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The Early Upanisads

Brhadaranyaka and the Chandogya, although I will deal with some of the doctrines 
of the Samkhya and Yoga traditions and with the monotheistic and devotional ten­
dencies that underlie several later Upanisads.

In this introduction I have avoided speaking of “the philosophy of the 
Upanisads,” a common feature of most introductions to their translations.1 These 
documents were composed over several centuries and in various regions, and it is 
futile to try to discover a single doctrine or philosophy in them. Different theologi­
ans, philosophers, and pious readers down the centuries both in India and abroad 
have discovered different “truths” and “philosophies?’ in them. That has been, after 
all, the common fate of scriptures in all religions. Even in the future, that is an en­
terprise best left to the readers themselves, and the prudent translator will try to step 
aside and not get in their way.

The Social Background of the Upanisads

Modern scholarship has unveiled to some degree the distant and long-forgotten past 
of northern India. Prior to the middle of the second millennium BCE, this region was 
probably populated by numerous groups of diverse ethnic and linguistic back­
grounds. About most of them we know very little. About one group, however, we 
have a wealth of information unearthed by archaeologists early in the twentieth 
century. This group of people built an urban civilization along the Indus River 
(hence the name Indus Valley Civilization); it lasted from around 2300 until the 
middle of the second millennium bce and centered on the two major cities of 
Harappa and Mohenjo Daro.2 This urban civilization died without exerting any no­
ticeable influence on the civilizations that followed.

At about the time when the Indus Valley Civilization became extinct, according 
to the commonly accepted theory, there took place a relatively large migration of 
people from the west into the upper Indus Valley.3 They were a pastoral but mili­
tarily powerful people who called themselves arya (literally, ‘noble’ or ‘honorable’; 
whence the word Aryan). Modern linguistic studies have demonstrated that the lan­
guage of these people, the language in which the ancient vedic literature including 
the Upanisads was written and which later came to be known as Sanskrit, belongs to

1. For an eminently readable yet accurate, unbiased, and brief presentation of the main doctrinal 
themes of the Upanisads, 1 refer the reader to Brereton 1990.

2. For information about this civilization see B. and F. R. Allchin, The Rise of Civilisation in India 
and Pakistan (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1982); Gregory L. Possehl (ed.). Ancient Cities 
of the Indus (Durham, NC: Carolina Academic Press, 1979); Gregory L. Possehl (ed.), Harappan Civili­
zation: A Contemporary Perspective (Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1982).

3. The Aryan migration theory has been challenged recently by several archaeologists: see Colin 
Renfrew, Archaeology and Language: The Puzzle of Indo-European Origins (London: Jonathan Cape, 
1987). Even though the migration theory possibly needs revisions and the Aryan migrations may have 
occurred at different times and at a much earlier period, I think the preponderance of evidence still sup­
ports the view that there was an Aryan migration into India in the second millennium BCE and that the 
language of the Veda reflects the language of those Aryans. For the most recent study of this question by 
leading archeologists and textual scholars, see The Indo-Aryans of Ancient South Asia, ed. G. Erdosy 
(Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 1995).
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Introduction

a family of languages (generally referred to as Indo-European) that includes Greek, 
Latin, and most of the modem European and northern Indian languages, as well as 
the ancient and modern languages of Iran. This distribution of languages suggests 
that a related group of nomadic pastoral people migrated across Europe and toward 
the east, settling first in Iran and finally in northern India.

