewillofGodandthebestwaytoenjoyitwastoflowwithit,acceptinglife

asitwashandedoutbyGod'splanandlivingwithoutremorseandregret.

AccordingtotraditionboththeBuddhaandMahaviraspentsometimein

thecompanyofMakkaliGosala,oneofthechiefproponentsofAjivikasect,

whoprobablylivedbetween560and484BC.TheJaintextsindicatea

possiblerivalryandevenconfrontationbetweentheMahaviraandGosala.

TheJainversionofthestorysuggeststhataftertheirconfrontation,Gosala



diedindisgrace,havingadmittedtohisweaknessesandcharacterflaws.

However,thismaynotbeentirelytrue.

WhilewedonotknowwhatexactlytheAjivikasbelievedorpracticed,we

haveindicationstobelievethattheypracticedanancientform ofSaivism,

and theirdoctrineshad someaffinitywiththeancientPasupathaand

Kalamukhasects.TheAjivikasprobablywanderedasnakedmonks,likethe

monksoftheDigambarasectofJainism,beggingforalmsinthevillages

and using magic and fortune-telling to attractpeople and gain their

attention.Whilewehavenoclearevidence,itisbelievedthatBindusara,the

fatherofAsoka,patronizedAjivikasandhimselfmighthavebecomean

Ajivikainthelaterpartofhislife.

Muchofwhatweknowaboutthissectcomestousfrom theinformation

wehaveaboutthelifeandteachingsofMakkaliGosala,whowasprobably

oneofthemostpopularreligiouspersonalitiesofhistime.Borninalow

castefamilyofhumblebackground,Gosaladerivedhisnamebecauseof

hisbirthinacowshed(Gosala)ofawealthymerchantnamedGobahula,

wherehisfatherlefthismotherBhaddawhenshewaspregnant.According

toanotherlegend,hewasslavewhoescapedfrom hismasterwithoutany

clothesandthereafterbecameanakedwanderingascetic.

GosalawasinspiredinhisearlylifebyhisownfatherMankha,areligious

bardwho madealiving bysellingimages.Althoughhecamefrom a

humblefamily,hehadareligiousbentofmindandbecameacquaintedwith

theVaisheshikaandSamkhyaphilosophies.

Butforseveralyearshecontinuedtoleadanormalfamilylife,followinghis

father'soccupation,beforehewasdrawntotheAjivikasect.Hisasceticism,



knowledgeand sincerityattracted theattentionofmanyAjivikaswho,

accordingtoBhagavatisutra,believedhim tobetheir24thThirthankara.His

popularitydrew tohim manyeducatedurbanpeoplefrom highercastes,

includingpeoplefrom princelyfamiliessuchastheGautamaandMahavira,

whoasyoungaspirants,dissatisfiedwiththeVedictraditionsandritualism,

werelookingatthattimeformoremeaningfulanswerstotheexistential

problemsofhumanlife.

AccordingtotraditionMahaviraspentaboutsixyearsinthecompanyof

GosalawhileGautamaspentaboutthreeorfouryears.(Accordingtosome

historians Buddha was born afterthe passing awayofGosala).The

AvashyakasutraofJinaDasastatesthatGosalapartedwayswithhistwo

famousdisciplesbecauseofsomeirreconcilabledifferencesoversome

doctrinalissues.Theseparation resulted in somerivalryand religious

debatesbetweenAjivikasandthefollowersofJainism andBuddhism.But

itdidnotdentthepopularityofGosalaortheAjivikasect.Afterthisincident,

GosalastayedatSravasthiinthehouseofapotterwomanandcontinued

hispreachingandpracticeoftheAjivikadoctrine.Duringthisperiodhealso

codifiedthescripturesofAjivikasinconsultationwiththeotherluminaries

ofthesect.Thelastpartofhislifewasspentinsilence,danceand

drunkenness.Duringthelastmomentsofhislifehesaidtohaveremarked

thattheform ofHallah1 (God)wasliketherootofabambooandone

shouldplayitlikevina,amusicalinstrument.

TheteachingsofGosalaweresupposedtohavebeencompiledintoan

ancientDravidiantextcalledNavakadir,fragmentsofwhichcannow be

foundinthefamousTamilnovel,Manimekalai.Somehistoriansdraw a

similaritybetweenthelivesofGosalaandJesus.



SomeessentialelementsofAjivikadoctrineareavailabletousintheJain

andBuddhisttexts.Butsincethesearetheinterpretationsofrivalsects,

oneneedtoview them withacertaindegreeofcautionandskepticism.

