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FOREWORD 

 

The Self Learning Material (SLM) is written with the aim of providing 

simple and organized study content to all the learners. The SLMs are 

prepared on the framework of being mutually cohesive, internally 

consistent and structured as per the university‘s syllabi. It is a humble 

attempt to give glimpses of the various approaches and dimensions to the 

topic of study and to kindle the learner‘s interest to the subject 

 

We have tried to put together information from various sources into this 

book that has been written in an engaging style with interesting and 

relevant examples. It introduces you to the insights of subject concepts 

and theories and presents them in a way that is easy to understand and 

comprehend. 

 

We always believe in continuous improvement and would periodically 

update the content in the very interest of the learners. It may be added 

that despite enormous efforts and coordination, there is every possibility 

for some omission or inadequacy in few areas or topics, which would 

definitely be rectified in future. 

 

We hope you enjoy learning from this book and the experience truly 

enrich your learning and help you to advance in your career and future 

endeavors. 
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1.0 OBJECTIVES 
 

In this Unit we have tried to deal with various tools and techniques 

necessary for writing. Our position isthat they are very important part of 

historical work. Although there are many pros and cons attached to these 

terms but no writing is possible without using these general concepts.The 

also keep changing as the work progresses. However,at every stage, the 

historians have to use these concepts which provide the basis 

forunderstanding their facts and source material. 

Modern Indian historiography began with thewritings of the scholar- 

administrators of theEnglish East India Company and they found 

historyas an instrument to legitimise the colonial rule byput making some 

interpretations. Thus, emerge different school of thoughts or 

historiographical trends in Indian history, which has been discussed in 

this Unit. 

1.1 INTRODUCTION   
 

The study of history as a scientificallydeveloped discipline began only in 

the 19
th

century. It was only then that the historians tried toabsorb the 

lessons of early historical writings andcould develop new methods and 

techniques. It wasduring this venture to know the art of historicalwriting 

of the earlier period did historiographyemerged as a part of history. 

Historiographysimply means the history of the art of historicalwriting. In 

other words, it is the history of historyor the history of historical thought. 

As we know thecolonial modernity and knowledge brought ahistorical 

sense to Indians. Systematic historicalwriting began in India during the 

early period ofBritish colonialism. The earliest and one of thepositive 

results of British conquest was therecovery of ancient Indian history on 

modern linesof historiography. It was essential to them to knowabout the 

past, society and culture, and establishtheir authority over India. It was 

an outcome of theadministrative necessity of the British also. Therulers 

encouraged those who shown interest in thepast, resulted the 

investigation of the past andbringing up of new interpretations and 

perceptionson Indian history. 
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1.2 SOME DEFINITIONS 
 

1.2.1 Generalisation 
A generalisation is regarded as linkage of disparate or unrelated facts, in 

time or space, with eachother. It is their grouping and rational 

classification. Basically, a generalisation is aconnection or relationship 

between facts; it is an ‗inference‘ or, as Marc Bloch puts it,‗an 

explanatory relationship between phenomena.‘ It is the result of the 

effort to providean explanation and causation, motivation and 

effect/impact.More widely, generalisations are the means through which 

historians understand theirmaterials and try to provide their 

understanding of facts to others. Analysis andinterpretation of events is 

invariably done through generalisations.Generalisation is involved as 

soon as we perform the two most elementary tasks i.e. classify‗facts‘ or 

‗data‘ or ‗phenomena‘ and compare and contrast them, or seek out 

similaritiesand dissimilarities among them and make any inference from 

them. 

Thus we make a generalisation when we put our facts into a 

chronological series.For example, when we mention the caste or religion 

of a leader we are making ageneralisation. By connecting the caste and 

the leader or writer we are suggesting that his or her caste was an 

important part of his or her personality and, hence his or herpolitical or 

literary work. Or even the mention of his or her age/gender. More 

comprehensively,a generalisation occurs when we try to understand facts 

or make connection betweendata, objects, events, records of the past 

through concepts and convey them to othersthrough 

concepts.Generalisations may be simple or complex, of low level or of 

high level. 

A Low-level generalisation is made when we label a fact or event, 

orclassify it or periodise it. For example, labelling certain facts as 

economic, or certainpersons as belonging to a caste, region or religion or 

profession, or saying that certainevents occurred in a particular year or 

decade or century.A middle level generalisation is made when a historian 

tries to findinterconnections among the different elements of the subject 

under study; for example,when we are studying a segment of the social 
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reality of a time, space or subject boundcharacter. In this case – for 

example peasant movement in Punjab from 1929-1937 –the historian 

may at the most try to see the backward and forward linkages or 

connectionsbut confining himself strictly to his subject matter. Themes 

such as class consciousness,interest groups, capitalism, colonialism, 

nationalism and feudalism cannot be tested in aresearch work except 

through middle level generalisations, such as relating to workersin 

Jamshedpur in the 1920s, growth of industrial capitalism in India in the 

1930s, labourlegislation in India in the 1930s. 

Wide generalisations or systematising or schematising 

generalisations 

These are made when historians reach out to the largest possible, 

significant connections orthreads that tie a society together. These 

historians try to study all the economic, political, social, cultural and 

ecological linkages of a society in an entire era. The historiantries to 

draw a nation-wide or society-wide or even world-wide picture of these 

linkageseven when he is dealing with a narrow theme. Quite often, even 

when a historian isstudying a narrow theme, wide generalisations lie at 

the back of his mind. For example, quite often when a European scholar 

studies a specific social or religious aspect of an Asian or African 

society, a wider Orientalist understanding of Asia or Africa lay at 

theback of his mind. Similarly, when a British scholar studies he 

economic history of an Asian country for a specific period; a 

widerunderstanding of colonialism lies at the back of his mind.The 

widest form of wide generalisations is the study of a social system (e.g. 

capitalism),or stage of society (e.g. feudalism or colonialism) or above 

all the transition from onesystem to another (feudalism to capitalism or 

colonialism to post-colonialism). Some ofthe historians and sociologists 

who have undertaken such wide generalisations areKarl Marx, Max 

Weber, Marc Bloch, Fernand Braudel, Eric Hobsbawm, 

ImmanuelWallerstein, D.D.Kosambi, R.S.Sharma, Romila Thapar, Irfan 

Habib and so on. 
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1.2.2 Causality 
Even though the event is taken to be unique and particular, historians 

nevertheless endeavourto explain its occurrence. The analysis of an event 

as a particular does not weakeneither the effectiveness of the offered 

explanation or its claim to represent the reality.Like other social 

scientists, historians offer a complete explanation of the 

phenomenonunder consideration and they do this by valuing what caused 

that event to happen.Search for causes is thus central to historical 

analysis. Until the 18
th

centuryphilosophers and historians believed that 

the cause must be an antecedentevent - one that occurred prior to the 

event that is being explained and that the antecedentevent must be 

regularly associated with the effect. However, following upon the workof 

John S. Mill, the cause is no longer identified as an event that occurs 

before. Ratherit is conceived as a condition or a set of conditions that are 

always present when theevent Zoccurs, and always absent when Zdoes 

not occur. 

The cause is a condition that is both necessary and sufficient for bringing 

about the given event Z. It is said to be necessary because its absence 

implies the absence of the effect Z and it is sufficient because its 

presence yields the given outputZ.If a study shows that individuals with 

Vitamin A deficiency suffered from night-blindness,and in all those 

individuals where Vitamin A was present in sufficient measure, 

nightblindnessdid not occur, then it can be concluded that deficiency 

ofVitamin A is the cause of night- blindness. We can designate Vitamin 

A as the causebecause its absence meant night-blindness and its presence 

meant the absence ofnight-blindness. 

Three points need to be emphasised here. First, the relationship of 

necessity issignificantly different from that of sufficiency. Second, the 

cause is considered to be acondition that is both necessary and sufficient 

and third that constant conjunction is not anadequate indicator of a causal 

relationship. If in a given instance cardiac arrest leads tothe death of a 

person, we may assume that heart failure was a condition that was 

sufficientfor the death of a person. However to assert that cardiacarrest 

was a necessary condition for the death of the individual we need to 

show thatthe absence of cardiac arrest would have meant absence of the 
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effect i.e. death. If deathcould have occurred due to some other condition 

for e.g., liver failure orhemorrhage, then cardiac arrest may have been a 

sufficient condition but it cannot beassumed as a necessary condition for 

the occurrence of the event i.e. death of person. Since the person could 

have died due to the presence of other ailments, theabsence of cardiac 

arrest would not have prevented the effect. Hence, it cannot be apre-

condition that is necessary for the event under consideration. What is 

being suggestedhere is that the connection of necessity is different from 

that of sufficiency andin philosophies of science the cause has been 

percieved as being both anecessary and a sufficient condition. 

If the cause is a necessary and sufficient pre-condition, it means that it is 

regularly associatedwith the given effect i.e. it always exists when the 

effect Zoccurs and alwaysabsent when the event Zis non-existent. 

Constant conjunction is thus an importantobservable quality of causation. 

Further, the causal condition is almost alwaysa precursor to the effect. 

However, this does not signify that a condition that is regularlyobserved 

before the event Ztakes place is the result of the latter. Constant 

conjunctionand spatial contiguity are sine-quo-non of a cause-effect 

linkage but the cause cannot beidentified on this basis alone. On a record, 

songs appear in a specific sequence. However,the song that comes first is 

not the cause of the one that comes later. Likewise, lightning maybe 

regularly observed before we hear a thunder but this does not mean that 

it is thecause of the latter phenomena. It is possible that both lightning 

and thunder are the perceivable effects ofan altogether different cause. 

What needs to be underscored here is that regularassociation is not by 

itself sufficient for proving that the condition that is observed firstis the 

cause of that which comes later.  

 

1.2.3 Objectivity 
Objectivity has been the founding principle of the historiographical 

tradition in the West.Since the days of Herodotus, the historians believed 

in the separation of thesubject and the object, in the distinction between 

the knower and known and in thepossibility to recover the past. Peter 

Novick, a critic of the principle of objectivity, hasclearly defined it in the 

following words: ‗The principal elements of the ideal of [objectivity] are 
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well known and can bebriefly recapitulated. The assumptions on which it 

rests include a commitment tothe reality of the past and to the truth as 

correspondence to that reality, a sharpseparation between knower and 

known, between fact and value, and above all,between history and 

fiction. Historical facts are seen as prior to and independentof 

interpretation: the value of an interpretation is judged by how well it 

accountsfor the facts; if contradicted by the facts, it must be abandoned. 

Truth is one, notperspectival. Whatever patterns exist in history is 

―found‖, not ―made‖. Thoughsuccessive generations of historians might, 

as their perspectives shifted, attributedifferent significance to the events 

in the past, the meaning of those events wasunchanging.‘(Peter Novick, 

That Noble Dream: The “Objectivity Question” and the 

AmericanHistorical Profession, Cambridge : CUP, 1988, pp. 1-2) 

For this purpose, however, the historian has to be unprejudiced and non 

partisan.He/she should be able to suspend his/her personal orientations 

and rely only on the truth ofthe evidences.Thomas Haskell, a historian, 

has questioned this conflation of objectivity and neutrality.In his article 

‗Objectivity is not Neutrality‘, he has argued that objectivity and 

neutralityare two seperate things, even though in most of 19
th

 century 

historiography theywere equated with each other.He cites the cases of 

historians, particularly,Eugene Genovese, the American historian on 

slavery, whose history is objective, thoughnot neutral.  

We, therefore, now have two somewhat differing perceptions of 

objectivity; so farits relation with neutrality is concerned. However, in 

other areas such as objectivity‘sposition as the prominent principle of the 

historical profession, its distance from indoctrinationand from sophistry, 

its reliance on evidence and rationality and its requirement for aminimum 

level of seperation are common to all its definitions. 

 

1.2.4 Ideology 
Probably, the word ‗ideology‘ was first used in France by logical 

philosophers toindicate what was then understood as the philosophy of 

the human mind. In Englishdictionary, ideology conveyed the meaning 

of the science of ideas. The analytical emphasison empirical social ideas 

had an important role in the promotion of the Enlightenmentphilosophies 
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which largely bestowed to the making of the French Revolution of 

1789.This revolution faced numerous difficulties in achieving popular 

sovereignty. By the endof the following decade, there occurred the coup 

d‘etat of Napoleon Bonaparte, who disregarded the Enlightenment 

philosophers for dessiminating metaphysicsand a critical failure to adapt 

their socio-political ideas. Napoleon‘s attack imparted to ideology a 

sense ofhaving unreal, impractical and even fanatical tendencies. 

He blamed the ideologues, for they illusion the people by elevating them 

to asovereignty where the same people were incapable of application. He 

rebuked theprinciples of enlightenment as ideology. An element of 

empiricalism becomes a featureof ideology. It is neither rationalisation in 

the sense of direct action to better somethingnor in the sense of finding 

suitable theoretical paradigm to explain some rationalobservations. The 

ideologues support for popular sovereignty must have been basedon their 

ideas about the people and their capacity. Napoleon‘s critique implies 

that theideologues considered people more as what they would wish 

them to be and less to what those people were in actual reality. This is a 

kind of scienticism influencing thehabit of mind prone to promote 

ideologies.In an important sense, Napoleon‘s emphasis on ‗knowledge of 

the human heart andthe lessons of history‘ also had an ideological 

distinction opposed to the position ofthe Enlightenment thinkers. This is 

a case of conflict between democratic and undemocratic sanctions about 

the nature of political power. Not that Napoleon‘s pleasfor singular man 

authority could justify itself on any historical criterion ofuniversal 

excellence. He had to be a creature of pure and simple pragmatism. 

Insome circumstances, realism may serve as the way out of an immediate 

problem.But even realism cannot rid itself of a rather dull ideological 

dictum enjoiningthat ‗nothing succeeds like success‘. As we have already 

noted, every ideology growseither in support or in opposition to an 

existing social order, its economy, politics, andculture. The different 

patterns of cognitive and moral beliefs embedded in differentideologies 

can then have a vital influence on the historical processes of action, 

reactionand change. 

Let us highlight the two different cases in which the term ideology has 

been used in theevolution of human thought about history and society. It 
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may mean a set of beliefbelonging to any particular society. Such beliefs 

are likely to differ from one class toanother, reflecting separate class 

interests and divide, which can be inimical or propitiatory This is how an 

ideology comes to have the label of being ‗bourgeois‘ or ‗proletarian‘ 

etc. An ideology of a class cannot have the tendency of vindicatingthe 

particular interests thereof. The usual manner of such legimitization 

consists in projectingthat the promotion of particular interests, under 

consideration, in line to the generalgood of the entire society. 

The other usage of the term ideology is negative. It means a delusion 

born of falseusage and speculation, the sense in which Napoleon sharply 

criticised the ideologiesof popular sovereignty. The critique implied a 

kind of difference between knowledgebased on rational experience and 

ideology. In their early writings, criticising Hegelian idealism, Marx and 

Engels applied the term ideology in thissense. They had the same critical 

approach while exposing the drawbacks of LudwigFeuerbach‘s 

materialism. Marx‘s critiques of the Hegelian philosophies of the 

State(1843) and Right (1843-44) and his Economic and Philosophical 

Manuscripts (1844)made no substantive mention of ideology. The 

emphasis was on the transposition of Hegel.For example, the true 

relationship of thought to being is that being is subject and thoughtthe 

predicate (Hegel). The Hegelian inversions led to countlessuncertainities 

and mercurial conclusions. To citea few of them, Hegel‘s apotheosis of 

an authoritarian absolute and despotic state did not fit in with 

hisadvocated course of history as the progress towards consciousness of 

freedom. FurtherHegel‘s idea of God creating man means an inversion of 

the same kind. LudwigFeuerbach, himself a radical Hegelian, rightly 

argued in his book The Essence ofChristianity (1814) that God is a 

creation of man in his own image, invoking thehuman ideals of wisdom, 

will and love endowed with countless power.  

In connectionwith this theme, Marx analysed the nature of religion, 

tracing its origin in the rebuttaland anguish of the real world: ‗Religion is 

the sigh of the oppressed creature, the heartof a heartless world and the 

soul of soulless conditions. It is the opium of the people.‘(Critique of 

Hegel‟s Philosophy of Right, Introduction).In his Economic and 

Philosophical Manuscripts (1844), Marx no longer travelledonly in the 
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world of philosophy. His criticism then expands to the economic 

connectionsin a capitalist society. This was Marx‘s first analysis of 

estranged labour andits severe refutation in the domain of private 

capitalist world.  

We have noted that the use of the word ideology is extremely rare 

inMarx‘s later texts. Of the two senses of ideology, the strictly negative 

one hadalso been taken in conjunction with false consciousness in some 

writings of Engels.Even in its negative uses, ideology referred to 

manipulataions with a view to veiling somerefutation in reality. While 

capitalism abounds in contradictions and brings severedistress to the 

exploited, the bourgeois ideology, in Marx‘s words, presents the 

systemas the ‗very Eden of the innate rights of man. There alone rule, 

Freedom, Equality,Property and Bentham‘. And so, the similarityof 

ideology and false consciousnessmay be an illusion without appropriate 

specificity of the contraries which are beingconcealed. 

 

Check Your Progress 1 

1) What is generalization? 

__________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________ 

 

2) Elucidate Objectivity. 

__________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________ 

 

1.3 HISTORIGRAPHICAL CATEGORIES 
 

1.3.1 Colonial Or Imperialist historiography 
It was the product of the British colonialism inIndia. In modern Indian 

history, the school ortradition of history writing which was influential 

inthe late 19th and 20th centuries. Many intellectualinfluences co existed 

in this tradition. TheIndologists and Orientalists were the real 

forcebehind the development of such enquiry. They laidthe foundation 
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for the development of theinvestigation on India‘s past and culture. 

Thesecolonial writers upheld different ideologies in theirwritings that are 

the Utilitarians, the Evangelicalsand the Administrative historians. 

 

1.3.2 Utilitarian Historiography 
The Utilitarian school of political philosophy was started by Jeremy 

Bentham in England. It was abye product of the enlightenment of 

Europe. TheUtilitarians stood for that the power vested withinthe hands 

of the rulers must be utilised for thebenefit of the society and advocated 

maximum happiness to the maximum number of people. The utilitarian 

was anotherschool headed by the James Mill who believed thatthe 

backwardness of the Indian society could onlybe fast forward through the 

introduction ofenlightened despotism. His History of British Indiawas 

the most dominant historical work among theBritish during the 19th 

century. It was publishedin the year 1828 and became a trend setter for 

thesubsequent historical works produced by colonialwriters and certainly 

most controversial one too. He nevervisited India and it was the first 

comprehensivehistory on India in the modern period. It covers thehistory 

of India from the beginning of the Christianera to the 19th century. He 

divided Indian historyinto three separate periods, namely, Hindu,Muslim 

and British. It was a deliberateattempt by him to highlight the ancient 

andmedieval periods of Indian history as Hindu andMuslim .He skilfully 

avoided designating themodernIndian history as Christian, instead used 

theterm British. This periodisation was used by thesubsequent colonial 

historians. In fact it was therecognition of the policy of divide and rule 

pursued by colonialmasters. 

 

1.3.3 Evangelical Historiography 
Indian history writtenby them should be seen in relation to their 

attitudeto Indian religions, particularly Hinduism--one of hostility and 

one of sympathy.During the 19th century they were following orhaving 

hostility towards India but later theirattitudes become accomodative. 

They were themissionaries came to India in order to convertIndians and 

they even believed that god hadallowed them to conquer the country for 

thispurpose. The main aim of their historical writingwas criticism of all 
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things ‗Indian‘ and anuncritical justification of all British rules. 

Theybelieved that the people of India could only bechanged 

progressively through Christianity andmissionary education. Hence they 

stressed on theconversion of Indians to Christianity.Charles Grant was 

the prominent evangelical writerofthis period and his work Observation 

on State andSociety published in 1813emphasis on thebackwardness of 

this country was due to the Hindureligion.  

According to him the only solution to putan end to this isolatedness was 

the acceptance ofChristianity by the indigenous people. According to 

him bythe introduction of English language, falsehoodcould be 

weakened and diversity can be flourished.To them Britain had an 

important obligation to fulfilin the history of India and it was a part and 

parcel of somedivine plan.The industrial revolution and the spread 

ofProtestantism were also the cause for the evangelism in India. William 

Wilberforce was pioneer of thismovement. The new evangelism 

contributed twothings that are combining religion with science andan 

emphasis on science. A largenumber of missionaries appeared in India 

afterthis.Christian missionaries extended the philosophyinaugurated by 

Grant. His work is entitled IndianAntiquities, 4 volumes, in which he 

tried to examinethe general historical background of the Indian 

subcontinent from the early period itself. He attempted to combine 

Indian history with the dominantphilosophy of the 19th century Europe, 

namely, theHegelian dialectics. By this he was trying to relateIndian 

history with the general stream of theEuropean philosophy and historical 

writings. 