The Aryans who came into India first settled the fertile land of the upper Indus 
tributaries (the area of present-day Punjab) but soon migrated farther east into the 
Ganges Valley. Although the material culture of the Aryans was much inferior to 
that of the Indus Valley Civilization—urban culture, for example, would not rise 
again for another thousand years—they left behind a vast corpus of literature, the 
Vedas, and for this reason the Aryan civilization from the time of the composition 
of the earliest Rgvedic hymns, probably in the last few centuries of the second mil­
lennium bce, until about the fifth century bce is known as the Vedic Civilization.4

The Aryans dominated the native populations across much of northern India. 
Their military prowess may have had many causes, but the horse and the horse- 
drawn chariots that they possessed must have been an important factor. The horse 
remained a central symbol of royal power in ancient India, and the horse-sacrifice 
that figures so prominently in the opening chapter of the Brhadaranyaka Upanisad 
became the primary ritual expression of that power. But their domination was not 
necessarily numerical. “The evidence of widespread settlement in the Ganga Valley 
by the late 2nd millennium B.C.,” Erdosy (1988, 101) points out, “would suggest, 
that numerically the native population would have been overwhelmingly dominant.” 
It is this blend of indigenous and Aryan peoples that constituted vedic society.

The subjugated non-Aryans appear to have been by and large relegated to the 
lower class of an emerging quadripartite social structure: (1) the elite ruling cum 
military class generally referred to as Ksatriya; (2) the hereditary priestly class of 
Brahmins; (3) the large group of peasants and artisans known as Vaisya; and finally 
(4) the Sudra group, which included a motley array of people, including subjugated 
non-Aryans, servants, and slaves. These four social groups were called varna (lit., 
‘color’), the first three consisting at least in theory of Aryans.

These groups were not as watertight as the later caste divisions of Indian soci­
ety, and there appears to have been some mobility across the groups. The varna 
division of society, however, has remained from the vedic period until modem times 
the primary theological and theoretical conception of society in India,5 and it under­
lies much of the discussion in the Upanisads. By the time of the latest hymns of the 
Rgveda, probably the early centuries of the first millennium BCE, the varna division 
of society had become theologically so central that a creation hymn (RV 10.90) de­
picts the emergence of the four classes from the mouth (Brahmin), arms (Ksatriya), 
loins (Vaisya), and feet (Sudra) of a primeval man (purusa), whose sacrifice and 
dismemberment created the universe.

4. The best and the most accurate description of vedic society drawn from literary sources is Rau 
1957. Witzel (1987, 1997b, 1997c) has provided the first ever social history of the vedic texts. Accessi­
ble, though somewhat dated, studies on vedic religion and mythology are: Macdonell 1898; Keith 1925.

5. For  a discussion of the varna ideology and its use as a classificatory principle, see Smith 1994.
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The Early Upanisads ■
How much influence the non-Aryan religious and cultural traditions may have 

sxerted on the dominant vedic culture has been a matter of much debate and contro­
versy. That there must have been some influence is unquestionable, but to identify 
specific non-Aryan elements of vedic culture is, I believe, a nearly impossible and 
in altogether futile enterprise.6 As Erdosy (1988, 101) has argued, the very durabil- 
ty of the social order that the Aryan migrants created indicates that the Aryans may 
lave utilized and exploited the social divisions of the non-Aryan groups themselves. 
1 is likely that the elites of these groups were co-opted into the Ksatriya ruling class 
md that the Brahmin priestly class incorporated both Aryan and non-Aryan ritual 
ipecialists. The Aryans themselves soon lost any collective memory they may have 
tad of having migrated from the west; none of the early vedic texts preserves any 
;uch memory.

The influence of the native peoples was probably most marked in the economic 
trea. The Aryans, who had been nomadic cattle herders, adopted much of the eco- 
lomic system of the natives; the economy of the vedic society along the Ganges 
/alley during circa 1000-600 BCE was by and large an agricultural one, although 
tnimal husbandry, especially cattle, continued to play an important role, and cows 
were the symbol of wealth. Rice, a native cereal of the Ganges region, became their 
staple food. There is also evidence of crafts, especially pottery, textile, and metal 
work. The vedic texts themselves attest to the existence of trade and traders.7 The 
iconomy, however, was primarily agricultural and was based on villages; vedic so­
ciety remained primarily village-based until about the sixth century BCE.