ThesetextsdescribethatGosalabelievedinNiyatiorpredeterminism,

whichismoreorlessakintowhatismorepopularlyknowninthewestas

fatalism.Accordingtothisdoctrine2, theworldevolvesandmovesina

predeterminedway,liketheunfoldingofthedesignofatreehiddeninits

seed.Thereisnoplaceforfreewillintheeventsoftheworldorinthebirth

anddeathofbeings.Beingsarenotbornontheirownaccordoraccording

totheirfreewill.Everythinghappensaccordingtoapredeterminedplanor

niyatibased on its naturalstate (svabhava) and some fortuitous

occurrence(sangati).

AccordingtotheBuddhistandJainsources,Ajivikasbelievedinfaterather

than karma.Gosala said to have believed thatthe suffering and evil

experiencedbyabeingcamenotfrom hispreviouskarmabutfrom thefate

towhichhewassubject.

TheAjivikasdiscountedallhumaneffort.Everythingcameoutoffateand

nothingcouldbedonetochangeit.Sotherewasnousefightingagainstit.

Theybelievedthatthenumberofsoulswasinfinite.Theyalsobelievedin

thereincarnationofsoulsandcyclesofcreation.Theyuseddanceand

musictoachieveecstaticstatesofconsciousness.Theyindulgedinthe

resuscitation ofthe dead through esoteric practice ofvitalenergy

transference,called pauttaparihara.Itisbelieved thatthedoctrineof

GosalahadsomeaspectsoftheatomictheoryoftheVaisheshikasandthe

philosophy ofSamkhya.They also practiced some weird forms of

meditation,suchasswingingfrom thetreesinabatlikeposture(vagguli-



vata).

AccordingtosomeversionstheAjivikaswereanatheisticsect.Howeverit

ispossiblethattheAjivikasactuallybelievedinthewillofGodwhichis

synonymouswithfateandsurrenderedto itwithoutquestion,likethe

presentdaySanyasis/SinceBuddhism andJainism didnotbelieveinthe

existenceofabsoluteGodnorinanydivinedesignhiddenincreationor

unfoldingoflife,theymighthaveinterpretedthebeliefsandpracticesof

Ajivikasasfatalistictoprovetheirpoint.

Thedifferencesamong Ajivikas,Buddhistsand Jainswasmainlywith

regardtotheroleofanindividualinsufferingandthenatureofkarma.

AccordingtooneversiondifferencesarosebetweenGosalaandMahavira

because some two close followers of Mahavira,Savvanubhutiand

Sunakkhatta,bothwomen,defectedtoGosala.

TheAjivikadoctrinewasprobablyastepaheadofSamkhya'sbasicnotion

thatthecausewasalwayshiddeninitseffect.Howeveritisnotclearhow

theyreconciledwiththeSamkhya'sassertionthatPrakritiornaturewasan

unintelligentandmechanicalforceoritsbeliefinthenonexistenceofGod.

The doctrine ofGosala consisted ofsix parts:gain (labham),loss

(alabham),happiness(sukham),sorrow (duham),life(jiviyam)anddeath

(maranam).Thesearethepairsofopposites,whichaccordingtoBuddhism,

Jainism and Hinduism,need to be transcended to overcome human

sufferingandbecomefree.WhilewearenotsureinwhatcontextGosala

usedtheseprinciples,itispossiblethathemighthaveshownhisfollowers

thewaytotranscendthem andachieveequanimityofthemind.

ItisinterestingthatapopularsectlikeAjivikasdisappearedcompletely



from theIndiansoil.TheincreasingpopularityofBuddhism andJainism,

somedoctrinalissuesthatweredifficulttopracticeanduphold,lackof

royalpatronageandtheabsenceofleadershipfollowingthedepartureof

Gosalamighthavecontributedtothedecline.Theirreligioustextswerenot

preserved probablybecausetheywere notcomposed in Sanskritand

incomprehensibleandunacceptabletotheancientVedicscholars.Partof

theirphilosophymighthavefounditswayintosomeancientSaivasects

andsomepopularHindubeliefs.Accordingtosomeinscriptionsaform of

Ajivikasectmighthavesurvivedaslateas13thor14thcentury.However

wearenotsurewhetherthenamewasusedtoreferactualAjivikasector

followers ofdigambara sectofJainism.Although ithas disappeared

altogether,theAjivikasectseemstohaveleftitsfootprintsintheSaivism

ofthe PostMauryan period and the popularityofits sects like the

KalamukhasandKapalikas.