 

1.3.4 Administrative Historiography 
The administrative historians were anothercategory for the development 

of historiographyin India. They wrote on as a part of official duty.So 

these writers were mainly used the officialrecords and reports for their 

writing which presented a one sided view on history in general and hence 

prejudiced. Theimportant administrative historians were Vincent Smith, 

who produced several works on India,Lord Macaulay, W. W. Hunter, 

B.Malleson,Henry Maine, J.Tallboys Wheeler, Alfred 

Lyall,W.H.Moreland, J.D.Cunningham, James Tod,MarkWilks, Grant 
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Duff, Robert Orme,T. R Holmes,M.S.Elphinstone, John Dawson, E.J 

Stephenson,J.Stratchy, Sir Wolsely Haig and Elliot etc.who opened up 

new chapter in the historical writingin India aswell as the European 

historical writing on India.Theirapproach and attitudes led to the riseof 

nationalist, a native historical writing in India, areaction against the 

colonial distortion and manipulation of Indianhistory. 

 

1.3.5 Nationalist Historiography  
An important element in thisapproach was an effort to restore national 

selfprestige and glorification India‘s past. Anotherelement was the 

dissemination of economicnationalism through the elucidation of the 

patheticeconomic consequences of British rule in India. Further, 

nationalist historiographytried to re-orient India for the modern 

Indianmind and promote political unification and antiimperialist 

sentiments to further the generation of national consciousness in India. 

The nationalist history had tocontend not only with the earlier imperialist 

prejudiceness inhistoriography but also a communal interpretationof 

history that began to gain influence from theearly decades of the 

19
th

century.Nationalist historiography played an important rolein 

providing an ideological platform for the freedomstruggle and in 

debating the economicconsequences of imperialism.  

The focus ofnationalist attention was on external i.e. imperialist 

exploitation of India, not so much theinternal i.e., class exploitation and 

classconflicts within the Indian society. The phrases nationalist school 

and nationalisthistory can only be understood in the backgroundof the 

colonial domination and colonialhistoriography. History in its modern 

sense was not written in the pre- colonial India. The introduction of 

English education helped the Indianmiddle class to learn the value of 

historicalknowledge and to get in touch with the history ofIndia as well 

as the history of the world. Thus newly educated Indians began to 

studythe writings of colonial historians. The nationalisthistorians started 

amending the historical writingof the colonialists. Hence they possessed 

somesort of prejudiceness on their writings.The phrase nationalist 

historians were first used byR.C. Majumdar, to denote those historians of 

Indiawhose writings had nationalist leaning, especiallyduring the period 
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of colonial domination. In the course of time it receivednew flip from the 

country wide agitation forpolitical upliftment and slowly became a part 

of themovement itself. 

The nationalists also gave emphasis to the study of the religion or society 

of India. In other wordsthey try to protect religion and society in 

theirstudies. The material side of Hindu culture was also protected with 

equal zeal against European criticism. Rajendra Mitra who started the 

nationalist writing in India with publication of some Vedic texts and the 

book entitled Indo-Aryans was proud of ancient Indian heritageand 

adopted a rationalist comparative approach of ancientIndian society. The 

writings of Mitra, Bhandarkarand some of the distinguished oriental 

scholars of Europe were brought together in three volumesentitled 

Civilization in Ancient India, by R C Duttin closing years of 1880s. 

According to Majumdar,this may be regarded as the first nationalist 

historyin the best sense of the term. R.K Mukharjee maintained thatthe 

religious and spiritual orientation among Hindusall over India and their 

ideal of an all-India empirewere the basis of Indian nationalism in the 

past. K.P Jayaswal in his Hindu Polity also deals thethesis of oriental 

despotism. 

Dadabhai Naoroji andR.C..Dutt in their criticism of the 

Britishgovernment on economic grounds wrote the book oneconomic 

nationalism, Poverty and Un-British Rule in India and the Economic 

History of India.They popularised the drain of wealth theory and exposed 

theexploitative character of imperialism andhence revolutionised the 

national movement. Theycleverly used history as an instrument for 

makingIndia as a nation on different realms, even though theyhad some 

defects. R.G.Bhandarkar, H.C Raychoudhary, J.N,Sarkar ,G.S Sardesai, 

S. Krishna SwamiAyyangar,Lalalajpath Roy,C.F.Andrews, 

PattabhiSittaramayya, Girija Mukharjee etc were other 

importantnationalist writers. The trained or academichistorians also 

followed this style of writing in thepost independent era. They were 

B.R.Nanda,Tarachand, Amales Tripathi, Bishweshar Prasadetc.  
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1.3.6 Marxist Historiography 
By the Marxist writing, is not meantthat the writers were all Marxists but 

that they moreor less adopted materialistic interpretation asmethod of 

understanding and a tool of analysis. Their interpretation derivedfrom 

historical philosophy of Karl Marx, thedialectical materialism. The 

essence of this newapproach lies in the study of relationship 

betweensocial and economic organisation and itsafter effects onhistorical 

events. Instead of political history theygave more emphasis on the 

history of downtrodden. 

The Marxist historiography on modern India wasinaugurated by 

M.N.Roy with his work „India in Transition‟ published in1922. It was 

followedby India Today of R.Palme Dutt in 1940 and„The Social 

Background of Indian Nationalism‟ of A.R.Desai in 1959.All thethree 

were classical Marxists and treated Indiannational movement as the 

representation ofbourgeoisie class. India today was considered as 

anauthoritative Marxist work for a long time. Itbecame an important 

school of historiography inIndia. Dutt and Desai studied the pros and 

cons of Gandhi in the nationalmovement. They highlighted the positive 

role played by him in convertingthe national movement as mass 

movement and byawakening the national consciousness of backward 

class.In the post independent period the historians likeD.D.Kosambi, 

R.S.Sharma, RomilaThapar,BipanChandra, Sumit Sarkar,Sushobhan 

Sarkar, SunilSen, Hiran mukharjee, K.N.Panikkar, Irfan Habeeband 

many others have dedicated their life forthe growth of 

historiography.The Marxist historians tried the transformationof India in 

the time of colonialism and looked it asa part of word capitalism 

andexploitative concerns of British imperialism.  

 

1.3.7 Neo- Imperialist Historiography 
Thesescholars belong to the universities ofEngland, America and 

Germany also known as Cambridge Historians. They haveunearthed 

several source materials in the form ofofficial records, diaries, police 

reports etc with thepurpose of providing a new orientation to theIndian 

national movement. Anil Seal and JohnBroomfield were the founders of 

this school. AnilSeal‘s ‗Emergence of Indian Nationalism‘ 
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andBroomfield‘s ‗Elite Conflict in Plural Society; Twentieth Century 

Bengal‘started thisapproach of historiography. After them 

JohnGalleghar, Gordon Johnson, Judith Brown, AyeshaJalal, David 

Washbrook, C.J.Baker, C.A Bayly, D.Rothermund and many other 

scholars madesimilar contributions.  

The neo imperialist writersanalysed the existence of colonialism in India 

viz political, social, economic and cultural structure. They had 

analysednationalism too--the theories onnationalism,the causative factors 

and its evolutionand the refutations in the national movement.They 

considered national movement as an elitist movement. To themcaste and 

religion were the basis of politicalorganisation and nationalism was a 

mere cover.The national movement represented the struggleof one group 

of elite against the other for the Britishfavours. 

 

1.3.8 Subaltern approach 
The development of the historical writing in the1960s was the beginning 

of this new style ofenquiry. Thisnew initiative was taken by the 

historians likeRodny Hilton,E.P. Thompson, Eric Hobsbawm,George 

Rude, Sobul etc had a direct influence onwriting by placing common 

people in the centre oftheir studies. They characterised this current as 

historyfrom below, or people‘s history, or grassrootshistory etc. The 

appearing of this trend inthe last two decades of the 20
th

century is known 

as thesubaltern studies.Subaltern a term taken from the 

AntonioGramsci‘s,the Italian socialist and thinker from hismanuscript 

‗Prison Notebooks‘, meaning of inferiorranker, or common people; 

whether of class, caste ,age, gender etc. It brings to light the 

downtrodden and vulnerable sectionsof the Indian society hitherto 

untouched byhistoriography. 

A series of subalternvolumes were published on Indian national 

movement under theeditorship of Ranajit Guha.He protests that 

thehistoriography of Indian nationalism is beset with abiased elitism of 

two kinds, the colonial approach and the nationalist approach.Thus he 

highlight the relevance of the subalternapproach and stated that the 

hitherto historiographyof Indian nationalism has been dominated 

byelitism--colonial elitism and bourgeoisie elitism,bothoriginated as the 
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ideological product of Britishoccupation.The subalternwriters have 

produced several articles onuntouched or virgin areas of research 

ondifferent topics, titles, issues, events, incidents,rebellions, etc vis-a-vis 

history and societyof India.The important subaltern writers are David 

Arnold,Gyan Pandey, Partha Chatterjee, Shahid Amin,Tanika Sarkar, 

Sumit Sarkar, Gayathri Spivak,Julie Stephens, Aravind Das, N.K 

Chandra,Stephen Henningham, Dipesh Chakraborthy, Goutam Bhadra, 

etc. 

 

 

1.3.9 Communalists Trends 
A communal interpretation of Indian history has formed the basis of 

communal ideologyas a major instrument for the spread of communal 

consciousness. In fact, it would notbe wrong to say that the communal 

interpretation of history has been the main constituentof communal 

ideology in India. This has been particularly true of Hindu 

communalism.Muslim communalism too has used ‗history‘ but it 

haddepended more on religion andminority sentiment, which have been 

used to create a fear psychosis among them. To create a similar 

fearpsychosis, Hindu communalists have tried to use an appeal to the 

medieval period ofIndian history. 

In particular, education in schools played an important role in the spread 

ofcommunalism. Gandhiji, for example, pointed this out that ‗Communal 

harmony could not bepermanently established in our country so long as 

highly distorted versions of history werebeing taught in her schools and 

colleges, through her textbooks.‘ Similarly the ―Foreword‖to the Report 

of the Kanpur Riots Enquiry Committee, appointed by the 

NationalCongress, pointed out in 1932 that the communal view of 

medieval history found in schooland other history books ‗is playing a 

considerable part in estranging the two communities‘and that ‗an attempt 

to remove historical misapprehensions is the first and the 

mostunavoidable step in the real solution of the Hindu-Muslim problem.‘ 

The communal view of history spread through poetry, drama, 

historicalnovels, popular articles in newspapers and magazines, 

children‘s magazines, pamphletsand public speeches. The historical 
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proof of such popularly disseminated view of historywas virtually 

nothing, but it passed as history in popular mind. We may also note that 

an integratedand conscious communal view of history at the level of 

higher education was rarelyfound among Indian historians before 1947 

mainly because of secular orientation of national movement among the 

Indian intelligentsia. Communal forces gained significant intellectual 

points in Indiaand Pakistan only after partition.  

However, communal approach to history was openlypreached by 

communal political leaders and found reflection in school textbooks 

andpopular writing, etc., as we have pointed out earlier. Moreover, the 

proponentsof the Hindu and Muslim communal views of history take up 

diametrically opposite andhostile positions, they inherent the same 

historiographic framework, premises andassumptions. The only 

difference in their approach is that the opposite religiouscommunity is 

treated as the evil. 

 

1.3.10 Economic History 
The emergence of economics as a discipline in the 18

th
 century led in due 

courseto the development of a new branch in history called economic 

history. The pioneersof economics were Adam Smith and other classical 

economists. India was very muchin the vision of the classical 

economists, a group of thinkers in England during the 

IndustrialRevolution. They advocated free tradeand minimising of state 

intervention in theeconomy. Adam Smith, the foremost classical 

economist, criticized the East IndiaCompany in its new role as the ruling 

power in India. In his view, the Company‘strading monopoly ran counter 

to the principle of the free market. In theclassic work entitled Wealth of 

Nations(1776), he said, ‗The government of an exclusive company of 

merchants is perhaps theworst of all governments for any country 

whatsoever.‘ 

Economics underwent a theoretical transformation in the early 20
th

 

century underthe influence of John Keynes, who advocated limited 

economic interventionby the government for promoting welfare and 

development. Keynes, too, thought deeplyabout India while developing 

his new economic paradigm, and his earliest major work,Indian 
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Currency and Finance (London 1913), illustrated his idea of good 

financialmanagement of the economy. It is also noteworthy that the early 

classical economists,such as Ricardo, influenced the thinking of a group 

of Utilitarian administrators who setabout reforming the administration 

of India in the 19
th

century. Above all, theinfluence of Adam Smith is 

noticeable in ending of Company‘s monopoly by theCharter Acts of 

1813 and 1833. 

Not surprisingly, therefore, historians have paid close attention to the 

connection betweenthe evolution of economic thought in England and 

the question of reform of the colonialadministration in India. This is 

evident in such works as Eric Stokes, The EnglishUtilitarians and India 

(Oxford 1959); S. Ambirajan, Classical Political Economyand British 

Policy in India; and A. Chandavarkar Keynes and India: a Study 

inEconomics and Biography (London 1989). Classical political economy 

in Englandlaid the foundations for the free tradeeconomics of the Raj in 

the 19
th

century.Keynesian economics, on the other hand, contained the 

seeds of the developmenteconomics of the mid 20
th

century. Both types of 

economics affected the stateand the economy in India and stimulated 

arguments in the economic history of India. 

 

1.3.11 Peasantry And Working Class 
The Leftist movement in 20

th
 century Indian politics bought the focus 

upon peasants, workers and their movements during the freedom 

struggle. Attemptsto write the histories of these movements involved a 

closer study of class relations inIndian society, especially peasant-

landlord relationship and worker-capitalist relationship.There had been 

earlier studies of related aspects, especially a mammoth 

historicalliterature on industry. The aim of radical historiography, 

however, was to treat thepeasants and workers as historical entities in 

their own right. Soon, it became evidentthat the history of workers and 

peasants might not be understood fully without taking into account 

theirevolving relationship with the superior classes. As these 

realisationscame to fore, the new labour historians emphasised the 

importance of treating labour andcapital together. By the very nature of 

the subject, moreover, the older colonialhistoriography had tended to 
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treat agrarian relations as a whole, keeping in view themutual relations of 

tenants and landlords in any investigation of the condition of peasants. 

The terms ‗peasant‘ and ‗worker‘, it may be noted in this context, were 

somewhatnovel terms in Indian history. Colonial historiography had 

usually used the terms ‗tenant‘and ‗ryot‘ rather than the ‗peasant‘. The 

term ‗ryot‘ was a distortion of the Persianterm „raiyat‟, which meant, 

literally, ‗subject‘. In Mughal times, all subordinate classesof villagers, 

including the tillers of the land who were liable to pay the land tax, 

werereferred to as ‗riaya‘ (plural of raiyat) or subjects. While the 

peasants were verymuch there in the pre-colonial period, the class of 

industrial workers did not exist then.The people who did exist were the 

artisans, farms servants, field labourers, tanners,distillers, and the 

miscellaneous class of the labouring poor including sweepers,scavengers, 

palanquin bearers and so on. The industrial proletariat was a new 

classthat emerged along with the rise of large-scale industry in the later 

19
th

century.Worker‘s history, in the stricter sense of the term, could not 

have existed before then.The viewing of the peasant as a separate class 

and the emergenceof the workers as a distinct new class led to the 

emergence of peasants andworkers history in the course of the 

20
th

century. The Marxist concept ofthe class and the spread of the 

communist ideology in India constituted a factor in theemergence of the 

radical historiography vis-a-vis workers and peasants. 

The leftist historiography of workers and peasants grew especially in the 

period afterindependence. A. R. Desai, a Marxist intellectual, edited 

Peasant Struggles in India(Bombay, 1979). Sunil Kumar Sen, a CPI 

historian and himself an active participant inthe Tebhaga or Sharecropper 

Movement in late colonial Bengal, wrote an eye-witnesshistorical 

account entitled Agrarian Struggle in Bengal 1946-47 (Calcutta, 

1972),and later produced Working Class Movements in India 1885-1975 

(Delhi, 1994).Another Marxist account was written by Sukomal Sen, 

Working Class ofIndia: History of Emergence and Movement 1830-1970 

(Calcutta, 1977). 

1.3.12 Caste, Tribe And Gender 
When modern anthropological and historical writings on Indian society 

began, the closerelationship between caste, tribe and gender became 
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apparent. Colonial historians andanthropologists saw that the anomly of 

Indian society lay in caste. They also sawthat there was a section in 

Indian society--aboriginal tribes, which had notbeen brought into caste 

structure. The making of caste society varied from tribalsociety in many 

respects. Gender was one of the prominent aspect in which the 

organisationof a tribe differed from that of a caste. It is not merely that 

the tribal economy differedfrom that of castes. It is also true that the 

marriage systems differed radically in above mentioned societies. 

Outwardly, it was the sexual organisation of society which made iteasy 

to categorize caste apart from the tribe. The polarity of purity and 

pollution, which characterisedcaste society, was non existent among the 

tribes. The tribes were not a part of ritual hierarchy.Also, the gender 

system of the tribes differed from the marriagestructure of caste society. 

In fact, a unique organisation of gender lay at the heart of thecaste 

system. In general, it may be said that there is a hidden connection 

betweengender, caste and tribe which must be kept in view when 

studying Indian‘s societyand history. 

The historical and anthropological literature on caste is mammoth and of 

long standing.There is also a new and burgeoning literature on gender 

studies and women‘s history.The tribes do not figure so importantly in 

Indian historical writing. There is, however, aconsiderable body of 

anthropological literature on the tribes which includes somehistorical 

material. 

The dalits or untouchables or vulnerable sections of the society have 

become a prominent force in Indian politics. It isnot a matter of surprise, 

therefore, that historical inquiries into their conditionhave attracted the 

attention several researchers. The adivasisor aboriginal tribes do not 

havethat sort of importance in politics, except in the North-East India. 

Thereare, consequently, fewer researchers in tribal history. Women, on 

the other hand,have attracted a growing number of historians. This is 

because of the feministmovement not only in India but all over the 

world. The movement has had the effect of putting women at the centre 

of core. 

 



Notes 

28 

1.3.13 Religion And Culture 
The nationalist movement in colonial India led to an important 

revamping of theconcept of history. History at the time was understood 

to be a history of the Britishstate in India. The history of the pre-British 

era was understood to be a politicalaccount of the dynasties and their 

wars and alliances. For M.KGandhi, this was a history of violence. There 

was no history of ‗soul-force‘, or nonviolence.He put the matter quite 

explicitly in Hind Swaraj (1909). RabindranathTagore made the same 

point in a different manner. In his view, the true history of Indiawas not a 

series and eulogy of its dynasties, warfare and the resultant bloodshed, 

but rather itsinner history. It lay in its quest for the acceptances of 

different view points and in the amalgamationof diverse elements, 

including different religious beliefs. The history of India‘s uniqueculture, 

in his view, was evolution of peaceful coexistance out of varied beliefs 

and practises. Religious history was onthis analysis paramount to the 

inner history of the country‘s culture. It was a history offusion. 

British Orientalism had also considered religious history as the most 

prominent part ofIndia‘s cultural history. This is not a colonial view 

alone, for there was an earlieracknowledgement of the significance of 

religion in the cultural heritage of the country. Badauni‘sMuntakha-ut-

Tawarikh, highlighting the reign of Akbar, devoted considerable time 

and spaceto religious doctrines and Sufi beliefs and practises. 

There was also identification that not all of India‘s culture was 

areligiousculture. British Orientalism had admiration of secular Sanskrit 

poetry, andearlier too Badauni had devoted many pages of his books to 

Persian poetry in India, notall of which was religious. However, Indian 

historiography was quick to realize thatthere was no hard and fast 

difference between the religious and the secular in thehistory of India. 

Even in the modern period, it was recognised that the Indian 

awakeninghad an important component of religious reform/ revival. 

 

1.3.14 Environment, Science And Technology 
In the history and the historiography of modern India, science, 

technology andenvironment are interrelated subjects. Massive 

demographic change facilitated byscience and technology has changed 
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the landscape beyond recognition. Neither Babarnor Warren Hastings 

would be able to contemplate the present aspect of the country. Thisflux 

has recently attracted the attention of historians of India. It is not 

thattechnology, science and ecology as fundamental factors in Indian 

history escaped thenotice of the past generations of historians. 

Nevertheless, it is only in the 1990s that afair number of historians in 

India took these themes up as independent topics of research. 