Beyond the villages and their internal organization, there were broader political 
inits run by chieftains who ruled over many villages. “Already in the 10th—7th 
centuries B.C.,” Erdosy (1988, 55) claims, “we can see the presence of a two-tier 
lierarchy of settlements, and suggest that the largest centre existed to control the 
novement and processing of raw materials, exploiting its position at the boundary 
yf two zones with distinct resources.” These chiefdoms were probably the largest 
political units during this period, controlling crafts and commerce, collecting taxes 
md tributes, and exercising military and judicial powers.

By the late vedic period these units had been sufficiently consolidated so that 
we can speak of the emergence of kingdoms and a monarchical form of government 
dong the Ganges. By about the sixth century bce—that is, during the period of the 
first Upanisads—many relatively large kingdoms had been created. Kings and roy­
alty, as the Upanisadic evidence itself indicates, began to play an increasing role 
both in the political economy of northern India and in the area of religious thinking 
and institutions.

A major issue regarding late vedic society is urbanization. After the demise of 
the urban civilization of Harappa and Mohenjo Daro, northern Indian society was 
essentially village-based. The available archaeological and literary data indicate the 
rise of cities along the Ganges Valley between the sixth and fourth centuries bce.8

6. For a discussion of this issue, see Olivelle 1993, 68-69.
7. SeeRau 1957, 28.
8. The most recent and very readable study of the archaeological evidence for the emergence of 

cities and states in the Ganges Valley in the sixth to fourth centuries BCE is Erdosy 1988.
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Introduction

The cities functioned as administrative, commercial, and military centers of the 
kingdoms. “If the previous period’s findings indicated a chiefdom,” writes Erdosy 
(1988, 116), “here we may justifiably argue for the first emergence of a state level 
of political organization.” These relatively large realms facilitated commerce and 
travel, permitting not only the distribution of goods but also the dissemination of 
religious ideas and institutions.

It is, however, uncertain whether the urbanization of the Ganges Valley oc­
curred before or after the composition of the early prose Upanisads and what influ­
ence, if any, it had on the development of Upanisadic thought. The society and 
culture reflected in these documents, nevertheless, are far different from those of the 
early vedic period. At least some of the new ideas and institutions, especially asceti­
cism and celibacy,91 believe, reflect, if not an urban environment, then at least one 
that is in the process of urbanization. The vast geography known to the Upanisads 
indicates the relative ease of travel and commerce across much of northern India. 
They refer to the Gandhara region of the northwest and the Videha region of the 
southeast, two regions separated by over 1,600 kilometers. People traveled long 
distances not only to trade but also to acquire knowledge (BU 3.3.1). It is also inter­
esting in this context to note that there are very few agricultural metaphors and im­
ages in the Upanisads, while examples derived from crafts such as weaving, pottery, 
and metallurgy are numerous. These crafts, of course, could appear in village life, 
but the dominance of craft metaphors at least suggests a milieu somewhat removed 
from the agricultural routine of villages. A close reading of these texts suggests to 
me that, by and large, their social background consists of court and crafts, rather 
than village and agriculture. The later verse Upanisads were certainly composed 
after the rise of urbanization and possibly even after the creation of the Maurya em­
pire in the late fourth century BCE.

The Literary History of the Upanisads

The Upanisads, on the one hand, are portions of a large body of sacred texts collec­
tively known as the Veda and are thus an integral part of the fundamental scriptures 
of most people we have come to call “Hindif; it is in this manner that the Upanisads 
have been transmitted through the centuries, and we should, therefore, consider their 
position within the broader vedic corpus. They are, on the other hand, documents 
composed and edited by individuals at given moments in history and in specific 
geographical locations; we, therefore, need to look at the history of their composi­
tion.

