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Editorial (English Version)

Prominence of Jataka Tales in Indian History

The word Jataka means “related to birth.” According to the theory of evolution, it takes thousands of
years for a bud to develop into a flower. Can any wise person suddenly, in one lifetime, become
enlightened or a Buddha? To reach that state, one must undergo countless births. Even the Buddha had to
go through numerous rebirths. Before becoming the Buddha, he lived through many previous lives and
had intense resolve in his final birth.
The term resolve refers to a determined aspiration, while virtue means ethical action. Therefore, a being
who aspires for Buddhahood engages in determined virtuous acts-this stage is referred to as resolve. The
Jataka tales describe the lives of fifty previous births (Bodhisattva incarnations) of the Buddha during
which he cultivated the virtues that eventually led to enlightenment.
Just as the Buddha inspired people through his teachings and gentle approach, similarly these stories too
convey profound lessons through simple and accessible means. The Bodhisattva in these tales often takes
the form of animals, birds, or sometimes remains human to address and resolve complex societal
problems with wisdom and compassion. These tales portray Bodhisattvas in various forms-trees,
elephants, lions, monkeys, birds, sages, kings, etc.-to illustrate moral and ethical teachings.
Through the medium of storytelling, Jataka tales simplify complex religious and ethical ideas. These are a
part of oral literature. The tales include both animal fables and human stories. Scholar Foucher classified
the Jataka tales into seven categories:

1. Practical Policy-Related Tales
Animal Stories
Stories with Complete Context in Philosophy and Morality
Tales of Yogic Accomplishment and Asceticism
Moral Discourses
Parables and Metaphors

AN

7. Religious Narratives
These tales display a wide range of expression-sometimes narrative, sometimes poetic, sometimes
philosophical, and sometimes even dramatic or lyrical. Their linguistic form varies based on content and
purpose.
In Indian history, Jataka tales hold special importance. They represent the social, religious, political,
economic, and moral life of ancient India. In fact, they are not just crucial to Indian history but also have
a prominent place in the world’s literary and cultural heritage. Their documentation is unmatched.
Jataka tales are a valuable resource for understanding the structure and dynamics of ancient Indian
society. For example, the Vessantara Jataka provides insights into the political life of the time. From them,
we learn about ancient India's education system, curriculum, subjects, and practical and theoretical
knowledge-covering aspects such as residence, food habits, and trade.
These stories vividly describe the roads and urban planning of famous cities like Vaishali, Rajgriha,
Mithila, Mathura, Kapilavastu, and Kausambi, and depict the local markets and waterways. Illustrations
from Jataka tales also reveal ancient scripts and linguistic forms.
The Brahmins of the time held a high status in society. In fact, Brahmins and Kshatriyas were considered
the most respected classes. Slavery was prevalent. From these tales, we gather that people could be
bought and sold like commodities, and even a prince could be traded.
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The Buddha’s disciples were from diverse social backgrounds. The teachings in these tales often revolve
around moral values. From them, we learn that during those times, people were deeply religious. Worship
of kings, trees, snakes, and rivers was common.

Jataka tales had a significant influence on ancient Indian philosophy, literature, and subsequent narrative
traditions. They are a bridge between early oral traditions and the later classical literary culture of India.

Dr Sanghmitra Baudh,
Editor, Bodhi-Path