However, there is no agreement among them about the effect of science 

and technologyon the well being of the population and the environment 

of the country. Their dissentreflect deep divide within public opinion, 

government and politics of thecountry. There is science lobby, an 

economics and planning lobby and an environmentlobby. There are far 

cries of coming catastrophe and hot repudiations that there is cause for 

concern.It is said that because of greenhouse effect due to 

industrialisation and other factors, the glaciers fromwhich our rivers 

descend are fast receding. Historians have been sensitised to theproblems 

of science and environment by these public discussions. From the 

1990s,individual historical monographs on these subjects have begun to 

surface. Even prior to that, certain historical questions had figured in 

their discussions asregards science and technology. Was modern science 

and technology manipulated by thephenomenon of colonial rule? What 

were the state of the sciences and the level oftechnology before the 

establishment of British paramountcy? Such questions have 

beenresurfaced recently. 

 

Check Your Progress 2 

1) Describe Marxist Historiography. 

__________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________ 

2) What is Subaltern Historiography? 

__________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________ 
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1.4 LET US SUM UP 
 

The discipline of history, as other social sciences, constantly seeks new 

definitions which giverise to various phenomena. The search for these is 

crucial to historical analysis. These definitions provide both thenecessary 

and sufficient ground for the occurrence of certain events. However, 

unlike inthe natural sciences, the search for definitions in history cannot 

be conducted in a controlledatmosphere as in a laboratory. Instead, the 

social scientists look for similar and differentconditions for the 

occurrence of events.  

Historiographical trends set up high tradition of scholarship. They based 

theirwritings on hard empirical research and commitment. They carefully 

andmeticulously footnoted all their statements. Consequently, their 

writing was very much rational and scientific. Their research advanced 

our knowledge and interpretation of thepast. Simultaneously, most of 

them contributed to the positive aspects of the modernisation ofour 

society. Many of them also unveiled new sources and developed new 

paradigmsforelucidation of existing sources. They raised many new 

questions, produceddissentions and initiated active parleys. They also 

infused the idea that historicalresearch and writing should have value for 

the present. Even when not going far intheir own research and 

development, they accepted and disseminated the notion that the part 

commonpeople play in history should be a major constituent of history 

writing. 

1.5 KEYWORDS 
 

1) Utilitarian: Designed to be useful or practical rather than attractive. 

2)Neo-Imperilism:The practice of using capitalism, globalisation and 

cultural imperialism to influence a developing country instead of the 

previous colonial methods of direct military control (imperialism) or 

indirect political control (hegemony). 

3) Subaltern: of lower status. 

4) Evangelical:of or according to the teaching of the gospel or the 

Christian religion. 
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1.6 QUESTIONS FOR REVIEW 
 

1) Elaborate Ideology. 

2) Write a short note on Utalitarian Historiography. 

3) What is colonial historiography? Discuss some of the important works 

of historianswho are generally associated with colonial historiography. 
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1.8 ANSWERS TO CHECK YOUR 

PROGRESS 
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Check Your Progress 1 

1) A generalisation is regarded as linkage of disparate or unrelated facts, 

in time or space, with eachother. It is their grouping and rational 

classification. Basically, a generalisation is aconnection or relationship 

between facts. It is the result of the effort to providean explanation and 

causation, motivation and effect/impact.More widely, generalisations are 

the means through which historians understand theirmaterials and try to 

provide their understanding of facts to others.  

2)The assumptions on which Ojectivity rests include a commitment tothe 

reality of the past and to the truth as correspondence to that reality, a 

sharpseparation between knower and known, between fact and value, and 

above all,between history and fiction.  

Check Your Progress 2 

1)By the Marxist writing, is not meantthat the writers were all Marxists 

but that they moreor less adopted materialistic interpretation asmethod of 

understanding and a tool of analysis. Their interpretation derivedfrom 

historical philosophy of Karl Marx, thedialectical materialism. The 

essence of this newapproach lies in the study of relationship 

betweensocial and economic organisation and itsafter effects onhistorical 

events. 

2)The development of the historical writing in the1960s was the 

beginning of this new style ofenquiry. Thisnew initiative was taken by 

the historians likeRodny Hilton,E.P. Thompson, Eric Hobsbawm,George 

Rude, Sobul etc had a direct influence onwriting by placing common 

people in the centre oftheir studies. They characterised this current as 

historyfrom below, or people‘s history, or grassrootshistory etc. 
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UNIT 2 LATER VEDIC CHIEFDOMS 

AND TERRITORIAL STATES IN THE 

AGE OF BUDDHA 
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2.0 OBJECTIVES 
 

After reading this Unit you will be able to about the political and social 

structure of Later Vedic period, distinguish between the society of the 

sixth century B.C and that of the earlier period,learn about the emergence 

of new groups in the society during the sixth century B.C., andget 

detailed information about the various Janapadas and Mahajanapadas 

which cameinto prominence. 

 

2.1 INTRODUCTION 
 

By the later Vedic period some of Vedic tribes had moved from the 

'Sapta Sindhava'region to the upper Ganga Valley and other adjacent 

regions.During the period of this shift a number of changes in their 

social, political, economicand religious structure took place. In this unit 

we shall be discussing the major political and social aspects of these 

changes. 

The emergence of Janapadas signifiedthe birth of geography in Indian 

history. With the settlements of agriculturists coming up, the 

settlersformed enduring ties with their surrounding landscape. They 

observed the hills and rivers,birds and animals and fruits that were found 

in that area. Not only this, this was the timewhen they learnt to call a 

particular geographical space as their own. This geographicalspace was 

separated from those of the other communities (Janapadas) who might be 

friendlyor hostile to them. These Janapadas characterised by cohesion 

inside and separation from theoutside world, proved to be a seminal 

development in ancient India. These units orJanapadas became the 

centres for the development of uniform language, customs andbeliefs. 

 

2.2 CHIEFDOMS OF LATER VEDIC 

PERIOD 
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The transition from a predominantly pastoral to a mixed farming 

economy had a great impact on the character of the Later Vedic society 

and polity. The main trends of changes were that the tribal identity of the 

Early Vedic society gradually gave way to territorial identity and 

consequently the nature of chief ship changed. The social structure which 

was based on relations within a clan and was largely egalitarian in the 

Early Vedic period became much more complex. This type of society is 

marked by inequality. Even the same clan was divided into groups, some 

of which could have high status in society and some low status. 

 

2.2.1 Political Structure 
Jana was used in the sense of people or tribe in the Rig Vedic period, but 

now the concept of janapada emerged. Janapada meant the area where 

the tribe settled. The word rashtra was also used for the first time in the 

LaterVedic texts. However, it was still not used in the sense of a state 

with well defined territories. The Kurus, who were formed from the 

union between two major Vedic tribes-the Bharatas and the Purus, are 

mentioned in texts as occupying the area in the upper portion of the 

Ganga-Yamuna Doab. Similarly, the Panchalas are mentioned as people 

who occupied the middle portion of the Doab, called the Panchala Desa. 

This indicates that tribal identities were merging with territorial 

identities. It is also stated that when the Kurus and the Panchalas came 

together, their authority over the upper and middle reaches of the Ganga-

Yamuna Doab was complete. These changes in the relationship between 

the Jana and the area over which it wielded control helped towards the 

formation of the Janpadas and Mahajanapadas by the 6th century B.C. 

 

2.2.1.1 Tribal Chieftains 

When tribal groups came to be associated and identified with particular 

territories, it also brought about a change in the status and functions of 

the tribal chiefs. The rajan or the chief was no longer involved only in 

cattle raids but emerged as the protector of the territory where his 

tribesmen settled. The rajanya which already was a superior lineage 

during the Rig Vedic period nowbecame the 'Kshatriya' i.e. those who 

held power over dominions, which is the literal meaning of the word 
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'Kshatriya'. The Kshatriya class based their power on their role as the 

protector of their tribes and the land over which their tribes settled. The 

"visn had to pay prestations to the Kshatriya, in lieu of the latter's 

protection and thus the status of the viswas progressively subordinated to 

the Kshatriya lineage. Bali and Bhaga no longer meant prestations given 

at will, but gradually assumed the forms of regular tributes and taxes.  

2.2.1.2 Tribal Gatherings  

The change in the status of the Kshatriya or the warrior class is also 

reflected in the changing nature of the tribal assemblies. The sabha 

became more important than the samiti during this period. Reference to 

rajas in the assembly or the sabha suggests that they helped the king in 

his duties. The office of the raja or the chief was not based solely on birth 

but the choice of rajas restricted to the Kshatriyas. 

 

2.2.1.3 RAJA’S Rule 

In the absence of firmly established principles of heredity and 

primogeniture,consecratory rituals became very important for the ruler in 

order to assert this authority. Hence, ceremonial sacrifices like rajasuya, 

asvamedha and vajapeya were performed on lavish scale. In the Rigvedic 

period, the ashvamedha yajna was a small affair. But in this period, this 

was performed to subjugate other areas and legitimize the ruler's hold 

over alien lands. The other yajnas included prayers for the rulers‘ health 

and all three were in essence legitimizing methods, employed by the raja 

to proclaim his superiority and power. For instance the sacrificer was 

proclaimed as the raja in the course of the rajasuya. These sacrifices were 

found to be of relevance in later periods also when new kingdoms and 

new monarchs emerged. They used sacrifices to give religions legitimacy 

to their power. 

 

2.2.1.4 Tribal Wars 

The nature of the intra-tribal conflicts within tribes also changed. Fights 

were no longer mere skirmishes over cattle, now the acquisition of land 

was animportant element in these disputes. The necessity of increasing 

territory can be connected with the growth of population within the 

tribes. Iron weapons and light wheeled chariots driven by horses raised 
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the efficiency of the fighters. The Mahabharata depicts intra-clan warfare 

between the Kauravas and the Pandavas of the Kuru clan.  

 

2.2.1.5 Clergy 

With the rising importance of the rajanya Kshatriya, the Brahmanas too 

became important since they legitimized the office of the ruler through 

the consecratory rituals. The redistribution of wealth through dana and 

dakshina on such occasions was primarily from the Kshatriya yajamana 

to the brahmana priests. The elaborate consecratory rituals suggest that 

initially the power of the raja was not so secure and hence he had to 

provide proof of his ability to rule. The status of the officiating priests 

became at par with the gods, in the later period. It wasfelt that the gods 

had to be propitiated with yajnas and the officiating brahmana had to be 

satiated with dana. Thus the channel of redistribution was between the 

two higherstatus groups, and political supremacy was slowly becoming 

the domain of the Kshatriya. 

 

2.2.2 Social Structure 
In this period there was the declining status of vis and the ascendency of 

Kshatriyas and the Brahmanas. Society was thus composed of unequal 

groups. The symbolism which was projected during this period hymn‘s is 

that Brahman, Kshatriya, Vaisya and Sudra are limbs of the society. 

However, these limbs did not have equal status.  

The Brahman was compared to the head whereas the Shudra was 

compared to the feet. In social life Brahmans were considered the highest 

Varna because society could communicate with Gods with the help of 

Brahmans only. The Sudras on the other hand performed menial tasks 

and included slaves captured in wars.  

 

2.2.2.1 Varna  

The system of Varna had the following features: 

a) Status by birth  

b) A hierarchical ordering of the Varnas (Brahmana, Kshatriya, Vaisya, 

Sudra) with Brahmana at the top and Sudra at the base). 

c) Rules of endogamy and ritual purity.  
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The Varna system is further tied with the concept of Dharma i.e. 

universal law, and the Varna dharma was an attempt to establish a social 

law for a systematic functioning of the society. However, the 

Varnashram ystem was not properly developed in the Later Vedic society 

The division of social groups was based on occupation alone, and society 

was still flexible, where one's occupations did not depend on birth.  

Even in the later times i.e., post-Vedic, the Varna dharma described the 

ritual status of each group. Neither the Varna system prevent the non-

kshatriyas from claiming kshatriya status and becoming rulers (examples 

being the Nandas and the Mauryas) nor brahmanas from claiming 

political suzerainity (e.g. the Sunga kings). Thus the theoretical model of 

the Varna system could never be rigidly enforced in the post-Vedic 

period.  

It is Likely that during the Later Vedic period, with the shift in the 

geographical focus, the Vedic people encountered many non-Vedic tribes 

and considerable interaction must helped formation of a composite 

society. At least the Atharvaveda depicts a host of non-Vedic religious 

practices which were sanctioned by the priests. However, tribal 

endogamy through strict marriage rules was the aim in order to maintain 

the purity of the tribe. Also, the growing importance of the kshatriyas 

and the brahmanas in the societymade it imperative to maintain their 

exclusive superior status, as compared to the rest. During the Later Vedic 

period however, the concept of Varna was rudimentary in nature. The 

notion of untouchability for instance is absent. 

 

2.2.2.2 Gotra 

The institution of gotra (literally meaning-cow pen) appeared during 

thisperiod. As against tribal endogamy (marriage within tribe) people 

practised gotra exogamy (marrying outside the gotra). Gotra signified 

descent from a commonancestor and marriages could not take place 

between couples belonging to the same pen. 

 

2.2.2.3 Family 

The patriarchal family was well established and the grihapati acquired a 

special status.Since householding economy was gaining predominance, 
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the position ofthe householder too acquired economic importance. The 

rights on land were basedon usage, and communal ownership of land 

prevailed. The grihapatis were wealthyand their ritual role was that of a 

yajamana (i.e. he who orders sacrifice). Theirwealth did not come from 

gifts, but was produced by their own efforts. Throughyajnas, which they 

were bound to perform to gain merit, a part of their wealth 

gotchannelledto the brahamanas. Despite the presence of some women 

philosophers and the references to a few queens participating in the 

coronation rituals, womenwere considered subordinate to men, and were 

not involved in any major decision making. 

 

2.2.2.4 Three Stages Of Human Life  

Three ashramas, i.e. stages of life were prescribed and these stages were 

represented by the brahmachari (studentship), grihastha (householder), 

vanaprasthi (partial retirement from householding life by living in the 

forest). It seems that the fourth i.e. the sanyasa (or complete retirement 

from the participation in the world) stage of life was not known till the 

time that the upanishada were written. The sanyasis or the ascetics in 

later periods were individuals who protested either passively or actively 

against the Vedic social structure. 

 

2.3 THE VEDIC AGE VIS-A-VIS SIXTH 

CENTURY B.C. 
 

When we talk about Janapadas, we have to refer to a number of things 

associated with theemergence of the Janapadas. Since the Janapadas are 

known from about the sixth century B.C we can say that in the regions in 

which the Janapadas of this period are found manychanges took a 

concrete shape. Villages, towns and cities were the units where the 

peoplelived in a Janapada. Further, this was the time when kings and 

monarchs emerged on the stage of history. Thiswas also the age of 

intense philosophical speculation. Buddhism, Jainism and many 

otherheterodox sects emerged during this period. Monks, monarchs and 

merchants crowd thecanvas of history. Thus in various respects the 

period that we shall be studying now(approximately 6th century B.C.) 
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will reveal to us the changes thatcontinued to take place in Indian 

society.  

 

2.4 SOURCES 
 

We find information about the Janapadas and the Mahajanapadas from 

some Vedic and theBuddhist texts. The Brahmanas refer to a category of 

Vedic texts which deal with themethods of performing Vedic rituals. 

Similarly, the Upanishadas dealing with philosophicalproblems are also 

considered a pan of the Vedic literature. These texts were composed 

from 800 B.C. onwards. They refer to many Janapadas and 

Mahajanpadas and provide us insights into the settlement of agricultural 

communities. Another category of sources providing us information 

about thisperiod are the texts composed by the Buddhists. The Vinaya 

Pitaka dealing with the rules of the order, the Sutta Pitaka is a collection 

ofBuddha's sermons and the Abhidhamma Pitaka discussing problems of 

metaphysics, tellus about the preachers, princes, rich, poor and towns and 

villages of that period. TheJatakas dealing with the stories of the 

previous births of the Buddha are part of the SuttaPitaka. They give us 

graphic descriptions of the contemporary society. These texts haveclear 

references to various regions and geographical divisions.  

The archaeologists alsocontribute to our understanding of this period. 

They have dug up various places like Ahichchhatra, Hastinapur, 

Kausambi, Ujjaini, Sravasti, Vaisali and many more whichare mentioned 

in the texts of this period. They have discovered the remains of the 

houses,buildings, towns and objects used by the people. For example, the 

archaeological finds fromthis period indicate the use of a deluxe pottery 

called the Northern Black Polished Ware. In the settlements of the 

previous period, the people eitherdid not know the use of iron or used it 

sparingly. In the 6th century B.C. people were usingiron tools on a large 

scale. Prosperous agricultural settlements and towns have also 

beenreported in the excavations. Thus, the archaeological and literary 

sources put together provide us with a more complete picture of the 

Indian society around the 6
th

 century B.C. 
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2.5 JANAPADA 
 

The contemporary texts indicate that changes in society and economy 

were taking place in awell defined geographical space. The literature 

relating to the period that we are discussingrefers to various kinds of, 

units of settlement. They are referred to as Mahajanapada.,Janapada, 

Nagara, Nigama, Grama etc. Let us first see what the Janapadas were. 

Janapada, literally meaning the place where the people place their feet, is 

often referred tointhe texts of this period. Jana in the Vedic society 

referred to members of a clan. In the early Vedic society the members of 

Jana were pastoral groupsroaming in search of pastures. However in the 

later Vedic phase the members of Jana tookup agriculture and began to 

settle down. These agricultural settlements were calledJanapadas. In the 

initial phases these settlements were named after the dominant 

Kshatriyalineages settled in that area. For example, the areas around 

Delhi and upper Uttar Pradesh were known as the Kuru and Panchal 

Janapadas after the names of the dominant Kshatriyalineages. Once they 

settled down in one place there was allexpansion of agriculture,especially 

with the use of iron axes and plough shares. These iron tools could clear 

theforests and dig deeper than the stone or copper tools available to the 

agriculturists of thepreceding centuries.  

The middle Gangetic Valley i.e. the area east of Allahabad was suitedto 

wet rice cultivation. Rice yields are higher than wheat yields per acre. All 

this would leadto gradual agricultural expansion as also growth of 

population. The chiefs of the lineages, at war with each other, had more 

to loot and defend. This was because besides cattle, now agricultural and 

other products were available in larger quantities. Through the progress 

of agricultural expansion, war and conquest the Vedic tribes had come in 

closer contact witheach other, and with the non-Aryan population. This 

in fact had led to the formation oflarger territorial entities. For example, 

the Panchalas represented the coming together of fivesmaller tribes. 

Some of the Janapadas were to develop into Mahajanapadas by the sixth 

century B.C. Thishappened as a result of a series of changes in the 

internal socio-political structure of theJanapadas. One such important 

change was the expansion of agricultural communities. This is indicated 
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by the fact that the contemporary texts list agricultural land as a very 

importanteconomic asset. These texts discuss the varieties of rice in as 

much detail as did the Vedictexts discusses the varieties of cows. Let us 

see what the changes were. 

 

2.6 RISE OF NEW GROUPS 
 

One very important change was the emergence of new categories and 

groups of people inthe society. Let us look at this aspect in some details. 

 

2.6.1 Gahapati 
A Gahapati was the master of an individual household which owned 

land. A BrahmanGahapati is said to have owned so much of land that he 

needed five hundred ploughs to getit cultivated. In the later Vedic society 

it was the 'Vis'which performed agriculturalactivities. Land was jointly 

owned by the lineage. With the emergence of agriculturalsociety land 

became an important form of wealth. As such the ruling clans of the 

Kshatriyasand Brahmanas brought it under their control. Out of these 

groups emerged the Gahapati,who signified the disintegration of joint 

ownership and the emergence of big individuallandowners. The 

Gahapatis got their land cultivated by slaves (dasa), hired labourers 

(karmakara) and Shudras. People captured during war were made slaves. 

Theimpoverished members of the tribe also joined the ranks of the 

labourers. The use ofdependent labour was indicative of the emergence 

of a deprived class whose labour was being used to produce surplus food. 

The product of the land would not go to the Sudra or the dasa but to the 

master i.e. the Gahapati.  

 

2.6.2 Merchants 
It was possibly from the ranks of the Gahapatis that an important class of 

traders emerged.Through the sale of their produce they built up a certain 

amount of capital which was used for trading. The word frequently used 

for trader in the Buddhist sources is Setthi, meaning 'a person having the 

best'. It shows that the people who dealt with money matters had 

acquired considerable prestige and power. The Brahmanical sources 



Notes 

43 

generally looked downon trading and the vaisyas, who were generally 

associated with trading. However, by thesixth century B.C. trade and 

merchandise became an independent sphere of economicactivity. The 

traders lived in cities and their emergence is related to the emergence of 

townsand cities in the period. These merchants traded over very large 

areas. By trading amongdifferent principalities they created a possibility 

for kings to try and control larger areas visited by merchants.Thus by the 

sixth century B.C. a class of free peasants and merchantshad emerged. 

They had freed themselves from clan obligations of sharing surplus food 

orwealth with the other members of the lineage as was the case earlier. 