The Upanisads within the Vedic Corpus

In the brief introductions to individual Upanisads, I identify each as belonging to a 
particular branch of the Veda. The literature of the Veda was produced by and

9. For a summary of how this new urbanization may have affected religious ideas and institutions, 
see Olivelle 1993, 55-58.
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The Early Upanisads

largely intended for Brahmins. Different families of Brahmins became specialists in 
different aspects of the many and complicated sacrifices that dominated their lives 
and thought. These specialized family traditions developed into the vedic 
“branches” (sakha, sometimes also translated as “school”) within which specialized 
ritual texts were produced and transmitted. The literary structure of the vedic cor­
pus, therefore, mirrors the division of the priestly community into branches special­
izing in different aspects of the complex sacrificial ritual.10

The Veda is broadly divided into three sections: Rgveda, Samaveda, and Ya- 
jurveda, but in time a fourth, the Atharvaveda, came to be added to these three.11 
The first identity of a Brahmin is determined by his affiliation to one of these vedic 
traditions; I will explain below the different priestly functions associated with each. 
Further “branching” of the vedic traditions took place as a result of numerous fac­
tors, including geographical location, ritual specialization, and doctrinal and ritual 
disputes.

Each of these vedic branches has as its foundational text a “collection” 
(Samhita) of verses or liturgical formulas12 and a prose text (Brahmana) explaining 
the meaning of the liturgy (see Fig. I). The Samhita of each Veda is by and large 
common to all its branches, even though some may have their own recension of it, 
while each branch has its own Brahmana. The Brahmanas were not the work of sin­
gle authors, and periodic additions were made to them. These additions included 
esoteric material explaining the hidden meanings of ritual actions and words. Some 
of these esoteric sections of the Brahmanas came to be called Aranyakas (texts that 
were to be recited in the wilderness outside the village), while others came to be 
called Upanisads. The distinction between these two groups of texts is not altogether 
clear, since both deal with similar material; some of the Upanisads, such as the Ai- 
tareya, are embedded within their respective Aranyakas, while others, such as the 
Brhadaranyaka (lit. ‘Great Aranyaka’), are viewed as both Aranyaka and Upanisad. 
Cosmological and metaphysical topics generally occupy a more central position in 
the Upanisads, however, than in the Aranyakas, and the Upanisads are, by and large, 
later than the Aranyakas. Figure 1 illustrates the position of the early Upanisads 
within the framework of the vedic corpus.

The vedic texts, including the Upanisads, were composed and at first transmit­
ted from generation to generation orally and within their respective vedic branches. 
The reader will observe, and I have frequently pointed out in the notes, the many 
instances where the oral nature of the Upanisads is manifest, as when the author 
uses deictic pronouns ‘this’ and ‘this’ to refer to his two eyes, or ‘this (here)’ and 
‘that (over there)’ to refer to the earth (or something on earth) and the sun. The
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10. For a survey of this literature, see M. Wintemitz, A History of Indian Literature, tr. S. Ketkar, 
Vol. 1 (New Delhi: Oriental Books Reprint Corp., 1972); J. Gonda, Vedic Literature (Wiesbaden: Har- 
rassowitz, 1975). For the social history of these texts, see Witzel 1987, 1989, 1997b, 1997c.

11. The Atharvaveda is not directly connected with the vedic liturgical tradition and incorporates 
beliefs and rituals from traditions of healing and magic. Upanisads ascribed to the Atharvaveda are 
generally late and were probably composed as independent documents outside the vedic branches.

12. The Samhita of the Rgveda is in verse and contains 1,028 hymns divided into ten books; the 
Samhita of the Samaveda consists mostly of Rgvedic verses set to music; and the Samhita of the Yajur- 
veda is in prose and contains formulas that are recited during a sacrifice.
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The Early Upanisads

writing down of these documents did not take place for perhaps a thousand years, 
but the transmission was, nonetheless, very faithful—more accurate, I might add, 
than most manuscript traditions—and the priestly tradition developed many, often 
artificial, devices to ensure a faithful transmission.

Toward the last centuries BCE and certainly by the first centuries of the common 
era, the role of the sacrifice within religion and of the vedic branches within 
Brahmanical learning became less significant. Specialized traditions of learning 
(sosfra) came into existence, first Sanskrit grammar and then others such as relig­
ious law (Dharmasastra), political science (Arthasastra), and medicine, traditions 
that cut across vedic branches. Even within ritual and religious practice, Brahmani­
cal thought came to consider the literature of all vedic branches—that is, the totality 
of the Veda—as authoritative over individuals in every vedic branch. The Upa­
nisads themselves became somewhat detached from their respective vedic branches 
and became the common property of all Brahmins under the generic title “Vedanta,” 
meaning the end or conclusion and, in an extended sense, the essence of the Veda.