Private property in farm animals, in land and its produce had emerged as 

the dominant economic reality of thetime. 

 

2.6.3 Raja And Praja 
Combined with developments in the socio-economic field were changes 

in the nature ofpolity in the Mahajanapadas. In the preceding period the 

word Raja referred to the chief of alineage. For example, Rama whose 

legends are related to this period is often referred to asRaghukularaja 

meaning one who rules over the Raghu clan. Similarly, Yudhisthira is 

calledKuru raja. They ruled over their lineage and the notion of a ruler 

ruling over a territory hadnot emerged. The taxes collected from the 

kinsmen were largely voluntary tributes. The kingwas considered a 

generous father figure ensuring the prosperity of the lineage. He did 

nothave an independent taxation system or army. The references to kings 

in the sixth century B.C.on the other hand indicate his rule over a 

territory with a regular taxation system andarmy. There are references to 

Krsaka i.e. peasants who paid taxes to the king. Now the peasant and the 

army were not linked in any kinship tie with the Raja. The distinction 

wasnow between Raja and Praja.  

The Praja included people from the non-lineage groups also. Astanding 

army implied control over local peasantry through force and an attitude 

ofpermanent confrontation with the people and kings of the neighbouring 

territories. The cattleraids of the preceding period were replaced by 

organised campaigns inwhich territory wasannexed and agriculturists and 

traders were forced to pay taxes. Officials entrusted with thework of tax 
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collection are repeatedly mentioned. An official called bhagadugha 

collectedbhaga i.e. a share of the agricultural produce. Survey of the 

agricultural land was done byan official called Rajjugahaka. The Jatakas 

mention royal officials measuring out grain tosend it to the King's 

granary. The Mahajanapadas did not bear the name of the 

dominantKshatriya lineage in most of the cases. For example Kosala, 

Magadha, Avanti and Vatsawere not named after any Kshatriya lineages. 

Thus we see that a new kind of political system had emerged by the 6th 

century B.C. Thechief of the tribe who used to raid enemy territory and 

distribute the loot among hisfollowers was transformed into a King 

having an army unfettered by tribal loyalties. The army was paid out of 

the revenues collected from the cultivators. The Vedic chief's desirefor 

glory and sacrifices led to his breaking away from the lineage. The tribe 

would not beinterested in fighting wars in distant areas and would 

oppose any regular tax for the maintenance of the army. This the King 

needed for his glory and power. The King's authority was not based on 

the distribution of wealth among the fellow tribesmen. It was based on 

breaking coherent lineage groups and recognising individuals and groups 

who would produce wealth. Some of this wealth was taken away from its 

producers in the form of taxes. In a lineage society where everyone was 

regarded as everyone else's relative sucharbitrary taking away of wealth 

by the chief would not be allowed. The new King leviedtaxes and 

protected the peasants and merchants from internal and external 

aggression. 

 

Check Your Progress 1  

1) Throw a light on the sources of information of later Vedic period. 

__________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________ 

 

2) Write on the new groups that emerged in this period. 

__________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________ 
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2.7 MAHAJANAPADA 
 

A new type of society marked by the presence of the Gahapati; the 

merchant and therelationship between the ruler and the ruled was 

reflected in new kinds of politico-geographicalunits called the 

Mahajanapadas. The word Mahajanapada means large Janapadas like 

those of Magadha, Kosala etc. ruled by powerful kings or oligarchies. In 

fact many of the Mahajanapadas of the sixth century B.C. came up by 

incorporatingJanapadas which were previously autonomous. For 

example Kosala Mahajanapada includedthe Janapada of the Sakyas and 

of Kashi. Magadha came to include the Janapadas of Anga, Vajji etc 

even before it grew into an empire. The new society which is reflected in 

thecontemporary Buddhist texts can be seen in the story of Jivaka. 

Historians read these stories to understand the hopes, ambitions and 

struggles of men of those days and theircontemporary social milieu. 

 

2.7.1 Hamlets 
In the Mahajanapadas the basic unit of settlement was the Gama (which 

in Prakrit and Pali Language is equivalent of Sankrit grama) meaning a 

village. Remember the Gram of the early Vedic times. It used to be a 

mobile unit of people and when two gramas came together it led to 

Sangrama (literally coming together of villages) i.e. battle. This was 

because they were mobile units and when two hostile gramas met it led 

to attempts atsnatching away each other's cattle.  

The villages of the sixth century B.C. were settlementswhere people 

generally pursued agricultural activities (this signifies a shift from a 

pastoralto agricultural activities). There were various kinds of small and 

large villages inhabited bya single household or many families. The 

households seem to have been part of an extendedkin group, meaning 

that everyone was related to everyone else in the villages. However,with 

the emergence of families who had large landholdings and who 

employed the labour ofdasas, karmakaras and porisas, villages inhabited 

by non-kinship groups also came into existence.  
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There are references to land ownership and tenancy rights of varied 

kinds. Kassaka and ksetrika denoted the common peasants who were 

generally of the Sudra jati. The leaders of the villages were called 

Gamini. The Gaminiare also referred to as soldiers,elephant and horse-

trainers and stage managers. The trend towards increasing 

craftspecialisation is evident from references to villages of cattlekeepers, 

ironsmiths, woodworkers, etc. These references to villages specialising 

in activities other than agriculturaloperations are indicative of increasing 

trade and prospering economy. This is because thevillagers who were not 

producing their own food must have got their food from othervillages. 

This suggests that regular exchange of goods had become an integral part 

of theeconomic life of the people. Also their specialisation in one craft is 

indicative of the factthat there was a large scale demand for the goods 

produced by them. 

 

2.7.2 Townships 
Towns and cities dominated by Kings and merchants but at the same 

time containing aheterogenous population were the new kinds of 

settlement which came into existence duringthis period. They are 

variously referred to as Pura, Nigama and Nagara. The differencesamong 

these settlements are not clear. They probably referred to the size as well 

as varyingfeatures of the settlements. These towns and cities were 

substantially larger than thevillages. Contemporary literature refers to big 

cities like Ayodhya and Varanasi coveringanywhere between thirty to 

fifty square kilometres of area. These accounts are exaggeratedas the 

excavations conducted in these cities show modest settlements in this 

period. In noperiod did the size exceed five square kilometres in circuit. 

However, this historic phase isassociated with settlements using a deluxe 

pottery called the Northern Black Polished Ware(NBPW). The 

settlements witnessed an increase in trade and population. 

Massivefortifications have been found around the cities of Kausambi, 

Ujjaini, Rajghat (Varanasi) and Rajgir. What is clear from the references 

in literature is the fact that the cities hademerged as the focus of power 

and control over the Mahajanapada. The Kings ruled fromtheir cities. 
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The newly emerging merchant class controlled trade from these centres 

especially after the introduction of coinage. 

 

Check Your Progress 2 

1) Write a note on Gamini. 

__________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________ 

 

2)How does archaeology correct the literary evidence about the cities? 

__________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________ 

 

2.8 TERRITORIAL STATES IN THE AGE 

OF BUDDHA 
 

In the previous section we discussed the literary and archaeological 

evidences for thepresence of the basic units of settlement in the sixth 

century B.C. Now we shall discussreferences to the sixteen 

Mahajanapadas in ancient literature. The Buddhist sources refer tothe 

presence of sixteen Mahajanapadas in the period when the Buddha lived. 

TheMahajanapadas and their major settlements are found mentioned 

repeatedly when referencesto the Buddha are made in the Buddhist texts. 

The exact dates of the Buddha's life are stilldisputed by historians. It is 

however generally believed that the Buddha's life spanned pansof both 

6th and 5th centuries B.C. and Buddhist texts referring to his life are 

therefore takento reflect the society of this period. The list of 

Mahajanapadas varies from text to text. However we can get a fair idea 

of the political and economic conditions of various regionsof India by 

studying these lists. These Mahajanapadas represented a conglomerate 

ofthousands of villages and a few cities. These Mahajanapadas extended 

from the North Western Pakistan to East Bihar and from the sub 

mountain regions of the Himalayas to theriver Godavari in the South.The 
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Buddhist text Anguttara Nikaya which is a part of the Sutta-Pitaka gives 

the following list of sixteen Mahajanapadas in the time of Buddha: 

1 ) Kashi 9) Kuru 

2) Kosala 10) Panchala 

3) Anga         11) Maccha (Matsya) 

4) Magadha 12) Surasena 

5) Vajji 13) Assaka 

6) Malla 14) Avanti 

7) Chedi 15) Gandhara 

8) Vatsa 16) Kamboja 

Another Buddhist work the Mahavastu gives a similar list of the sixteen 

Mahajanapadas.  However it omits Gandhara and Kamboja which were 

located in the north-west. These are substituted by Sibi and Dasarna in 

Punjab and Central India respectively. Similarly the Jaina work 

Bhagavati Sutra gives a widely different list of the sixteen 

Mahajanapadas which includes Vanga and Malaya. The number sixteen 

seems to have been conventional and the lists varied because regions 

important to the Buddhists and the Jainas came to be included in their 

lists. The lists indicate a gradual shift of focus to the middle Gangetic 

Valley because most of the Mahajanapadas located in this area. Let us 

survey the history and geography of these Mahajanapadas.  

 

1) KASHI 

Of the sixteen Mahajanapadas Kashi seems to have been the most 

powerful in thebeginning. Located in and around the present day 

Varanasi district its capital Varanasi isreferred to as the foremost city of 

India situated on the confluence of the Ganges and the Gomati rivers and 

in the midst of fertile agricultural tracts. Kashi was famous for its 

cottontextiles and market for horses. Excavations at the site of Rajghat 

which has been identifiedwith ancient Benaras have not yielded any 

impressive evidence for urbanisation in the 6
th

century B.C. It seemed to 

have emerged as a major town around 450 B.C. However, weknow that 

the orange brown robes of the Buddhist monks were called Kashaya in 

Sanskrit which was made in Kashi. This indicates that Kashi had 

emerged as a cloth manufacturingcentre and market by the time of 
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Buddha.Several Kings of Kashi are mentioned as having conquered 

Kosala and many other Kingdoms. Interestingly enough the earliest 

available version of the Rama story, the Dasaratha Jataka, mentions 

Dasaratha, Rama etc. as Kings of Kashi and not of Ayodhya. The father 

of Parsva, the twenty-third teacher (Tirthankara) of the Jains, is said to 

have been the King of Benaras. The Buddha also delivered his first 

sermon in Sarnath near Benaras. All important religious traditions of 

ancient India associated themselves withKashi. However, by the time of 

the Buddha the Kashi Mahajanapada had been annexed byKosala and 

was a cause of war between Magadha and Kosala. 

 

2) KOSALA 

The Mahajanapada of Kosala was bounded on the west by the river 

Gomati. To its eastflowed the river Sadanira which separated it from the 

Videha and towards the north itskirted the Nepal hills while the river 

Syandika defined its southern boundary. Literaryreferences indicate how 

Kosala emerged out of an assimilation of many smallerprincipalities and 

lineages. For example, we know that the Sakyas of Kapilavastu 

wereunder the control of Kosala. The Buddha calls himself a Kosalan in 

the Majjhima Nikaya. 

But at the same time the Kosalan King Vidudhaba is said to have 

destroyed the Sakyas. Itwould only indicate that the Sakya lineage was 

under the nominal control of the Kosalas.The newly emergent monarchy 

established a centralized control and thus destroyed theautonomy of the 

Sakyas. Names of Kings like Hiranyanabha, Mahakasala Prasenajita 

andSuddhodana are mentioned as rulers of Kosala in the 6th century B.C. 

These rulers are saidto have ruled from Ayodhya, Saketa, Kapilavastu or 

Sravisti. Probably in the early years ofthe sixth century B.C. the area of 

Kosala was under the control of many smaller chiefshipsruling from 

small towns. Towards the end of the 6th century B.C. kings like 

Prasenajita andVidudhabha managed to bring all other chiefships under 

their control. They ruled from Sravasti. Thus Kosala became a 

prosperous Kingdom having three big cities under itscontrol i.e. 

Ayodhya. Saketa and Sravasti. Kosala also annexed the Kingdom of 

Kashi in itsterritory. The Kingsof Kosala favoured both Brahmanism and 
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Buddhism. King Prasenajitawas a contemporary and friend of the 

Buddha. In the succeeding phases Kosala proved to beone of the most 

formidable adversaries of the emergent Magadhan Empire. 

 

3) ANGA 

Anga comprised the districts of Bhagalpur and Monghyr in Bihar. It may 

have extendednorthwards to the river Kosi and included some parts of 

the district of Purnea. It was locatedto the east of Magadha and west of 

the Rajamahal hills. Champa was the capital of Anga. Itwas located on 

the confluence of the rivers Champa and the Ganga. Champa has 

beenconsidered one of the six great cities in the sixth century B.C. It was 

noted for its trade andcommerce and traders sailed further east through 

the Ganga from here. In the middle of thesixth century B.C. Anga was 

annexed by Magadha. Excavations at Champa near Bhagalpurhave 

yielded NBPW in large numbers. 

 

4) MAGADHA 

Magadha consisted of the areas around Patna and Gaya in south Bihar. It 

was protected bythe rivers Son and Ganga on its north and west. 

Towards the south it reached upto theChotanagpur plateau. In the east the 

river Champa separated it from Anga. Its capital wascalled Girivraja or 

Rajagriha. Rajapriha was an impregnable city protected by five hills. 

Thewalls of Rajapriha represent the earliest evidence of fortification in 

the historical India. Thecapital was shifted to Pataliputra somewhere in 

the fifth century B.C. They bear testimony to the power of the early 

Magadhan monarchs. In the Brahmanical texts the Magadhans 

wereconsidered people of mixed origin and inferior type. This was 

probably because the people in this area did not follow the Varna ystem 

and the Brahmanical rituals in the earlyhistorical times. The Buddhist 

tradition on the other hand attaches great importance to thisarea. The 

Buddha achieved enlightenment in this area. Rajagriha was one of his 

favourite haunts. The Magadhan monarchs Bimbisara and Ajatsatru were 

his friends and disciples. 

With its fertile agricultural tracts suited to wet rice cultivation, control 

over the iron ores ofsouth Bihar and relatively open social system, 
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Magadha became the most importantKingdom in the subsequent history. 

Its control over the trade routes of the Ganges, Gandakand Son rivers 

could provide it substantial revenues. The Magadhan king Bimbisara is 

said to have called an assembly of the Gaminis of 80000 villages. The 

number might be fictitious but it indicates that Bimbisara's 

administration was based on the village as a unit of organisation. The 

Gamini were not his kinsmen but representatives and chiefs of villages. 

Thus his power was based not on the goodwill of his kinsmen. Ajatsatru 

usurped the throne and starved Bimbisara to death. Magadha as a 

Kingdom kept prospering with the extension of its control over the Vajjis 

of Vaisali. This was to culminate in the Mauryan empire in thefourth 

century B.C. 

 

5) VAJJI 

Centred around the Vaisali district of Bihar, the Vajjis (literal meaning 

pastoral nomads)were located north of the Ganga. This Mahajanapada 

extended upto the hills of Nepal in the north. It was separated from 

Kosala by the river Gandak. Unlike the Mahajanapadaspreviously 

discussed, the Vajjis had a different kind of political organisation. 

Thecontemporary texts refer to them as a Ganasamgha, a term which has 

been variouslytranslated as a republic or an oligarchy. The Ganasamghas 

of this period represented a rule not by an all powerful Kings but a joint 

rule by a group of Kshatriya Chiefs. This rulingclass, members of which 

were called rajas, were now differentiated from different non Kshatriya 

groups. 

The Vajjis represented a confederacy of eight clans of whom the 

Videhas, Licchavis and theJnatrikas were the most well known. The 

Videhas had their capital at Mithila. It has beenidentified with Janakpur 

in Nepal. Although the Ramayanaassociates it with the kingJanaka, the 

Buddhist sources consider it a chiefship. Licchavis, the most well known 

of theancient Indian Ganasamghas, had their headquarters at Vaisali. 

Vaisali is said to have beena large and prosperous city. The Jnatrikas 

were another clan settled somewhere in thesuburbs of Vaisali. This was 

the clan which produced Mahavira, the Jain teacher. The othermembers 

of confederacy were the clans of the Ugras, Bhogas, Kauravas and 
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Aiksavakas.Vaisali seems to have been the metropolis of the entire 

confederacy. They conducted theiraffairs in an assembly. Accordingly to 

a Jataka story the Vajjis were ruled by many clanchiefs. This 

Mahajanapada was a major power in the sixth century B.C. However, 

they donot seem to have possessed a standing army or a system of 

revenue collection fromagriculture. The Magadhan king Ajatsatru is 

supposed to have destroyed this confederacy.He sowed discord among 

the chiefs with the help of his minister Vassakara and thenattacked the 

Licchavis. 

 

6) MALLA 

The Mallas were another Kshatriya lineage referred to as Gana-samghas 

in ancient texts.They seem to have had several branches of which two 

had their headquarters in the towns‘ ofPava and Kusinagara. Kusinagara 

has been identified with the site of Kasia in the Gorakhpurdistrict of U.P. 

There is no unanimity among the scholars about the location of Pava. 

TheMalla temtories are said to have been located to the east and south-

east of the territory of the Sakyas. They are supposed to have been ruled 

by five hundred chiefs. The Buddha died in the vicinity of Kusinagara 

and his last rites were performed by the Mallas. 

 

7) CHEDI 

The Chedi territory roughly corresponds to the eastern parts of the 

modern Bundelkhand. Itmight have stretched upto the Malwa plateau. 

Sisupala the famous enemy of Krishna was aChedi ruler. According to 

the Mahabharat the Chedis seem to have been in close touch withthe 

chiefs of Matsya beyond the Chambal, the Kasis of Benaras and the 

Karusas in thevalley of the river Son. Its Capital was Sotthivati 

(Suktimati) probably located in the Banda district of U.P. Other 

important towns in this territory were Sahajati and Tripuri. 

 

8) VATSA 

Vatsa with its capital at Kausambi was one of the most powerful 

principalities of the sixthcentury B.C. Kausambi has been identified with 

modern Kosam or the river Yamuna nearAllahabad. This means that the 
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Vatsas were settled around modem Allahabad. The puranassay that the 

descendant of the Pandavas, Nichaksu shifted his capital to Kausambi 

afterHastinapur had been washed away by floods. The dramatist Bhasa, 

has immortalized one ofthe Kings of the Vatsas named Udayana in his 

plays. These playsarebased on the story ofthe romantic affair between 

Udayana and Vasavadatta, the Princess of Avanti. They alsoindicate the 

conflicts among the powerful Kingdoms of Magadha, Vatsa and Avanti. 

Vatsa,however, seems to have lost the ensuing struggle as the subsequent 

texts do not give themmuch importance. 

 

9) KURU 

The Kings of the Kurus were supposed to belong to the family of 

Yudhisthira. They were centred around the Delhi-Meerut region. The 

Arthashastra and other texts refer to them as Rajasabdopajivinah, i.e., 

carrying the titles of Kings. This indicates some kind of a diffused 

structure of chiefship. That they did not have absolute monarchy is also 

proved by references to many political centres in this area. Hastinapura, 

Indraprastha, Isukara are each mentioned as the capital of the Kurus 

having their own chiefs.  

We all know about the Kurus through the epic Mahabharata. It relates the 

story of the war of succession between the Pandavas and Kauravas. The 

epic has enthralled generations of Indians with its superb interweaving of 

themes relating to love, war, conspiracy, hatred and the larger 

philosophical issues relating to human existence. Historians treat it more 

as epic literature than an actual description of events: Large scale wars 

started only with the emergence of the Mahajanapadas, earlier phase 

being characterised by cattle raids. The Mahabharata also mentions 

Greeks who came into contact with India only around the 5
th

 century 

B.C. Thus, a war involving Greeks could take place only in the first 

millennium B.C. Probably the Mahabharata story relates to an 

internecine war between two Kshatriya lineages which became a part of 

the singing tradition of the bards. With the emergence of the early 

historic period the social, economic and political interaction increased 

among the Mahajanapadas. The singing bards and Brahmanas brought in 

every region of India in the story of Mahabharata. This pleased the 
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monarchs who could boast of an ancestor who fought in the Mahabharata 

war. Thus, the epic became a mechanism for the spread of the 

Brahmanical religious system. This is clear from the fact that in the 

prologue of the Mahabharata it is said that an earlier version having 

24,000 stanzas was still current. The present epic has one lakh stanzas.  

 

10) PANCHALA 

The Panchala Mahajanapada was located in the Rohikhand and parts of 

Central Doab(roughly Bareilly, Pilibhit, Badaun, Bulandshahr, Aligarh 

etc.) The ancient texts refer to thepresence of two lineages of the 

Panchalas i.e. the northern Panchalas and the southernPanchalas with the 

river Bhagirathi forming the dividing line. The northern Panchalas 

hadtheir capital at Ahicchatra located in the Bareilly district of U.P. The 

southern Panchalas hadKampilya as their capital. They seem to have 

been closely linked to the Kurus. Although one or two Panchala chiefs 

are mentioned, we have very little information about them. Theytoo are 

called a Samgha.By the sixth century B.C. they seem to have become an 

obscurepower. 