An early effort, probably within the first five hundred years of the common era, 
to make a systematic presentation of Vedantic doctrines is the Vedantasiitra (or 
Brahmasutra) ascribed to Badarayana.13 The Upanisads came to be considered the 
section of the Veda containing salvific knowledge (jhanakanda), whereas the other 
sections contained information about rites (karmakanda). As the revealed source of 
knowledge, therefore, the Upanisads became the basic scriptural authority for most 
later Indian theological traditions.

Given the importance of these basic texts, numerous documents, often espous­
ing sectarian viewpoints, were composed with the title “Upanisad,” and, at least 
among some segments of the population, they enjoyed the authority and sanctity 
attached to the Vedas; most of these late texts are ascribed to the Atharvaveda. Such 
Upanisads continued to be produced possibly as late as the sixteenth century ce and 
number in the hundreds. In the first half of the second millennium CE, furthermore, 
the early Upanisads were detached from the Brahmanas of which they were a part 
and, together with these later Upanisads, gathered into collections; the number of 
Upanisads included in these collections varied according to the region, 52 being a 
common number in the north and 108 in the south.14

The Composition of the Upanisads

The second issue relating to the literary history of the Upanisads concerns their 
composition. Who were their authors? When and where were they composed?15

13. See The Vedanta Sutras of Badarayana with the Commentary by Sankara. Tr. by G. Thibaut (2 
parts; SBE 34, 38; Oxford: 1890-96; repr. New York: Dover Publications, 1962).

14. For  an account of these collections, the translation of fifty into Persian (Oupnikhat) in 1656, and 
the European encounter with these collections, see Deussen 1966, 33-38. For a study on the date of the 
late Upanisads and Upanisadic collections, see Sprockhoff 1976, 9-26, 277-95.

15. These are, of course, historical questions. Theologically, the Brahmanical tradition considers 
the Vedas as revelation. The mainstream view is that they are without human or divine authors; they are 
self-existent knowledge (veda literally means ‘knowledge') ‘heard’ by ancient seers (hence s'ruti or 
‘hearing’ is another term for Veda). Others consider the Vedas to have been revealed by God.
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Introduction

These are difficult questions to answer, because the Upanisads have come down to 
us as anonymous documents and, apart from evidence internal to the texts them­
selves, no external evidence exists regarding their authorship or dates.

Authorship: The issue of authorship is complicated by the fact that some of the 
earliest and largest Upanisads—at least the Brhadaranyaka, the Chandogya, and the 
Kausitaki—are anthologies of material that must have existed as independent texts 
before their incorporation into these Upanisads by an editor or a series of editors. 
Several such source texts are included in more than one Upanisad, leading us to be­
lieve that the editors at least partly drew upon a common stock of episodes and 
teachings.16

Some of this source material consists of dialogues, debates, and formal teach­
ings by famous teachers of the time, who are identified. Prominent among these are 
Yajnavalkya (in the BU), Uddalaka Aruni (in the CU), Janaka, Pravahana Jaivali, 
Ajatasatru, Sandilya, and Satyakama Jabala.17 Many of these are, of course, Brah­
mins, who were not only priests but also the theologians and teachers within the 
social hierarchy of the time. It is, therefore, surprising that several prominent teach­
ers of Upanisadic doctrines are presented as kings, or at least as belonging to the 
Ksatriya class. The Ksatriya contribution to Upanisadic thought has been an issue 
long debated among scholars. Many have gone so far as to claim that the creative 
and new elements of Upanisadic doctrines were the creation of Ksatriyas.18

The Upanisads themselves appear to lend support to such a view. They record 
numerous episodes where a Brahmin or a group of Brahmins who claim to be 
learned are worsted in debate by a Ksatriya, who then goes on to teach a new doc­
trine to them. King Pravahana Jaivali, for example, claims that the famous doctrine 
of the five fires “had never reached the Brahmins. As a result in all the worlds gov­
ernment has belonged exclusively to royalty” (CU 5.3.7). Similar episodes are 
narrated with reference to kings Asvapati Kaikeya (CU 5.11-24), Ajatasatru (BU 
2.1), and others.