 

11) MATSYA 

The Matsyas were located in the Jaipur-Bharatpur-Alwar region of 

Rajasthan. Their capital was at Viratnagara famed as the hiding place of 

the Pandavas. This region was more suitable for cattle rearing. That is 

why in the Mahabharata story when the Kauravas attacked Virat they 

took away cattle as booty. Obviously, Matsya could not compete with the 

powers that emerged on the basis of settled agriculture. It was absorbed 

in the Magadhan Empire. Some of the most famous edicts of the King 

Ashoka have been found in Bairat (Jaipur district), the ancient Virat.  

 

12) SURSENA 

The Surasenas had their capital at Mathura on the bank of the river 

Yamuna. In the Mahabharata and the Puranas the ruling family of 

Mathura is referred to as Yadus. The Yadava clan was divided into many 

smaller clans like the Andhakas, Vrishani, Mahabhojas, etc. They too 

had a samgha form of government. The epic hero Krishna is associated 
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with these ruling families.  Mathura was located at the junction of two 

famous ancient Indian trade routes i.e. the Uttarapatha and the 

Daksinapatha. This was because Mathura represented the transitional 

zone between the Gangetic plains having settled agriculture and the 

sparsely populated pasture lands jutting into the Malwa plateau. That is 

why Mathura emerged as an important city. However, because of the 

splintered political structure and varied landscape, the chiefs of this area 

could not carve out a powerful kingdom.  

 

13) ASSAKA 

The Assakas inhabited the banks of the river Godavari near modern 

Paithan inMaharashtra. Paithan has been identified with ancient 

Pratisthana, the capital of the Assakas. The Daksinapatha or the southern 

route is supposed to have connected Pratisthana with thecities of the 

north. There are vague references to the Kings of the Assakas but 

ourinformation regarding this region at this stage is very limited. 

 

14) AVANTI 

Avanti was one of the most powerful Mahajanapadas in the 6th century 

B.C. The core area of this kingdom would roughly correspond to the 

Ujjain district of Madhya Radesh, extending upto the river Narmada. It 

had another important city Mahismati which is sometimes mentioned as 

its capital. Several other small and big towns are mentioned as dotting 

the Avanti region. The Puranas attribute the foundation of Avanti to one 

of the clans of the Yadus called the Haihaya. Located in a very fertile 

agricultural tract and controlling the trade coming from south this clan of 

the Yadus here developed into a centralized monarchy. In the 6th century 

B.C., a powerful King named Pradyota was ruling over Avanti. He seems 

to have conquered Vatsa and even Ajatsatru was afraid of him.  

 

15) GANDHARA 

Gandhara was located between Kabul and Rawalpindi in North Western 

Province. It might have included some parts of Kashmir. Although it was 

an important area in the early Vedicperiod it lost its importance in the 

Brahmanical and Buddhist traditions of the later phases.The capital 
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Taxila was an important city where people from all the Janapadas went 

forlearning and trading. In the 6th century B.C. Gandhara was ruled by a 

King namedPukkusati. He was friendly with Bimbisara. In the latter half 

of the sixth century B.C.Gandhara was conquered by the Persians. 

Excavations in the modem towns of Taxilashowthat this site was 

occupied by 1000 B.C. and some kind of township emerged 

subsequently.By the sixth century B.C. a city having similarities with the 

Gangetic Valley cities hademerged. 

 

16) KAMBOJA 

Kamboja was located somewhere close to Gandhara, probably around the 

present day Punch ma. Already by the 7th century B.C. the Kambojas 

were regarded as uncultured by the Brahmanical texts. The Arthashastra 

calls them varta-sastropajivin Samgha meaning a confederation of 

agriculturists, herdsmen, traders and warriors.  

 

2.9 LET US SUM UP 
 

We have summed up the chiefdoms of later Vedic period and reviewed 

the political conditions prevailing in India of the sixth century B.C. 

TheMahajanapadas which emerged as regions where new kinds of socio-

political developmentswere taking place were located in distinct 

geographical zones. What seems to be verysignificant is the fact that 

seven of them i.e. Anga, Magadha, Vajji, Malla, Kasi, Kosala andVatsa 

were located in the middle Gangetic Valley. This is a rice growing area 

whereas theupper Gangetic Valley is a wheat growing area. It has been 

observed that in the traditionalagricultural system of India, rice output 

exceeded the wheat output. The rice producing areashad a greater density 

of population too.  

Further, Mahajanapadas like Magadha had easyaccess to crucial 

resources like metal ores. These factors might be related to the 

emergenceof the middle Gangetic Valley as the focus of politico-

economic power. The fact that somany Mahajanapadas were contiguous 

to each other in this area meant that an ambitiousleader could try and 

conquer prosperous neighbouring territories. Also it would be easier 
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toretain control over a neighbouring territory. The rulers of the 

Mahajanapadas of Punjab orMalwa would have to traverse empty 

geographical zones before they came across someprosperous territory. 

Thus, the flat terrain and the contiguity of settlements provided a 

betterchance for a ruler in the middle Gangetic Valley to consolidate his 

power. No wonder Magadha, one of the powers in this zone, emerged as 

the most powerful Kingdom in the subsequent period. 

 

2.10 KEY WORDS 
 

Heterodox Sects: The religious movements which emerged during the 

sixth century B.C.They provided a challenge to the Vedic religion. 

Pali: A language spoken in the areas of Magadha and Kosala. Buddhist 

literature waswritten in this language. 

Prakrit: A language spoken at the time of Ashoka in Magadha. The first 

written material inhistorical India is found in this language. 

Urban Settlements: Place where a significant proportion of population 

is engaged inactivity other than food production. 

2.11 QUESTIONS FOR REVIEW 
 

1) Write a note on polity of later Vedic period. 

2) Describe the society of later Vedic period. 

3)Write a note on Mahajanpadas of 6
th

 century B.C 
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2.13 ANSWERS TO CHECK YOUR 

PROGRESS 
 

Check Your Progress 1 

1) We find information about the Janapadas and the Mahajanapadas from 

some Vedic and the Buddhist texts. The Brahmanas and Upanishadas 

refer to many Janapadas and Mahajanpadas and provide us insights into 

the settlement of agricultural communities. The Vinaya Pitaka, the Sutta 

Pitaka and the Abhidhamma Pitaka gave us graphic descriptions of the 

contemporary society as well as references to various regions and 

geographical divisions. The archaeologists also dug up various places 

like Ahichchhatra, Hastinapur, Kausambi, Ujjaini, Sravasti, Vaisali and 

many more which are mentioned in the texts of this period. 

2)A Gahapati was the master of an individual household which owned 

land. He signified the disintegration of joint ownership and the 

emergence of big individuallandowners. It was possibly from the ranks 

of the Gahapatis that an important class of traders emerged.Through the 

sale of their produce they built up a certain amount of capital which was 

used for trading. The word frequently used for trader in the Buddhist 

sources wasSetthi, meaning a person having the best.  

 

Check Your Progress 2 

1)The leaders of the villages were called Gamini. The Gaminiare also 

referred to as soldiers,elephant and horse-trainers and stage managers. 

2) Contemporary literature refers to big cities like Ayodhya and Varanasi 

covering anywhere between thirty to fifty square kilometres of area. 

These accounts are exaggerated as the excavations conducted in these 

cities show modest settlements in this period. In no period did the size 

exceed five square kilometres in circuit. 
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UNIT - 3 MAURAYAN POLITY: 

NATURE AND FUNCTIONS 
 

STRUCTURE 

3.0 Objectives 

3.1 Introduction 

3.2 History of Pre-Mauryan Period 

3.3 Rise of Mauryas 

3.4 Asoka The Great 

3.4.1 Kalinga Battle 

3.4.2 Maurayan Dynasty at Asoka's death 

3.5 Mauryan Administration 

3.5.1 Central Executive 

3.5.1.1 King‘s Role 

3.5.1.2 Ministers 

3.5.1.3 City‘s Leadership 

3.5.1.4 Armed Force 

3.5.1.5 Intelligence 

3.5.1.6 Law and Justice  

3.5.1.7 Revenue Management 

3.5.1.8 Public Well-Being 

3.5.2 Regional and Local Executive 

3.5.2.1 Provincial Executive 

3.5.2.2 District and Village Executive 

3.6 Relationship with Outside Powers 

3.7 Let Us Sum Up 

3.8 Key Words 

3.9 Questions for Review 

3.10 Suggested Readings and References 

3.11 Answers To Check Your Progress 

 

3.0 OBJECTIVES 
 

After reading this Unit you should be able to: 
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--have a brief idea of the political history of Magadha during the two 

centuries preceding Mauryan rule 

--trace the chief events leading to the establishment of Mauryan rule 

--learn about the early Mauryan kings - Chandragupta and Bindusara - 

and their expansionist activities 

--explain the context of the accession and coronation of Asoka the Great; 

the importance of the Kalinga War andidentify the boundaries of the 

Magadhan empire at the death of Ashoka  

--learn about the administration of Mauraya‘s. 

 

3.1 INTRODUCTION 
 

In this Unit we take into account the political events throughout the 

period from the fifth to the third century B.C. The Magadhan Kingdom 

began to grow during the sixth century B.C. itself. However, this process 

accelerated considerably under the Nandas and the Mauryas. The 

location of Asoka‘s inscriptions indicates that a major part of the Indian 

sub-continent, excluding the eastern and southern extremities, had come 

under Magadhan suzerainty. However, after discussing the details of how 

this expansion took place, we shall introduce you to the view that the 

composition and texture of the Magadhan empire, in its various parts, 

was so diverse that to be able to hold it together, direct political control 

was probably very difficult. This may perhaps explain why Asoka 

endeavoured to resolve the inherent social tensions in the empire through 

the introduction of his policy of Dhamma.  

Further as the empire expanded, the surplus production, extraction of 

surplus, its distribution or expenditure necessitated a complex form of 

administrative system in order to control or ensure various economic, 

social and political activities at various levels. For example if a strong 

army was needed to conquer other areas, a strong administration was 

needed to organise the army and cater to its requirements. Similarly if 

taxes were to be collected from traders or surplus was to be extracted 

from producers, an administrative set up was needed not only to frame 

rules for this but actually carry out the process of extraction. The 

Mauryan administration carried on its activities in an organised manner 
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and we shall discuss the various aspects related to them. Broadly 

speaking we shall discuss the central, provincial and local units of 

administration along with related aspects. 

3.2 HISTORY OF PRE-MAURYAN 

PERIOD 
 

Under Bimbisara who was a contemporary of the Buddha, Magadha 

emerged as a controller of the middle Ganga plains. Bimbisara was 

considered to be the first important ruler of Magadha. With political 

foresight he realised the importance of establishing dynastic relations 

through marriage with the royal house of Kosala. Through this alliance 

he acquired a part of the district of Kasi as dowry. He had cordial 

relations with the king of Gandhara. All these diplomatic relations can be 

considered as a sign of the strength of Magadha. To the east of Magadha 

lay the Kingdom of Anga whose capital Champa ruled over 80,000 

villages. Tradition tells us that Bimbisara was imprisoned by his son 

Ajatasatru who is said to have starved him to death. This is reported to 

have taken place around 492 B.C. 

Internal troubles and the succession of Ajatasatru to acquire the throneof 

Magadha did notchange its fortune. In terms of expansionist policies the 

new Magadhan king followeda decisively more aggressive policy. He 

gained complete control over Kasi and brokethe earlier amicable 

relations by attacking his maternal uncle Prasenajit, the king of Kosala. 

The Vajji Confederation whose Mahajanapada lay to the north ofthe 

Ganga was Ajatasatru's next target of attack. This war was a lengthy one 

andtradition tells us that after a long period of sixteen years he was able 

to defeat theVajjis only through deceit by sowing the seeds of dissension 

amongst them. Hisinvasion of the kingdom of Avanti, the strongest rival 

of Magadha at that time didnot materialise though preparations are said 

to have been made for it. However, during his reign Kasi and Vaisali, the 

capital of Vajji confederacy, had been addedto Magadha, making it the 

most powerful territorial power in the Ganga Valley. 

Ajatasatru is said to have ruled from 492 B.C. to 460 B.C. He was 

succeeded byUdayin (460-444 B.C.). During Udayin's reign the 

Magadhan kingdom extended inthe north to the Himalayan ranges and in 
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the south to the Chhota Nagpur hills. Heis said to have built a fort on the 

confluence of the Ganga and the son. Despite thevastness of Magadha's 

territories, Udayin and the four kings who succeeded him wereunable to 

effectively rule and the last of these is said to have been overthrown by 

thepeople of Magadha. Shishunaga, a viceroy at Banaras, was placed on 

the throne in413 B.C. The rule of the Shishunaga dynasty too was of 

short duration and gave wayto the rule of the Nanda dynasty headed by 

the usurper Mahapadmananda. 

It was during the rule of the Nandas in Magadha and the Ganga Plains as 

a wholethat the invasion of Alexander took place in north-west India in 

326 B.C., oftenconsidered the beginning of the historic period in India. 

The Nandas are therefore,often described as the first empire-builders of 

India. It must however be underlinedthat they did inherit a large kingdom 

of Magadha which they then extended to moredistant frontiers.  In the 

1ater Purana writings Mahapadmananda is described as the exterminator 

of all kshatriyas. It was further suggested that he overthrew all the 

contemporary rulinghouses. The Greek classical writings describe the 

might of the Nanda Empire whenthey tell us about their vast army which 

is said to have consisted of 20,000 cavalry,200,000 infantry, 2000 

chariots and 3000 elephants. We also have some indicationsthat the 

Nandas had contact with the Deccan and South India. Their control of 

some parts of Kalinga (modern Orissa) is indicated in the Hathigumpha 

inscription of kingKharavela, who ruled in Orissa from the middle of the 

first century B.C. Some verylate inscriptions from the south Karnataka 

region also suggest that parts of theDeccan may have been included in 

the Magadhan Empire under the Nandas. Mosthistorians suggest that by 

the end of the reign of Mahapadmananda the first phaseof the expansion 

and consolidation of the Kingdom of Magadha had taken place.That the 

north-west was still under various small chiefdoms was attested by the 

Greekwritings describing Alexander'sinvasion of the Punjab around this 

time. It is clear,however, that there was no encounter between the 

Kingdom of Magadha and theGreek conqueror. 

The Nanda rule came to an end by 321 B.C. Nine Nanda kings are said to 

have ruledand by the end of their rule they are said to have become very 

unpopular. Chandragupta Maurya took advantage of this situation to 
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ascend the throne ofMagadha. Despite all these dynastic changes, 

Madadh continued to remain the foremost kingdom in the Ganga Valley. 

Deeper reasons for the success of Magadha lay in its advantageous 

geographical location, its access to the iron mines and thecontrol it had 

come to exercise over important land and river trade routes 

3.3 RISE OF MAURYAS 
 

It has been suggested by D.D. Kosambi that the most immediate and 

unexpected by product of Alexander's invasion of the north-west was that 

"it hastened the Mauryan conquest of the whole country." He has argued 

thus because since the tribes of Punjab had already been weakened, it 

was not difficult for the Magadhan armyunder Chandragupta to conquer 

the whole of Punjab. Most of the Gangetic Valleywas already under the 

control of Magadha. According to Classical sources,Chandragupta is 

supposed to have even met Alexander and advised him to attackMagadha 

which was under the unpopular rule of the Nandas. Though this is 

difficultto verify, both Indian and Classical sources suggest that 

Alexander's retreat resulted in the creation of a vacuum, and, therefore, it 

was not difficult for Chandragupta tosubdue the Greek garrisons left 

there. However, what was not clear was whether he didthis after his 

accession to the throne of Magadha or before it. Some scholars date 

hisaccession to 324 B.C while now it is generally accepted as 321 B.C. 

According to Indian tradition Chandragupta was assisted by the Brahmin 

Kautilya,also known as Chanakya or Vishnugupta, to rise to power. It is 

further suggested onthe basis of a play of the sixth century A.D. which in 

its description of the overthrow of the Nandas by Chandragupta, hints 

that at his accession to the throne at twenty-fiveyears of age, he was in 

fact a weak ruler and the real ruler of the empire wasChanakya. The 

Arthasastra is attributed to Chanakyawho is said to have beenwell-versed 

in not only the political principles of warfare and aggrandisement butalso 

deeply knowledgeable about the organization of the State and society 

toensure that the empire did not collapse. 

Though the early years of Chandragupta's reign are little known, most 

historiansagree to assign either a 'low caste' or a tribal origin to the 

Maurya family. According to some accounts Chandragupta was the son 



Notes 

64 

of the last Nanda king by a "low born"woman called Mura; from her 

came the family name Maurya. The Buddhist traditiontells us that he was 

a member of the Moriya clan of Pipphalivana and thus suggeststhat this 

dynasty was in some way linked to the tribe of the Sakyas to which 

theBuddha belonged. In this explanation the family name Maurya is said 

to have beenderived from the name of the tribe. This also indirectly 

implies that as an old family of chiefs they were in some senses 

Kshatriyas. The Puranas do not link the Nandaand Maurya dynasties, 

though they too describe the latter to be Shudras. The Brahmanical 

perception about them is however based on its earlier idea that 

theMagadhan society generally being unrighteous and of mixed caste 

origin. TheClassical sources which know of the last Nanda king also do 

not link these twodynasties, though Chandragupta, known to them as 

Sandrakottus, is described to beof low origin. It is also suggested that the 

name ending 'Gupta' in Chandragupta's name, and the later episode of 

Asoka's marriage to the daughter of a merchant ofVidisa, lend credence 

to the view that the Mauryas could have been of Vaishya origin.Though 

the caste affiliation of the Mauryas remains obscure, it is significant that 

themost important rulers of this dynasty turned to the heterodox sects 

later in their lives. 

On the other hand, several sources that point to the role of the Brahmin 

Kautilyaas the advisor and the motivating force behind Chandragupta 

cannot be ignored. The Puranas even suggest that Chanakya had 

appointed Chandragupta as the king of therealm. One can perhaps 

suggest that the Maurayas rose to power in a society whichwas never 

very orthodox. In the north-west there had been considerable contact 

with the foreigners and Magadha itself was looked down upon in 

Orthodox Brahmanicaltradition. Besides, it was considerably exposed to 

the ideas of Buddha and Mahavira. It was thus amidst considerable 

turmoil-social and political--that Chandragupta was successful in 

ascending the throne of Magadha. 

Many historians, who understand the Mauryan state as an empire 

primarily in termsof its territorial extent, attribute great importance to the 

role Chandragupta Mauryaplayed in ruthlessly stemming the tide of 

foreign interference in the north-west and suppressing indigenous rulers 
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in west and south India. Source material on the exactnature of these 

military exploits is wanting and therefore, one has to construct 

thesedetails on the basis of accounts which are available for his 

successors who inheritedthis empire. 

Both Indian and Classical sources agree that Chandragupta overthrew the 

last of theNanda kings and occupied his capital Pataliputra and this 

success is linked with his accession to the throne in around 321 B.C. As 

mentioned earlier, the political rise of Chandragupta was also linked 

tothe invasion of Alexander in the north-west. The years 325 B.C. - 323 

B.C were crucial in the sense that many of the governors whowere 

stationed in the north-west after Alexander's invasion were assassinated 

or hadto retreat and this enabled Chandragupta to gain control of this 

region rather quickly. 

Here, it needs to be stated that there is an uncertainty about whether 

Chandraguptarouted the foreigners first or defeated the Nandas. In any 

case both these tasks werecomplete by 321 B.C. and the state was set for 

further consolidation.One of the first major achievements of 

Chandragupta Maurya on the military frontwas his contact with Seleucus 

Nikator who ruled over the area west of the Indusaround 305 B.C. In the 

war that ensued Chandragupta is said to have turned outvictorious and 

eventually, peace was established with this Greek viceroy in around303 

B.C. In return for 500 elephants Seleucus gave him eastern 

Afghanistan,Baluchistan and the area west of the Indus. The Satrapies 

thus called were Arachosia,Paropanisadae, Aria and Gedrosia. A 

marriage alliance was also concluded. Further, Seleucus sent an 

ambassador called Megasthenes who lived in the court ofChandragupta 

for many years. This achievement meant that the territorial foundationof 

the Mauryan Empire had been firmly laid with the Indus and Gangetic 

plains wellunder Chandragupta's control. 

It is suggested by a majority of scholars that Chandragupta ultimately 

established hiscontrol not only in the north-west and the Ganges plains, 

but also in western Indiaand the Deccan. The only parts left out of his 

empire were thus present day Kerala,Tamil Nadu and parts of North-

eastern India. Details of the conquests in differentparts of India are 

lacking. The Greek writers simply mention that Chandragupta Maurya 
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overran the whole country with an army of 600,000. The conquest 

andsubjugation of Saurashtra or Kathiawar in the extreme west is attested 

in theJunagadhRock Inscription of Rudradaman of the middle of the 

second century A.D.This record refers to Chandragupta's viceroy or 

governor, Pushyagupta by name, whois said to have constructed the 

famous Sudarshana Lake. This further implies thatChandragupta had 

under the control the Malwa region as well. With regard to hiscontrol 

over the Deccan too we have late sources. These are some medieval 

epigraphsinforming us that Chandragupta had protected parts of 

Karnataka. 

The Tamil writers of the Sangam texts of the early centuries A.D. make 

allusion tothe "Moriyar" which is said to refer to the Mauryas and their 

contact with the south,but this probably refers to the reign of 

Chandragupta's successor. Finally, the Jainatradition informs us that 

Chandragupta having become a Jain, abdicated the throne, and went 

South with Bhadrabahu, the Jain saint. At Sravanabelgola, the 

Jainareligious centre in south Karnataka, he spent the rest of his life and 

died in the orthodox Jain way by slow starvation. 

Bindusara, the son of Chandragupta, was said to have ascended the 

throne in 297 B.C.There is comparatively little known about him from 

either Indian or Classical sources.To the latter he is known as 

Amitrochates. They also inform us that he had contacts with the Seleucid 

king of Syria, Antiochus I, whom he requested to send-him sweetwine, 

dried figs and a sophist. 

In a very late source of the sixteenth century, in the work of the Buddhist 

monkTaranath of Tibet, we are told of Bindusara's warlike activities. He 

is said to havedestroyed kings and nobles of about sixteen cities and 

reduced to submission all theterritory between the eastern and western 

seas. The descriptions of early Tamil poets of the Mauryan chariots 

thundering across the land probably refer to his reign. Many scholars 

believe that since Asoka is credited to have conquered only Kalinga, 

theextension of the Mauryan Empire beyond the Tungabhadra must have 

been the work of his predecessors. It can therefore be suggested thatit 

was probably in Bindusara'sreign that the Mauryan control of the 

Deccan, and the Mysore plateau in particular,was firmly entrenched. 
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Though Bindusara is called "slayer of foes", his reign is not very well 

documented,and, therefore, the extent of his conquests can only be 

arrived at by looking at a mapof the empire of Asoka who conquered 

only Kalinga (Orissa). His religious leaningsare said to have been 

towards the Ajivikas. Buddhist sources suggest the death of Bindusara 

around 273-272 B.C. After his death there was a struggle for 

successionamong his sons for about four years. Ultimately, around 269-

268 B.C. Asoka was crowned Bindusara's successor. 

 

 

 

Check Your Progress 1 

1) What are the various ways in which the caste origin of the Mauryan 

family can be explained? 

__________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________ 

2) How Chandragupta expanded the Maurayan Empire? 

__________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________ 

  

3.4 ASOKA THE GREAT 
 

Till about 1837 A.D Asoka was not a very well known king. In that 

yearJames Prinsep deciphered a Brahmi inscription referring to a king 

calledDevanampiya Piyadasi (Beloved of the Gods). This was compared 

with what wasknown from the Sri Lankan chronicle Mahavamsa and 

then it could be establishedthat the king of the inscription was indeed 

Asoka. The fame of Asoka is dueto the fact that he turned away from war 

and tried to establish a system of rule basedon the principle of Dhamma. 

Below, we discuss some relevant details of his earlylife, the Kalinga War 

and the extent of the Mauryan Empire during his reign. 
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3.4.1 Kalinga Battle 
During his father‘s reign Asoka served as a Viceroy at Ujjain and also at 

Taxila. It is suggested that he was sent to Taxila for a special purpose, 

namely, to quell a revolt. After being successful at Taxila, the Buddhist 

sources tell us, he was sent to Ujjain as Viceroy. The events in his 

personal life here, like his marriage to a Vidisha merchant's daughter and 

the birth of their two children Mahinda and Sanghamita were said to had 

a great influence in turning Asoka towards Buddhism. Many of the 

details about his early life come from the Buddhist chronicles, and, 

therefore, certain ambiguities in them cannot be denied.  

About the accession of Asoka too there are several versions, but there is 

some general agreement that he was in fact not the crown prince 

(Yuvaraja). Therefore, he was involved in a struggle against other 

princes before he ascended the throne His portrayal as an extremely 

wicked king before his conversion to Buddhism is undoubtedly 

exaggerated in Buddhist accounts so as to enhance his piety as a 

Buddhist. It is necessary to point out that though Buddhism played a 

significant role in Asoka's later life, one has to discount those versions 

that depict him as a fanatic or bigot. An idea of the King's personality 

and beliefs comes through more clearly from his many inscriptions in 

which his public and political role are both described. They also suggest 

his conversion to Buddhism to have taken place after the Kalinga War. 

Though Asoka's predecessors had intruded into the Deccan and the South 

andperhaps conquered parts of it, Kalinga, i.e., the present State of 

Orissa, still hadto be brought under Mauryan control. It was of strategic 

importance as it controlledroutes to South India both by land and sea. 

Asoka himself in Rock Edict XIII describes his conquest of Kalinga 

which is said to have taken place eight years afterhis consecration, 

around 260 B.C. In this war the Kalingans were completely routedand 

"One hundred thousand were slain, and many times that number died." 

Though on battlefield Asoka was victorious, the inscription goes on to 

describe his remorse which ultimately turned him towards Dhamma. A 

policy of conquestthrough war was given up and replaced by a policy of 

conquest throughDhammavijaya. This was meant to work both at the 
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State and personal levels, andtotally transformed the attitude of the king 

and his officials towards their subjects. 

 

3.4.2 Maurayan Dynasty at Asoka’s Death 
The location of the various Rock Edicts and Pillar Edicts through which 

Asokapreached his policy of Dhamma gives us a fair idea of the extent of 

the MagadhaEmpire during his reign. There are fourteen Major Rock 

Edicts, seven Pillar Edictsand some Minor Rock Inscriptions which give 

us this information. The Major RockEdicts are located at Shahbazgarhi 

and Maneshra near Peshawar, Kalsi near DehraDun, Sopara in Thana 

district, Girnar near Junagarh in Kathiawar, Dhauli nearBhuvaneshwar 

and Jaugada in Gangam district of Orissa. In Karnataka, the MinorRock 

Edicts appear among other places at Siddapura, Jatinga-Rameshwara 

andBrahmagiri. Other Minor Rock Edicts are found at Rupnath near 

Jabalpur inMadhya Pradesh, Sahasram in Bihar, Bairat near Jaipur in 

Rajasthan and Maski inKarnataka. The Pillars bearing Asoka's 

inscriptions are found in Delhi (originallylocated at Topara near Ambala 

and Meerut), Kausambi in Uttar Pradesh, LauriyaAraraj, Lauriya 

Nandagarh and Rampurva in Bihar; Sanchi, near Bhopal; Sarnath,near 

Benaras: and Rummindei in Nepal. The placement of the edicts also 

highlights the care withwhich they were located on important trade 

routes linking river and road traffic.Therefore, as suggested by recent 

writings on the subject, access to raw materialsappears to have been the 

main motivation particularly in controlling the peninsula. 

The Edicts also describe people on the borders of the empire and this 

confirms thedelineation of the empire noted above. In the South are 

mentioned the Cholas,Pandyas, Sataputras and Keralaputras as people 

living outside the Mauryan Empire.Inside the empire too there were 

people of diverse origins and diverse cultures. Forexample, in the north-

west are mentioned the Kambojas and Yavanas. They arementioned 

along with other peoples like the Bhojas, Pitinikas, Andhras and 

Pulindaswho can be located in parts of western India and the Deccan. 

Apart from studying the locations of Asoka's edicts on a map, the exact 

extentof his empire can be ascertained, to some extent by distinguishing 

the 'Conquestterritories' (Vijita) and 'royal territories' (Rajavishaya) from 
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the bordering territories(pratyanta). Just as the territory of the Seleucid 

king Antiochus II lay outside hisempire in the north-west, so were the 

territories of the Cholas, the Pandyas, theKeralaputras and the 

Satyaputras, as also the island of Srilanka outside his empire inthe south. 

In the east the empire of the Mauryas seems to have included north 

andsouth Bengal. 

The Maurayan Empire thus reached its greatest territorial expansion 

under Asoka.However, simultaneously, there was also a conscious 

attempt to end all wars in hisempire. The extension of the principle of 

non-violence to state policy was a uniqueexperiment that was never 

repeated in the annals of the political history of India.Often, in writings 

of different historians, Asoka has been idealized as a benevolentdespot. 

This tends to overlook the more enabled Asoka to ideologically control a 

vastempire which otherwise would perhaps have been difficult to rule. 

Finally, thoughthe findspots of the Mauryan inscriptions are on well 

known trade routes, some ofthem bordering peripheral zones of the 

empire, it still remains to be conclusivelydecided whether the regions 

where no evidence of inscriptions is found, werecontrolled in the same 

way as those where they were found.  

 

Check Your Progress 2 

1) Write a note on why there was a change in the policy ofconquest 

under Asoka? 

__________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________ 

 

2) Write a note on Ashokan Rock edicts and Pillar Edicts. 

__________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________ 

 

3.5 MAURAYAN ADMINISTRATION 
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By the third century B.C. the Mauryan state with its centre in Magadha 

was firmly established. It had a vast territory to control and had an 

administrative apparatus for doing it. This apparatus covered within its 

range various levels of administration; administration of the core region 

(Magadha) of the empire, regional centres, peripheral areas, cities, 

villages and so on. Besides sustaining the King's authority and order, the 

administration took into its fold a wide range of activities concerning 

justice, army, espionage, revenue collections, handicrafts, etc. These are 

the aspects which have been dealt with in this section. From a variety of 

sources like the text of Arthasatra, Greek accounts and the Asokan 

inscriptions we get a fairly good idea of the Mauryan administrative 

system. 

3.5.1 Central Executive 
The Mauryan Empire had many major administrative units like the centre 

and the regions which had various sub-units down to the village. All 

these units had their own administrative set up but they came under the 

central authority. The Central administration can be classified under 

following heads:  

i) The King  

ii) The Council of Ministers  

iii) City Administration  

iv) Army 

v) Espionage  

vi) Law and justice  

vii) Revenue Administration  

viii) Public Welfare 

 

3.5.1.1 King’s Role 

The King was the supreme authority of the state. All basic policy matters 

as well ascrucial decisions were taken by the King. The Arthasastra 

forthrightly mentions thatif over an issue the traditional law (Shastra) 

holds a different point of view from thatof the King's law, it was the 

King's law which prevailed. The Mauryan Empire, infact, represents a 

centralised political system under which the monarchy had 

emergedvictorious over the gana-samghas. The Arthasastra gives final 
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authority to the King in all aspects of administration. It gives the King 

primacy among the seven components of the state viz minister, friend, 

army, territory, treasury and fort. 

The argument in favour of King's central position in the Arthasastra was 

because it was the King who:appoints or removes the ministers 

(Amatyas),defends the treasury and the people,works for the progress 

and welfare of the people, punishes the evil andinfluences the people 

(Praja) through his morality. But not everyone was fit to be a King and 

the Arthasastra also mentions certainnecessary virtues for the King 

like:birth in a high family (uchchakula),capability to keep under control 

various small kings and officials,sharp intellect,truthfulness, andupholder 

of Dharma, etc. 

Arthasastra specifies certain subjects which the King shouldmaster in 

order to carry out his functions. He should undergo military training 

andhave knowledge of various departments of economic life (Vartta), 

writing (Lipi) etc.The Arthasastra further goes on to explain his conduct 

and daily routine.The Arthasastra also lays down three-basic pre-

conditions for successfuladministration of the empire by the King: i) he 

should pay equal attention to all matters,ii) he should remain vigilant and 

active for taking action or corrective measure, and iii) he should always 

discharge his duties. Besides this he had to be constantly accessible to his 

advisors and officials. That the Kingdid so is also evident from the 

account of Megasthenes and from the Asokan edicts. 

By the time of Asoka the Mauryan Empire had consolidated its position. 

An important development in the King's position now was the emergence 

of a paternal attitude towards his subjects. In the Dhauli inscription 

Asoka states, ―All men are my children and just as I desire for my 

children that they shouldobtain welfare and happiness both in this world 

and the next, the same do Idesire for all men‖. 

 

3.5.1.2 Ministers 

The Arthasastra as well as the Asokan inscriptions refer to a Council of 

Ministers (Mantriparishad). The Arthasastra mentions that the work of 

the state cannot becarried out without assistance. It mentions that "as the 

chariot cannot move on onewheel hence the King should appoint 
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ministers and listen to their advice". Similarlythe Girnar Rock Edicts of 

Asoka mention about the functions of the Council:Rock Edict III implies 

that the Parishad was expected to see that newadministrative measures 

were carried out by different categories of officials.Rock Edict VI 

mentions that the ministers can discuss the King's policy during 

hisabsence; suggest amendments; and decide upon any important matter 

which theKing has left to them. Yet the Council had to report its opinion 

to the Kingimmediately. 

The power of the Council might have varied from time to time; yet its 

primary roleremained that of an advisory body. This was because the 

final authority vested withthe King. There was no fixed number of 

ministers and Kautilya mentions that itshould be decided according to the 

needs. But he opined that "a large council isbeneficial for the King". He 

has also listed the issues on which the King shouldconsult his ministers. 

These included:consultation on how to start the works which the state 

wants to undertake,to determine the manpower and finances involved in 

carrying out these works,to determine the areas where the works have to 

be carried out, andfinding solutions to deal with calamities, etc.Kautilya 

mentions that the work should be carried out according to the 

majorityverdict (Bhuvyist) in the council but in case the King feels that 

the majority verdictwill not be able to achieve the goal, he should decide 

according to his own thinking. 

 

3.5.1.3 City’s Leadership 

Megasthenes has given a vivid description of administration in 

Palibothra(Patliputra). This account, though different from that in the 

Arthasastra, helps us inunderstanding the city administration during this 

period. In this account the citycouncil was divided into six sub-councils 

or committees and each committee had fivemembers:1) Thefirst 

committee looked after industry and crafts. Its functions 

includedinspection of such centres; fixing the wages, etc.2) The second 

committee looked after the foreigners. Its functions included;arranging 

for their food, stay and comfort, security, etc.3) The third committee's 

work was registration of births and deaths.4) Looking after trade and 

commerce, the functions of the fourth committeeincluded: inspection of 
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weights and measures, controlling the market, etc.5) The fifth committee 

inspected the manufactured goods, made provisions for theirsale and a 

strict watch was kept to distinguish between new and second-

handgoods.6) The sixth committee collected taxes on the goods sold, the 

rate being 1/10
th

. 

Interestingly enough, there is no mention of such committees in the 

Arthasastra inspite of the well defined plan of city administration. 

However, we do find in thisplanning almost all the functions mentioned 

by Megasthenes. For example, inArthasastra the functions of the fourth 

committee are performed by thePanyadhyaksha; the collection of taxes 

(Sixth Committee) was the responsibility ofSulkadhyaksha and 

registration of births and deaths was the work of Gopa. The headof the 

urban administration was called Nagariaka. He was assisted by two 

subordinateofficials - Gopa and Sthanika. Besides these there were a host 

of officials whosefunctions have been elaborately defined. For 

example:Bandhanagaradhyaksha looked after the jail.Rakshi i.e. the 

police was to look after the security of the people.Work in the centres 

where goods were manufactured was looked after by a hostof 

superintendents like the Lohadhyaksha, Sauvarnika, etc. 

The Arthasastra also refers to a variety of activities of city 

administration, regulationsrelated to them and penalties on their breach. 

These included:Sanitation and water sources,checking adulteration,watch 

over inns, andprecautions against fire, etc.The law enforcers were not 

above the law. For example in case the Rakshina(policeman) maltreated 

a woman, he had to face severe punishments. At the sametime if the 

citizens broke any of the regulations they were subjected to penalties. 

Forexample if any citizen moved out during the curfew hours at night 

and his explanationfor this did not come under the exempted categories, 

he had to pay a heavy fine.Thus, we can say that the city administration 

during this period was elaborate and well planned. 

 

Check Your Progress 3  

1) Discuss the relations between the King and the Council ofMinisters. 
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__________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________ 

 

2) On what basis we can say that the Mauryan city administration was 

wellorganised? 

__________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________ 

 

3.5.1.4 Armed Force 

The Nanda kings had a strong army and it is interesting that the army 

which Kautilyaand Chandragupta had raised to defeat the Nanda King 

consisted of mercenarysoldiers. Both the Greek and Indian literary 

sources refer to this. Later on the sizeand organisation of Chandragupta's 

army became fair large. For example accordingto Piliny‘s account it 

cinsisted of 9000 elephants, 3000 cavalry and 6000 infantry.These may 

be exaggerated but the retreatof Seleucus. descriptive account of army 

administratio~iln Arthasastra and the violentKalinga war in Asoka's time 

point towards a large and well organised military set upunder the 

Mauryas. According to Megasthenes the branches ofthe army consisted 

of:infantry,cavalry,elephants,chariots, transport, andadmiral of the 

fleet.Each branch was looked after by a cornmittee of 5 members. 

Kautilya has referred toChaturangabala (i.e. infantry, cavalry, chariots 

and elephants) as the maincomponents of the army -each under a 

commander. Besides these he also mentions the officers and soldiers who 

were paid in cash. 

Salaries of Army Officers:- 

Senapati - 48000 Pana 

Nayaka – 12000 Pana 

Mukhyas - 8000 Pana 

Adhyakshas - 4000 Pana 

There was a separate department to look after the production and 

maintenance ofa variety of armaments whose chief was known as 

Ayudhagaradhyaksha. There is a detailed description of the work of 
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various Adhyakshas. For example theRathadhyaksha also had to look 

after the construction of chariots and theHiastyadhyaksha looked after 

the elephant force. The Arthasastra also refers to therecruitment policy, 

war plans and fortifications, etc.There is no doubt that the state spent a 

large amount of revenue in maintaining itsarmy, which in the long run 

might have adversely affected its treasury. 

 

3.5.1.5 Intelligence 

The Mauryan administration had a well knit system of espionage. A 

watch was keptpractically on all important officials as well as on general 

public. The main tasks ofthe spies recruited involved:keeping an eye 

over .the ministers,reporting on government officials,collecting 

impressions regarding the feelings of citizens, andknow the secrets of 

foreign rulers, etc.For these activities they would seek the help of various 

people like cooks, barbers,etc. They would themselves adopt various 

guises like ascetics, students, etc to seekinformation. At times they even 

directly reported to the King on matters ofimportance. 

 

3.5.1.6 Law and Justice 

In order to maintain social order, smooth functioning of the 

administrative systemand flow of revenues to the state an orderly legal 

system was established under theMauryas. The Arthasastra is full of 

codes listing punishments for various offences.These included a vast 

range like violation of marriage laws, divorce, murderadulteration, 

wrong weights, etc. There were various kinds of courts to try 

theoffenders of law or settle disputes at various levels. If the Gramika 

had judicialpowers at the village level there were also courts at the level 

of Janapada and thecentre. Two kinds of courts are mentioned in the 

Arthasastra: 

1) Dharmasthiya i.e. courts which decided personal disputes. 

2) Kantakshodhanai.e., courts which decided upon matters related to 

individuals andthe state.For example, the first kind of courts would settle 

issues related to disputes overStridhana (wife's wealth) or marriages etc., 

and the second category of courts dealtwith wages to workers, conduct of 

workers, murder, etc. The courts functioned undercertain regulations. 
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Cases were properly registered and ample opportunity given toproduce 

witnesses and plead on one's behalf. The sources of law, as mentioned 

byKautilya, were: 

2) Vyavahara i.e., current legal codes, 

3) Charitra i.c., customs, and 

4) Rajasasana i.e., the royal decree. 

The king was the upholder of Dharma and held the supreme judicial 

power.According to Megasthenes the incidence of crime committed in 

Maurya‘s India wasnot very high but the range of punishments 

mentioned in the Arthasastra indicatesthat breach of laws and crime were 

not uncommon in the Mauryan social fabric.Hence, the need arose for a 

severe Penal code. However, due stress was laid on evidenceand the 

witness. Cases were decided by a "body of arbitrators' with a system of 

appealto the king. However, it is worth mentioning here that the penalties 

in Arthasastrawere based on Varna hierarchies meaning that for the same 

kind of offence aBrahmana was punished much less severely than a 

Sudra. 