The relationship between the priestly and royal classes in ancient India was 
complex. At one level it was symbiotic; the cooperation between these two groups, 
in whose hands power was concentrated, permitted both to thrive. At another level, 
the two groups were rivals for power and prestige. The entire Brahmanical ideology 
of society and the science and practice of ritual were designed, on the one hand, to 
enhance Ksatriya power and, on the other, to ensure the recognition by the Ksatriyas 
that the source of their power was the Brahmin. It is naive, therefore, to accept the 
literary evidence of the Upanisads regarding their Ksatriya authorship at face value 
and as historical fact. Surely, these documents were composed and transmitted by

16. The episode relating to the disclosure of the doctrine of five fires is found in BU 6.2; CU 5.3- 
10; KsU 1.1-2; and elsewhere (see Bodewitz 1973, 110-23; Schmithausen 1994). Further, BU 6.1-3 
corresponds to CU 5.1-10.

17. For a study of these thinkers, see Ruben 1947.
18. See, e.g., Deussen 1966, 17-21; Horsch 1966, 427-41. Some scholars have explained the non­

standard Sanskrit phrases occurring in some Upanisads as due to the influence of a hypothetical Ksatriya 
dialect of Sanskrit.
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The Early Upanisads

Brahmins. Why, then, did they deliberately include episodes that placed them at a 
disadvantage vis-a-vis the royal class? There must have been political, religious, 
economic, and even literary reasons for including or creating these episodes. We 
must bear in mind that the Brahmin community itself was not a monolithic entity. 
The most we can say is that some segments of the Brahmanical community must 
have perceived it as advantageous to present doctrines they favored as coming from 
the royal elite.19

This is not to deny, however, that the nobility surrounding the kings played a 
part in the intellectual and religious life of the time. Indeed, at a time not too distant 
from the early Upanisads, we have new religions such as Buddhism and Jainism 
rising in approximately the same geographic region of northern India, religions 
whose founders are considered to have come from the royal class. The doctrines of 
the devotional religions that became part of Brahmanism are also depicted as being 
taught by people belonging to that class, people such as Krsna and Rama, who are 
viewed as incarnations of god Visnu. What is important, however, is not whether a 
particular doctrine originated among the Ksatriyas, but that the new religious cli­
mate in northern India, of which the Upanisads were a part, was created through the 
intellectual interaction among “new thinkers” within both groups.

The early Upanisads also present at least two women, Gargi Vacaknavi (BU 
3.6, 8) and Maitreyl, the wife of Yajnavalkya (BU 2.4; 4.5), as participating in 
theological disputes and discussions. The fact that these women are introduced 
without any attempt to justify or to explain how women could be engaged in theo­
logical matters suggests the relatively high social and religious position of at least 
women of some social strata during this period. This is confirmed by a ritual for 
obtaining "a learned daughter" recorded in BU 6.4.17.

Chronology: In spite of claims made by some,20 in reality, any dating of these 
documents that attempts a precision closer than a few centuries is as stable as a 
house of cards. The scholarly consensus, well founded I think, is that the Brhad- 
aranyaka and the Chandogya are the two earliest Upanisads. We have seen, how­
ever, that they are edited texts, some of whose sources are much older than others. 
The two texts as we have them are, in all likelihood, pre-Buddhist; placing them in 
the seventh to sixth centuries bce may be reasonable, give or take a century or so.21 
The three other early prose Upanisads—Taittiriya, Aitareya, and Kausitaki—come