 

3.5.1.7 Revenue Management 

State revenues, during the Mauryan period were derived from various 

channels. Kautilya has listed different resources fromwhere revenue 

flowed into the state treasury which was looked after by an 

officialSannidhata.All these resources had their own sources of 

collection in their areas. For example, the cities collected revenues in the 

form of fines, sales tax (Sulka), exercise onsale of liquor, a kind of 

income tax imposed on the rich, etc. (The Arthasastra lists21 such taxes 

collected by the Durga). The revenues from the rural areas were 

appropriated by the state in the form, ofincome from Crown lands (Sita), 

land revenue (Bhaga) from cultivators, taxes onorchards, ferry charges, 

etc.As all the mines were under the control of the state, the mineral 

wealth was aregular source of income for the state.Taxes were levied on 

merchants travelling by road or water ways, taxes on exports and imports 

etc. 

There were certain collections made directly by the state from the 

concerned people.For example, the gamblers had to part with five per 
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cent of their winnings to the stateand the merchants had to pay when 

their weights were tested and certified by thestate officials. The state 

control over armament industry and salt trade increased itsrevenues. The 

state was also empowered to impose taxes in case of emergency 

forincreasing its earnings. There were various departments to collect, 

regulate andmanage the state revenues. Most of the revenue collections 

which went to the statetreasury had their outflow in the form of 

expenditure on army, administration,salaries, king, etc.The King had the 

right of granting remission of land revenue for we find that Asokahad 

reduced the (Bhaga) (state's share in agricultural produce) of the village 

Lumbinito 1/8
th

since it was the birth place of Buddha. 

 

3.5.1.8 Public Well-Being 

The Mauryan state took a keen interest in public works. The account of 

Megasthenesand the Arthasastra refer to these works. The state took 

considerable interest in irrigation because it could be a majorsource of 

revenue. Megasthenes has mentioned officials who supervisedirrigation. 

In Arthasastra also there are references to various modes of irrigationlike 

dams, ponds, canals etc. There were certain regulations regarding the use 

ofwater resources and breaking these was a state offence. The state 

alsoencouraged people for repairing dams at their own initiative and for 

this land, revenue remissions were granted. In the inscription of 

Rudradaman (written inthe middle of second century A.D.) there is 

mention of the construction of awater reservoir (tadaga) called Sudarsana 

during Chandragupta's times. This wasobviously built to facilitate the 

supply of water. 

There are a many references to medicine men of various kinds during 

this periodlike ordinary physicians (Chikitsakah), midwives 

(Garbhavyadhi) etc. FromAsokan inscriptions we know that medical 

treatment and medicines wereavailable to both men and animals. The 

state also helped its citizens during natural calamities like floods, 

famines etc.The Arthasastra mentions that the King should look after 

orphans, oldunattended women, etc. To what extent these were actually 

carried out we donot know.An important aspect of public works was the 

laying down and repair of roads andopening inns.Thus, we can say that 
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the state did spend a certain amount from its revenues on publicworks. 

This must have increased during the time of Asoka due to his concern for 

public welfare and paternal attitude towards his subjects. 

 

3.5.2 Regional And Local Executive 
We know that in the Mauryan state all powers were vested in the King 

and that the core area of the state was characterised by a highly 

centralised administrative system. But at the same time no administrative 

control could be effective in a vast empire unless it devised certain 

administrative means also to control the regional or local levels. After its 

territorial expansion the Magadha state established administrative control 

at the provincial and local levels.  

 

3.5.2.1 Provincial Executive 

The head of the Provincial administration was the Kumara (royal prince) 

who used to govern the province as the King's representative. For 

example, Asoka had been the Kumara of Ujjayini and Taxila before 

becoming the King. The Kumara was in turn assisted by Mahamatyas 

(Mahamatras during Asoka's period) and a council of ministers. From 

Asokan edicts we get the names of four provincial capitals viz. Tosali (in 

the east), Ujjain (in the west), Suvarnagiri (in the south), and Taxila (in 

the north). Certain areas within the province were administered by 

governors who may have been minor rulers of the areas. We can say this 

because the Junagadh inscription of Rudradaman mentions Tushaspa, a 

yavna, as a governor of Junagadh area during the time of Asoka. The 

same inscription, however, says that during Chandragupta Maurya's time 

his representative in that area was a Vaisya Pushyagupta.  

The council of ministers at the provincial level not only acted as a check 

on the Kumara but at times had direct relations with the King. Among 

the senior officials were the Mahamatras. The Arthasastra mentions them 

in the sense of ministers where as the Asokan edicts mention them as 

performing various activities like looking after the border areas, judicial 

work and Dhamma Mahamatras who looked after religion. Their 

appointment, it appears, could be made both by the King as well as the 

Kumara. Another category of high officials was that of Amatyas. This 
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category too must have held special powers for it was against their 

arbitrary actions that the people of Taxila revolted during the reigns of 

Bindusara and Asoka.  

 

3.5.2.2 District and Village Executive 

The administrative units included a set up at the district level consisting 

of a number of villages and at the same time each village had its own 

administrative unit. The officials listed at the level of district during this 

period were Pradeshta, Rajuka and Yukta, the former being the overall 

incharge of the district. Their functions included: survey and assessment 

of land, tours and inspections, revenue collection, andmaintaining law 

and order, etc. At times, the King was in direct touch with these officers. 

For example in the 4
th

Pillar Edict, Asoka grants to the Rajukas 

"independent authority" to carry out some of his instructions in relation 

to public welfare. He also vested in them certain powers which they 

might not have had earlier. The Yukta was a junior officer giving 

secretarial kind of assistance to the other two. There were also checks 

and balances on the powers of each category of officials. 

The Asokan edicts, however, do not throw much light on village level 

administration.But there are references to this unit of administration in 

the Arthasrrstra. It appearsthat the officials at this level were local people 

appointed and assisted by the villagers.The term mentioned for such 

officials is gramika. The set up at this level must have varied according 

to local conditions. But we do find Gopa and Sthanika, two typesof 

officers, acting as intermediaries between the district and village 

leveladministrative units. Their functions included:demarcating village 

boundaries,maintaining records of lands used for various purposes, 

recording income and expenditure of people, recording taxes, revenues 

and fines, etc. 

But the villages did have a certain amount of autonomy in administering 

their affairs. It is clear that the Mauryan state employed a large number 

of officials at all levels of administration. An important aspect worth 

noting for this period is the payment of salaries in cash. We have 

references to a commander-in-chief receiving 48,000 panas, a soldier 

receiving 500 panas and a labourer 60 panas. This indicates the 
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predominance of money economy and at the same time tremendous 

burden on the state treasury. This perhaps explains the obsession in the 

Arthsastra with the problem of extracting and generating revenues and 

taxes from land revenue to taxon gambling, etc. 

 

Check Your Progress 4 

1) Discuss the sources of revenues of the Mauryanstate. 

__________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________ 

 

2) List the main features of village administration. 

__________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________ 

 

3.6 RELATIONSHIP WITH OUTSIDE 

POWERS 
 

From the time of Chandragupta till the Empire came to an end we can 

divide the foreign relations of the Mauryas into two distinct phases:i) the 

initial phase or the phase of expansionii) the latter phase or the phase of 

consolidation. We have a variety of sources which give information in 

this regard. The Asokan inscriptions, for example mention contemporary 

rulers in other parts of the world. 

The initial phase was marked by a policy of securing trade routes and 

subjugating theGreek settlements in the north and north-west regions. 

After the encounter between Chandragupta Maurya and Seleucus it 

appears thatthe Mauryas did not face trouble from that frontier. The 

incorporation ofcentral India gave them control over Dakshinapatha and 

brought them into the peninsula. It can be said that with the Kalinga War 

the initial phase of expansioncame to an end. However, it is evident that 

second phase was marked by an aggressiveforeign policy. It was through 

war and subjugation that hostile regions were broughtunder control. 
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Once the Mauryan expansion reached its limits the emphasis shifted to 

consolidationand having friendly relations not only with immediate 

neighbours but also with far-offcountries. But it has to be noted that the 

relations which the Mauryas establishedwith other powers were based on 

diplomatic requirements, geographical proximityand trade needs. 

Contacts had been established with the western world and during the 

times ofBindusara there was a regular exchange of messengers, Strabo's 

account mentionsDemiachos as a successor to Megasthenes in the 

Mauryan court. These friendlyrelations are also demonstrated from the 

account of Athenaeus which mentions theIndian King's request of 

sending wine, figs and philosopher. In Rock Edict XIII Asokahas 

referred to five contemporary rulers: 

Antiyoka (Antiochus II of Syria) 

Turmaya (Ptolemy II Philadelphus of Egypt) 

Antikini (Antigonas of Macedonia) 

Maka (Magas of Cyrene), and 

Aliksudaro (Alexander of Epirus). 

The reference to these rulers is in the context of dhammavijaya (victory 

by Dhamma)indicating that missions were sent to these rulers with the 

message of Dhamma.These missions must have successfully established 

friendly contact for the Edictmentions that the greatest victory i.e., 

victory by Dhamma had been achieved in theseregions. But we must also 

remember here that by this period regular trade was carriedwith the 

Western world and the kind of exchanges that took place not only 

affectedvarious cultural aspects but also laid the foundations for new 

schools of art and architecture.  

The relations of the Mauryas with the powers in the south seem to have 

been cordial.No Asokan inscriptions have been discovered so far in the 

regions ruled by Cholas,Pandyas, Keralaputras and Satiyaputras - the 

major independent powers in the south. But Rock Edict XIII mentions 

about Dhammavijaya in these regions too. This furtherstrengthens the 

argument about friendly relations and consolidation. Sri Lankaremained 

another friendly neighbour again due to the policy of Dhamma.Thus we 

see a marked shift in the relations of the Mauryas with other powers 
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i.e.,from a policy of expansion and subjugation to a policy of friendship 

and moralconquest characterised by absence of military conquests. 

3.7 LET US SUM UP 
 

In this Unit we have attempted to introduce to  the chief events in the 

early history of Magadha before the rise of Mauryan rule, details 

pertaining to the origin of the Mauryan family and their early history, the 

expansionist policies of Chandragupta Maurya and Bindusara, issues 

surrounding the accession of Asoka The Great and his activities upto the 

Kalinga War and the extent of the Maurayan empire at the death of 

Asoka.  

We have seen in this Unit that the Mauryan administrative set up was 

highly organised at the central level. All powers were vested in the King 

but the council of ministers assisted him in various matters. The powers 

and functions of various officials were well defined and the Arthasastra 

mentions their qualifications also. A unique feature was the emergence 

of a paternal attitude of the monarchy at the time of Asoka and the 

various kinds of public works undertaken by the state. The state not only 

paid attention for surplus production but organised the methods to 

successfully extract the surplus. The administrative units at the levels of 

province, city or village were a part of this process. The taxation system 

was well regulated but the state spent a huge amount on army and 

salaries of various officials. Though the Mauryas had built up their 

administrative system on systems prevalent earlier they certainly brought 

about certain new administrative elements to strengthen the empire. The 

Mauryan foreign relations went through two phases of expansion and 

consolidation. Once expansion reached its limits through a policy of war 

and subjugation, the emphasis shifted to consolidation through friendly 

relations. 

 

3.8 KEY WORDS 
 

Aggrandizement: Aggression. 

Autocratic: An absolute ruler whose authority is unchallenged. 
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Benevolent Despotism: Good or benign ruler but who exerts absolute 

control. 

Chakravarti-Ksetra: The sphere of influence of a chakravarti or 

universal emperor. 

Confederacy: League or alliance of states 

Dhammarnhanna: Literally 'universal order' but in its use in Asokan 

inscriptions it is translated to mean 'piety'.  

Satrapy/Satraoues: A term originally derived from an old Iranian 

institution, it referred to the provinces into which an empire was divided 

and which were placed under the charge of satraps.  

Saptanga: Seven limbs or parts.  

3.9 QUESTIONS FOR REVIEW 
 

1) Elaborate the political condition of Magadh in pre-Maurayan times. 

2) Write a note on Ashoka The Great. 

3) Describe Maurayan administration in detail. 

 

3.10 SUGGESTED READINGS AND 

REFERENCES 
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3.11 ANSWERS TO CHECK YOUR 

PROGRESS 
 

Check Your Progress 1 

1) Most historians agree to assign either a 'low caste' or a tribal origin to 

the Maurya family. The Buddhist tradition tells us that Chandragupta 



Notes 

85 

was a member of the Moriya clan of Pipphalivana and thus suggests that 

this dynasty was in some way linked to the tribe of the Sakyas to which 

the Buddha belonged. The Puranas do not link the Nanda and Maurya 

dynasties, though they too describe the latter to be Shudras. The 

Classical sources describe Chandragupta, known to them as 

Sandrakottus, to be of low origin. 

2)Chandragupta Maurya stemmed the tide of foreign interference in the 

north-west and suppressed indigenous rulers in west and south India. 

Both Indian and Classical sources agree that Chandragupta overthrew the 

last of theNanda kings and occupied his capital Pataliputra and this 

success is linked with his accession to the throne in around 321 B.C. The 

political rise of Chandragupta was also linked tothe invasion of 

Alexander in the north-west. In the war between Chandragupta and 

Seleucus Nikedar, the former seemed to be victorious and got eastern 

Afghanistan,Baluchistan and the area west of the Indus. The Satrapies 

thus called were Arachosia,Paropanisadae, Aria and Gedrosia. He also 

established control in western Indiaand the Deccan.  

 

Check your Progress 2 

1) In this war with Kalinga, though Asoka was victorious, it filled him 

with remorse which ultimately turned him towards Dhamma. A policy of 

conquest through war was given up and replaced by a policy of conquest 

through Dhammavijaya. This was meant to work both at the State and 

personal levels, and totally transformed the attitude of the king and his 

officials towards their subjects. 

2) There are fourteen Major Rock Edicts, seven Pillar Edictsand some 

Minor Rock Inscriptions which give us this information. The Major 

RockEdicts are located at Shahbazgarhi and Maneshra near Peshawar, 

Kalsi near DehraDun, Sopara in Thana district, Girnar near Junagarh in 

Kathiawar, Dhauli nearBhuvaneshwar and Jaugada in Gangam district of 

Orissa. In Karnataka, the MinorRock Edicts appear among other places 

at Siddapura, Jatinga-Rameshwara andBrahmagiri. Other Minor Rock 

Edicts are found at Rupnath near Jabalpur inMadhya Pradesh, Sahasram 

in Bihar, Bairat near Jaipur in Rajasthan and Maski inKarnataka. The 

Pillars bearing Asoka's inscriptions are found in Delhi (originallylocated 
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at Topara near Ambala and Meerut), Kausambi in Uttar Pradesh, 

LauriyaAraraj, Lauriya Nandagarh and Rampurva in Bihar; Sanchi, near 

Bhopal; Sarnath,near Benaras: and Rummindei in Nepal. The Edicts also 

describe people on the borders of the empire and this confirms 

thedelineation of the empire noted above. In the South are mentioned the 

Cholas,Pandyas, Sataputras and Keralaputras as people living outside the 

Mauryan Empire. 

 

Check Your Progress 3 

1) The council of ministers can discuss the King's policy during his 

absence; suggest amendments; and decide upon any important matter 

which the King has left to them. Yet the Council had to report its opinion 

to the King immediately. The power of the Council might have varied 

from time to time; yet its primary role remained that of an advisory body. 

This was because the final authority vested with the King. 

2) In this account the citycouncil was divided into six sub-councils or 

committees and each committee had fivemembers:1) Thefirst committee 

looked after industry and crafts.2) The second committee looked after the 

foreigners. 3) The third committee's work was registration of births and 

deaths.4) Looked after trade and commerce5) The fifth committee 

inspected the manufactured goods, made provisions for theirsale and a 

strict watch was kept to distinguish between new and second-

handgoods.6) The sixth committee collected taxes on the goods sold, the 

rate being 1/10
th

. 

 

Check Your Progress 4 

1) The cities collected revenues in the form of fines, sales tax (Sulka), 

exercise on sale of liquor, a kind of income tax imposed on the rich, etc. 

The revenues from the rural areas were appropriated by the state in the 

form, of income from Crown lands (Sita), land revenue (Bhaga) from 

cultivators, taxes on orchards, ferry charges, etc. As all the mines were 

under the control of the state, the mineral wealth was a regular source of 

income for the state. Taxes were levied on merchants travelling by road 

or water ways, taxes on exports and imports etc.  
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2) The main features included demarcating village 

boundaries,maintaining records of lands used for various purposes, 

recording income and expenditure of people, recording taxes, revenues 

and fines, etc. 
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UNIT 4 MAURAYAN POLITY: 

THEORY AND PRACTICE 
 

STRUCTURE 

4.0 Objectives 

4.1 Introduction 

4.2 Sources of Information 

4.3 Idea of an Empire 

4.3.1 Views on Interpretation of ‗Empire‘ 

4.3.2 Idea of Chakravarti Ksetra 

4.4 Policy of Dhamma 

4.4.1Asoka‘s Dhammma Vis-a-Vis State 

4.4.2 Different Explanations 

4.5 Asoka‘s Descendents 

4.6 Factors for Disintegration of Empire 

4.7 Effect of Asoka‘s Policies 

4.8 Monetary Problems 

4.9 Emergence of Ruling Houses 

`4.9.1 Major Dynasties 

4.9.2 Minor Dynasties 

4.10 Let Us Sum Up 

4.11 Key Words 

4.12 Questions for Review 

4.13 Suggested Readings and References 

4.14 Answers to Check Your Progress 

 

4.0 OBJECTIVES 
 

After reading this Unit you should be able to explain:- 

--learn about the sources which the historians use to write for this period. 

--understand the notion of an Empire in the early periods of History 

--the way Dhamma figures prominently in Asokan Edicts, 

--the essence of Asoka's policy of Dhamma as explained by him and as 

manifestedin his welfare activities, paternal attitude, etc 
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--the distinction between Asoka as an individual-a believer in Buddhism 

andAsoka as an emperor initiating a state policy, and 

--to what extent Asoka's successors are held responsible for the 

disintegration of the empire,  

---how various other political factors are viewed as contributing to the 

weakening of the empire,  

---how Asoka's policies in general are considered responsible for the 

decline of the empire,  

---the economic problems that the Mauryan empire believed to have 

faced, and  

--- the emergence of local polities in north and south India, following the 

decline of the Mauryan Empire. 

4.1 INTRODUCTION 
 

In this Unit we do not intend to highlight only the achievements of 

theMauryan kings in expanding the territorial frontiers of the empire but 

alsodiscuss the notion of an 'empire' in the pre-modern context at two 

levels: 

i) Various meanings of the term 'empire' which does not simply mean a 

territoriallyvast kingdom, and 

ii) The early Indian notions of state and empire. 

By discussing these various definitions, it would be possible to 

understand the various views of scholars on the characterization of the 

Murayan Empire. 

The word Dhamma is the Prakritform of the Sanskrit word Dharma. 

Dharnma has been variously translated as piety,moral life, righteousness 

and so on, but the best way to understand what Asokameans by Dhamma 

is to read his edicts. It must be clearly understood that Dhamma was not 

any particular religious faith or practice; so we should not translate 

Dhamma (or its Sanskrit equivalent Dharma) as religion. It was also not 

an arbitrarily formulated royal policy. Dhamma related to norms of 

social behaviour and activities in a very general sense and in his 

Dhamma Asoka attempted a very careful synthesis of various norms 

which were current in his time. To understand why and how Asoka 

formulated Dhamma and what he meant hy it, one has therefore to 
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understand the characteristics of the time in which he lived' and to refer 

to Buddhist, Brahmanical and various other texts where norms of social 

behaviour are explained. 

Mauryan rule was the first experiment in imperial government in India. 

Chandragupta Maurya, Bindusara and Asoka were successful in 

establishing the imperial authority of the Mauryas over a large number of 

Janpadas or Kingdoms, and they were able to introduce a new concept in 

the governance of a large territory. However, the imperial authority of 

the Mauryas began to weaken with the death of Asoka (232 B.C.) and 

finally collapsed in 180 B.C. What brought the disintegration of the 

Mauryan Empire is a very complicated question and it cannot be 

explained by any single factor. There was more than one factor which led 

to the disintegration of the Mauryan Empire. In this Unit we will discuss 

the responsibility of Asoka's successors for the disintegration of the 

empire and then deal with Asoka's policies, economic problems of the 

Mauryan state and the collapse of the administration of the Mauryas. 

Finally the growth of local polities will be taken care off in explaining 

the process of disintegration of the Mauryan Empire. 