19. For a more extended discussion of this point, see Olivelle 1993, 61-62.
20. See, e.g., the precise dating of various Upanisadic thinkers by Ruben (1947): Sandilya, 670-640 

bce; Uddiilaka Aruni and Yajnavalkya, 640-610 bce; and Svetaketu, 610-580 bce
21. Much of the chronology of the Upanisads and of other ancient texts depends on the date of the 

Buddha’s death. The generally accepted date of around 486 BCE has been challenged recently. Becherf s 
dating of 355-375 bce (“The Date of the Buddha Reconsidered.” Indologica Taurinensia, 10 (1981): 29- 
36) has been supported by Erdosy using archaeological data (“The Archaeology of Early Buddhism,” in 
N. K. Wagle and F. Watanabe (eds.), Studies on Buddhism in Honour of Professor A. K. Warder 
(Toronto: University of Toronto Centre for South Asian Studies, 1993), 40-56. If the latter date is ac­
cepted, which I favor, then the dates of the early Upanisads should be pushed forward a century or so (see 
Witzel 1989,241-51).
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Introduction

next- all are probably pre-Buddhist and can be assigned to the sixth to fifth centuries 
BCE.

The Kena is the oldest of the verse Upanisads and contains many of the themes, 
such as the search for the one god who is both the creator and the agent of liberation 
for humans, that recur in the four subsequent verse Upanisads. Of these, the oldest is 
probably the Katha, followed by Isa, Svetasvatara,22 and Mundaka. All exhibit 
strong theistic tendencies and are probably the earliest literary products of the theis- 
tic tradition, whose later literature includes the Bhagavad Gita and the Puranas. All 
these Upanisads were composed probably in the last few centuries bce. Finally, we 
have the two late prose Upanisads, the Prasna and the Mandukya, which cannot be 
much older than the beginning of the common era.

Geography: The final issue regarding the composition of the Upanisads relates to 
the geographical areas where these documents were composed. The land known to 
the authors of the Upanisads was broadly northern India ranging from the upper 
Indus Valley to the lower Ganges, and from the Himalayan foothills to the Vindhya 
mountain range. We can say with a great deal of confidence that they were all the 
product of the geographical center of ancient Brahmanism, comprising the regions 
of Kuru-Pancala and Kosala-Videha, together with the areas directly to the south 
and west of these (see Fig. 2). It is much more difficult, however, to determine the 
geographical location of individual Upanisads. Several scholars have recently at­
tempted to localize vedic branches and texts using evidence internal to the texts 
themselves. Although the results are not conclusive, this research is significant and 
is evidence of a growing realization that in interpreting ancient texts philology 
needs to be supplemented by the knowledge of the geographical region and the so­
cial context in which they were composed. I reproduce here some of the tentative 
conclusions of Witzel’s (1987, 1989, 1997c) important studies; the map (Fig. 2) 
shows both the important regions mentioned in the Upanisads and the areas in 
which some of the individual Upanisads may have been composed. In general, we 
find that the early texts of the vedic corpus were composed in the western and 
northwestern regions, whereas the center of literary activity in the later vedic period 
shifts further east, mostly to the Kuru-Pancala region; some were composed even 
further east in the region of Videha.

In the case of the two oldest Upanisads, the BU and the CU, localization is 
complicated by the fact that they are compilations of preexisting documents. On the 
whole, however, the center of activity in the BU is the area of Videha, whose king, 
Janaka, plays a central role, together with Yajnavalkya, who appears almost as the 
personal theologian of the king. During the late vedic period the heartland of 
Brahmanism was the central region of Kuru-Pancala; the Kuru-Pancala Brahmins 
considered their land as the place where the best theological and literary activities 
were taking place. They must have viewed Videha as something of an unsophisti­
cated frontier region. The entire setting of the third and fourth chapters of the BU

22. Oberlies (1995, 68) estimates that it is impossible for the SU to have been composed long be­
fore the first century bce.



Fi
g.

 2
. M

ap
 o

f n
or

th
er

n 
In

di
a:

 T
he

 G
eo

gr
ap

hy
 o

f t
he

 U
pa

ni
sa

ds



Introduction

was probably intended to show how Yajnavalkya defeated all the best theologians 
of Kuru-Pancala (BU 3.9.19), thus demonstrating not only the preeminence of 
Yajnavalkya but also the rising importance of Videha as a center of learning.

The evidence for localizing the CU is more meager,23 but I think Witzel (1987, 
194 n. 74) is right in assigning “a more Western than an Eastern location,” probably 
somewhere in the western region of the Kuru-Pancala country. The great Kuru- 
Pancala theologian Uddalaka Aruni,24 who is vilified in the BU, and Pravahana, the 
king of the Pancala region, play central roles in the CU.

Turning to the other early prose Upanisads, Witzel places the Kausitaki/San- 
khayana branch of the Rgveda, to which the KsU belongs, in the western parts of 
the Kuru-Pancala country. There is little evidence internal to the KsU itself that 
would help its localization. In chapter 4, however, Ajatasatru, the king of Kasi, 
which is somewhat to the east of the central Kuru-Pancala region, plays a central 
role. The TU and the AU are more difficult to locate. Witzel places the early por­
tions of the AB in the northwestern region around the Sutlej and the later portions, 
and hence possibly also the AU, further east in the Videha region. The early texts of 
the Taittiriya branch, such as the TS, were probably composed in the northwestern 
region of Kuru-Pancala. The picture is less clear in the case of the later texts, in­
cluding the TU, although a region somewhat to the north of the central Kuru- 
Pancala appears reasonable.

The later verse Upanisads are much more difficult to locate both because they 
hardly ever mention geographical locations and because they are less closely con­
nected to the Brahmanas of the respective vedic branches. The KeU belongs to the 
Talavakara or Jaiminlya branch of the Samaveda. Although the early literature of 
the Jaiminlyas appears to have been composed in the Kuru-Pancala country, this 
vedic branch spread further south to the region where “the rivers run north”—that is, 
to what is today northern Madhya Pradesh and eastern Rajasthan. It was possibly in 
this region that the KeU was composed.

The KaU belongs to the lost Kathaka Brahmana; without the latter it is impos­
sible to determine the location of the former, which itself gives no geographical in­
formation. Witzel places the early literature of the Kathaka branch in the eastern 
Punjab, near the River Beas, for it is here that, as the Kathaka Samhita states, the 
rivers flow westward. Whether this branch was still located in that region when the 
KaU, a somewhat late text, was composed is impossible to determine.

The IU, which comprises chapter 40 of the Vajasaneyi Samhita of the White 
Yajurveda, likewise contains no geographical information. However, both branches 
of the White Yajurveda were located in the region of Kosala and Videha, even

23. The hazard of internal evidence is demonstrated by a couple of examples relating to the CU. 
The reference to hail in the Kuru country (CU 1.10.1) and the reference to rivers flowing to the east and 
to the west (CU 6.10.1) may point to a geographical location in the northern Kuru region, where hail is 
common and the upper tributaries of the Ganges and the Indus flow toward the east and the west, respec­
tively. But the meaning of the term for ‘hail’ is unclear; it probably means ‘locust.’ And even the BU 
(4.8.9), a clearly eastern text, knows of rivers flowing in both directions; this may have been a bit of 
geographical knowledge commonly available to people at this time, irrespective of where they lived.

24. He is explicitly identified as a Kuru-Pancala Brahmin in the SB 11.4.1.1-2, where he is said to 
have traveled in the northern regions trying to draw the Brahmins of that frontier region into debate.



The Early Upanisads

though their early literature may have been composed in a more western region. The 
IU is certainly later than the BU, and it is very likely that it, too, was composed in 
that region. Since they do not form parts of larger vedic texts, it is impossible to 
locate the SU, MuU, PU, and Mali.
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The Early Upanisads

though their early literature may have been composed in a more western region. The 
IU is certainly later than the BU, and it is very likely that it, too, was composed in 
that region. Since they do not form parts of larger vedic texts, it is impossible to 
locate the SU, MuU, PU, and MaU.
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