 

4.2 SOURCES OF INFORMATION 
 

The events and traditions of the middle Ganga plains where Magadha 

was prominently located are well preserved in the early Buddhist and 

Jain literature. Some of the texts of the Buddhist tradition are compiled 

as the Tripitikas and theJatakas. Those pertaining to the early Jain 

tradition are the Acaranga Sutra and Sutrakritanga which are considered 

earlier than the others. All these were however written or compiled well 

after the sixth century B.C., at different times. For particularly the early 

events of a political nature, Buddhist and Jaina traditions represent them 

more authentically and directly than do the later Brahmanical accounts of 

the various Puranas which attempt to provide histories of royal dynasties 

to the period of the Guptas.  

Later Buddhist chronicles like the Mahavamsa and Dipavamsa compiled 

in Sri Lanka were significant sources for the events related particularly to 

Asoka‘s reign. These, along with the Divyavadana (which is preserved 
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outside India in the Tibetan and Chinese Buddhist sources) not being 

contemporary to the period under discussion, have to be used cautiously 

as they developed in the context of Buddhism's spread outside India.  

Foreign sources of information which are considerably more relevant and 

are near-contemporary, are accounts gathered from classical writings in 

Greek and Latin. These are impressions of travellers who visited India 

around that time, and the name of Megasthenes, who visited the court of 

Chandragupta Maurya is famous in this respect. Megasthenes was, 

however, known to us only through quotations in later Greek writings of 

Strabo and Diodorus of the first century B.C and Arrian of the second 

century A.D. Since North-West India from about the sixth century B.C 

till about the fourth century B.C was under the sphere of foreign rule 

some of the information on the phase of Achaemenian (Persian) rule and 

later, on the invasion of Alexander, comes to us from the Persian 

inscriptions and Greek sources like Herodotus account.  

Ever since its discovery in 1905, the Arthasastra of Kautilya has been 

considered an important sources of information for the Mauryan period. 

Today, several new views on the date of the Arthasastra have emerged, 

some of which suggest that it shouldnot be considered in totality a text 

written in the Mauryan period. Thus, it issuggested on the basis of a 

statistical method that some of the chapters of theArthasastra should be 

dated to the first two centuries of the Christian era. However,many other 

scholars would like to use a major portion of this text for the 

Mauryanperiod. They suggest that the text was originally written by 

Kautilya, the minister ofChandragupta, and commented upon and edited 

by other writers during a subsequentperiod. 

Both inscriptions and coins as important sources of information for 

understanding theearly history of India become significant during the 

Mauryan period. The coins ofthis period however do not bear names of 

kings and they are called punch-markedcoins because different symbols 

are punched on them separately. Though this typeof coin was known 

from roughly about the fifth century B.C., the Mauryan punch-marked 

series were significant in that they were probably issued by a central 

authority as was indicated by the uniformity of the symbols used.  
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In contrast to thecoins, the inscriptional material for particularly Asoka‘s 

rule was extremelysignificant and unique in content. There are fourteen 

major edicts, seven minor rockedicts, seven pillar edicts and other 

inscriptions of Asoka located at prominent places near towns and trade 

routes in various parts of the Indian sub-continent. Theymarkedly stand 

out as a physical testimony to the length and breadth of the Maurayan 

Empire at the close of Asoka's reign. 

Archaeology as a source of information has, in recent years,yielded 

considerabledata on the material cultures of the Ganga Valley. We know 

that thearchaeological phase associated with the Northern Black Polished 

Ware was theperiod when cities and towns emerged, and during the 

Mauryan period, asarchaeology suggests, there were further changes in 

the material life of the people.From Archaeology we also know that 

many elements of material culture startedspreading to areas outside the 

Ganga Valley and that they came to be associated withMauryan rule. 

 

Check Your Progress 1 

1) Describe the important sources for reconstructing the history of 

Maurayas.  

__________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________ 

 

 

4.3 IDEA OF AN EMPIRE 
 

Before we talk of the Mauryan Empire, let us try to understand what an 

‗empire‘ means. This is necessary because we often indiscriminately use 

the term empire in relation to all types of kingdoms or states. Further, we 

somehow seem to think that ancient, medieval and modern empires were 

all identical in nature. Obviously, the nature of the British empire of 

modern times or even the Central Asian Mongol Empire of the medieval 

times could not have been identical with the nature of the Mauryan 

Empire. There were important differences between empires in different 

periods of history, and when we study the history of an ancient empire, it 
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is important that we understand what essential elements constituted an 

empire. 

 

4.3.1 Views On Interpretation Of ‘Empire’ 
Most often 'empire' is understood to designate a political system which 

has under a central control a vast expanse of territories not all of which 

are necessarily culturallyhomogeneous. The centre in this definition is 

embodied either in the person of theking or emperor or, in the political 

institution which is organised to hold together theterritories under one 

control. The term 'Imperial' comes from the Latin wordimperium. This 

indicates relative concentration of authority at the centre. The 

centrecontrols territorially contiguous units which ultimately attain some 

symbols ofcommon political identity. Generally, the Roman Empire in 

the ancient world is takenas the classical example to which all others, 

including the Mauryan, are thencompared. 

This definition, however, should not be understood as connoting 

sovereign nationstates some of which built vast empires in modern times. 

The nature of the centralauthority in early empires was either dependent 

on the charismatic personality ofrulers and leaders and their exploits and 

most importantly, their upholding of a certain order of things which are 

sanctioned by tradition.The Common view about the Maurayan Empire 

was that it could bestbe understood as a centralized bureaucratic empire. 

This kind of an 'empire' wasprevalent in other parts of the world as 

well.Centralized bureaucratic empires were usually established through 

the military andother exploits of individuals, generally in periods of 

turmoil, strife and unrest ofvarious kinds, and thus the establishment of 

their rule is considered to have broughtabout peace and order. At the 

same time it would be natural for such empires tohave enemies because 

in their rise to power they must have either usurped orchallenged various 

interest groups. In new territories their policy of aggrandizement nurtures 

animosity. The rulers have therefore, to make allies, passive or active, 

toimplement their aims through either matrimonial or diplomatic 

alliances. 

In terms of political goals such empires visualize a unified centralized 

polity in whichdecision making is monopolized. This means that they 
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replace earlier traditional orlocal tribal authorities. In the rise and success 

of such empires geo-political factors are usually said to shape their 

activities. It was absolutely essential for such empiresto be able to 

mobilize various resources, those of economic raw materials andman-

power in particular. For active political support these empires were 

usuallydependent on urban economic, cultural and professional groups 

and in a passivesense, from the wider social strata of peasants and urban 

lower classes. Recruitmentfrom upper class groups ensured the proper 

functioning of administrative bodies. Inthe ultimate analysis the 

administration thus evolved was expected to work forexploitative 

purposes. In other words, in the early empires, there was a high degree of 

inequality in society, permitting the privileged groups and the privileged 

regionsto exploit the resources produced by others. 

 

4.3.2 Idea of Chakravarti-Ksetra 
 

In understanding the Mauryan Empire, or indeed, any other ‗empire‘ of 

ancient India, it may be useful to know how an ideal emperor was 

viewed in ancient literature. The idea of an emperor was expressed 

through the Sanskrit termChakravarti and the sphere of his ‗imperial 

rule‘by the term chakravarti-ksetra.Though in early Brahmanic texts 

kings performed many sacrifices like Ashvamedha and Rajasuya, it is 

only in the Arthsastra that a clear idea was given of what chakravarti-

ksetra comprised off. It is said to be the land which extended north to 

south fromthe Himalaya to the seas (of the Indian Ocean) and measured a 

thousand yojanas.There is no doubt that the Chakravarti ideal reflected 

conventional ideas about Indian ruler's sphere of influence and infact it 

was an ideal never achieved, exceptperhaps by Asoka. On the other hand, 

this aspiration of universal conquest is constantly emphasized in 

exaggerated terms in both literary and epigraphically.Historians have 

often taken these reflections to indicate the actual achievement of large 

territorial conquests by kings and thus misreading the ideal for the 

actualachievements. 

The Arthsastra, and several other texts, also list the different limbs 

(angas) whichtogether made a rashtra (state). Of the seven limbs of the 
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State mentioned in theArthasastra, the king, is made out to be the most 

powerful. The seven elements(saptanga) of the State in the general texts 

on ancient Indian polity are stated to beministers (mantri), ally,(mitra), 

taxes (kara), army (sena), fort (durga), land or territory (desh) and to 

these, the Arthasastra significantly adds an eighth element,the enemy 

(shatru). In defining the king as the most powerful being in the 

State,Kautilya the author of Arthasastra also expects him to have 

exceptional qualities. Some of these ideas about state and empire as 

defined above haveled historians for some time to consider Magadha 

under the Mauryas to have becomea despotic state with the king 

controlling all regions of the empire through acentralized administration. 

One can, however, clearly say that the success of Maurayas marked the 

triumph of a monarchical form of political organisation over other, 

suchas gana-samgha forms of political organisation. 

 

4.4 POLICY OF DHAMMA 
 

The principles of Dhamma were so formulated as to be acceptable to 

people belonging to different communities and following any religious 

sect. Dhamma was not given any formal definition or structure. It 

emphasised on toleration and general behaviour. Dhamma stressed on 

dual toleration--it emphasised on toleration of people themselves and 

also on toleration of their various beliefs and ideas. There was a stress on 

the notion of showing consideration towards slaves and servants; there 

wasstress on obedience to elders; generosity towards the needy, 

Brahmanas and Sramanas etc. Asoka also pleaded for tolerance of 

different religious sects in an attempt to create a sense of harmony. The 

policy of Dhamma also laid stress on non-violence, which was to be 

practised by giving up war and conquests and also as a restraint on the 

killing of animals.  

In order to make all aspects of Dhamma clearer, we will see how the 

policy chronologically developed by examining the contents of some of 

the Edicts.  

Major Rock Edict I declared prohibition of animal sacrifice and holiday 

of festive gatherings. 
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Major Rock Edict II relates to certain measures of social welfare which 

are included in the working of Dhamma. It mentions medical treatment 

for men and animals, construction of roads, wells, tree planting, etc 

Major Rock Edict IIIdeclares that liberality towards Brahmanas and 

Sramanas is a virtue, respect to mother and father etc. 

Major Rock Edict IV is a very important statement of the policy of 

Dhamma. The edict comments that due to the policy of Dhamma the lack 

of morality and disrespect towards Brahmanas and Sramanas, violence, 

unseemly behaviour to friends, relatives and others andevils of this kind 

have been checked. The killing of animals to a large extent should also 

be stopped.  

Major Rock Edict V refers to the appointment of Dhamma-mahamattas 

for the first time in the twelfth year of his reign. These special officers 

were appointed by the king to look after the interests of all sects and 

religions and spread the message of Dhamma in each nook and corner of 

the society. The implementation of the policy of Dhamma was entrusted 

in their hands.  

Major Rock Edict VI is an instruction to Dhamma-mahamattas. They are 

told that they could bring their reports to the king at any time, 

irrespective of whatever activity he may be engaged in. The second part 

of the Edict deals with speedy administration and transaction of smooth 

business. 

Major Rock Edict VIII states that Dhammayatras (tours) would be 

undertaken by the emperor. The earlier practice, of the emperor, of going 

out on hunting expeditions was given up. Dhammayatras enabled the 

emperor to come into contact with various sections of people in the 

empire.  

Major Rock Edict XI is a further explanation of the policy of Dhamma. 

Emphasis is on respect to elders, abstaining from killing animals, and 

liberality towards friends.  

Major Rock Edict XIIis again an appeal towards toleration among sects. 

This edict reflects the anxiety the king felt due to the conflict between 

sects and carries his plea for harmony. Major Rock Edict XIIIis of 

paramount importance in understanding the Asokan policy of Dhamma. 

The Rock Edict pleads for conquest by Dhamma instead of War.This 
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edict mentions about the Kalinga conquest of Asoka as well as his 

relations with foreign countries. 

 

4.4.1 Asoka’s Dhamma Vis-A-Vis State 
Asoka's Dhamma was not simply a collection of high sounding phrases. 

He very consciously tried to adopt it as a matter of state policy for he 

declared that "All men are my children" and 'whatever exertion I make, I 

strive only to discharge the debt that I owe to all living creatures". It was 

a totally new and inspiring ideal of kingship. Previously in the 

Arthasastra the King owed nothing to anyone and his only job was to 

rule the state efficiently.  

Asoka renounced war and conquest by violence and forbade the killing 

of many animals. Asoka himself set the example of vegetarianism by 

almost stopping the consumption of meat in the royal household. Since 

he wanted to conquer the world through love and faith, he sent many 

missions to propagate Dhamma. Such missions were sent to far off 

places like Egypt, Greece, Sri Lanka, etc. The propagation of Dhamma 

included many measures for people's welfare. Centres for the medical 

treatment of men and beasts were founded inside and outside the empire. 

Shady groves, wells, fruit orchards and rest houses were laid out. This 

kind of charity work was a radically different attitude from the king of 

Arthasastra who would not incur any expenses unless they brought more 

revenues in return.  

Asoka also prohibited useless sacrifices and certain forms of gatherings 

which led to waste and indiscipline and superstition. As mentioned 

earlier, in order to implement these policies he recruited a new cadre of 

officials called Dhamma Mahamattas. Part of this group's duties was to 

see to it that people of various sects were treated fairly. Moreover they 

were especially asked to look after the welfare of prisoners. Many 

convicts, who were kept in fetters after their sentence had expired, were 

to be released. Those sentenced to death were to be given a grace for 

three days. Asoka also started Dhamma yatras. He and his high officials 

were to tour the country in order to propagate Dhamma and establish 

direct contact with his subjects. It was because of such attitudes and 
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policies that modern writers like Kern called him "a monk in a king's 

garb." 

 

4.4.2 Different Explanations 
The Asokan policy of Dhamma has been an issue of intense controversy 

and debate amongst scholars. Some scholars have suggested that Asoka 

was a partisan Buddhist and have equated Dhamma with Buddhism. It 

has also been suggested that it was the original Buddhist thought that was 

being preached by Asoka as Dhamma and later on certain theological 

additions were made to Buddhism. This kind of thinking was based on 

some Buddhist chronicles. It was believed that the Kalinga war was a 

dramatic turning point where Asoka out of remorse for the death and 

destruction of war, decided to become a Buddhist. The Buddhist records 

also credit him with the propagation of Buddhism in India and abroad. 

One cannot, however, lay the charge of being partisan against Asoka. 

There are two strong arguments to prove that Asoka, as an emperor, did 

not favour Buddhism at the expense of other religious faiths. 

i) Asoka's creation of the institution of theDhamma Mahamattas 

convincingly proves that Asoka's Dhamma did not favour any particular 

religious doctrine. Had that been the case, then there would have been no 

need for such an office, as Asoka could have utilized the organisation of 

Samgha to propagate Dhamma. 

ii) A careful study of the Rock Edicts depicts that Asoka wanted to 

promote tolerance and respect for all religious sects and the duty of the 

Dhamma Mahamattas included working for the Brahmanas and the 

Sramans.  

These two points made it clear that the policy of Dhamma was not the 

policy of a heretic but a system of beliefs created out of different 

religious faiths. There has been some discussion among historians about 

the results of Asoka's propagation of Dhamma. Some historians believe 

that Asoka's banning of sacrifices and the favour that he showed to the 

Buddhists led to a Brahmanical reaction. This in turn led to the decline of 

the Mauryan Empire. Others believe that the stopping of wars and 

emphasis on non-violence crippled the military might of the empire. This 

led to the collapse of the empire, after the death of Asoka.  
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It has been shown by Romila Thapar that Asoka's Dhamma, apart from 

being a superb document of his essential humaneness was also an answer 

to the socio-political needs of the contemporary situation. That it was not 

anti-Brahmanical was proved by the fact that respect for the Brahmanas 

and Sramans was an integral part of his Dhamma. His emphasis on non-

violence did not blind him to the needs of the state. Thus, addressing the 

forest tribes he warned them that although he hates to use coercion he 

may be required to resort to force if they continue to create trouble. By 

the time Asoka stopped war, the entire Indian sub-continent was under 

his control. 

In South he was on friendly terms with the Cholas and Pandyas. Sri 

Lanka was an admiring ally. Thus, Asoka's no to war came at a time 

when his empire had reached its natural boundaries. The plea for 

tolerance was a wise course of action in an ethnically diverse, religiously 

varied and class divided society. Asoka's empire was a conglomerate of 

diverse groups. There were farmers, pastoral nomads and hunter-

gatherers, there were Greeks, Kambojas and Bhojas and hundreds of 

groups having divergent traditions. In this situation a plea for tolerance 

was the need of the hour. Asoka tried to transcend the parochial cultural 

traditions by a broad set of ethical principles. Asoka's Dhamma could not 

survive him. As such it was a failure. However, we should remember that 

he was not establishing a new religion. He was simply trying to impress 

upon the society the need for ethical and moral principles. 

 

Check Your Progress 2 

1) On the basis of the definitions given above about what constitutes an 

empire, howwould you describe the Mauryan Empire?  

__________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________ 

 

2) Explain the main principles of the policy of Dhamma. 

__________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________ 
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4.5 ASOKA’S DESCENDENTS 
 

It is generally believed that Asoka died in 232 B.C. However, the 

Mauryan rulers continued to rule for about half a century after his death. 

Several literary texts like the Puranas, the Avdanas and the Jain accounts 

give different details of Asoka's successors. It is suggested that that after 

the death of Asoka the empire was divided among the surviving sons. 

Some of the names of Asoka's successors that we find in different texts 

are: Kunala, Dasharatha, Samprati, Salishuka, Devavarman, Satadhanvan 

and Brihadratha.  

However, it is difficult to ascertain their exact period. But it appears that 

after Asokathe empire got fragmented and that there was quick 

succession of rulers.The quick succession of rulers weakened the 

imperial control over administration.The early three kings, 

Chandragupta, Bindusara and Asoka had organised theadministration in 

such a way that it needed strict supervision. The quick successionof 

kings made this difficult as none of the rulers could actually settle down 

and be inthe control of things. Linked to this is the fact that dynastic 

empires depend muchon the ability of its rulers. But the successors of 

Asoka failed in this respect. Eachone of them ruled only for a short 

period of time and therefore could not formulateeither new policies of 

governance or maintain the old ones.Despite the fact that full details for 

individual kings and their reigns are difficult toget, we get the picture of 

post-Asokan Mauryan India as one in which a lastingstability of even 

political control was impossible to achieve. One can generally saythat 

these successors politically weakened the empire and therefore 

lostadministrative,economic and military control of it. The partition of 

the empire was initself enough to show that the process of disintegration 

had begun immediately afterthe death of Asoka. 

 

4.6 FACTORS FORDISINTEGRATION OF 

EMPIRE 
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The disorder that emerged in the administrative machinery after the death 

of Asoka is regarded as one of the important factors for the disintegration 

of the MauryanEmpire. The immediate problem for Asoka's successors 

was whether to continue hispolicy of Dhamma and its predominance in 

the government. This had truly been anunconventional way of 

governance and not a very easy way of comprehending the functioning 

of government. Asoka had been successful because he had the 

uniquevision of understanding the complex social problems of a society 

and also he hadaccepted the importance of the principle of Dhamma in 

all its dimensions. It was notclear whether despite Asoka's personal 

exhortations his successors attached the same kind of importance to 

Dhamma as he himself had done. 

Another related feature of the political importance of Dhamma was the 

existence ofa large body of officials of the State called 

Dhammamahamattas. It has been suggestedby some historians that they 

had become very powerful and oppressive during thelatter half of 

Asoka's reign. Asoka himself in the First Separate Edict to 

theMahamattas, stationed at Dhauli and Jaugada, asked them to ensure 

against oppression and to be just and humane. Though there is no doubt 

that Asoka was infirm control of the administration, this cannot be said 

of the later kings. 

It was not simply the question of the direct contact with the 

Dhamrnamahamattas toensure that they did not misuse their powers, but 

that of controlling the whole of the Mauryan bureaucracy that was at 

stake. The nature of the Mauryan State necessitateda king of strong 

abilities. It was a system which required the king to be in direct 

touchwith all aspects of the State's functionaries. Since these 

functionaries were ultimatelyheld together by a power structure with the 

king at its centre, once the king became weak the whole administration 

naturally weakened. Once the centre became weak,the provinces too 

started breaking away. 

The officials of the State were personally selected by the king and owed 

loyalty onlyto him. Once weak rulers came, and ruled for short durations 

of time, it resulted inan overwhelming number of new officials 

constantly emerging and owing only personal loyalty to their respective 
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kings and not to the State. This norm of personalloyalty had the danger 

of the officials either forcefully supporting the new king oropposing him. 

The later Mauryan kings were probably constantly faced with 

thissituation. In fact, it was local rulers and princes that found it easy to 

emerge withthese traditional ties to support them, as important centres of 

power. The provincialgovernments under the later Maurayas thus 

increasingly began to question the Centre‘s authority. Though one cannot 

accept the notion that there were popular uprisings wreckingMauryan 

State control, one can strongly suggest that the social basis of the 

Mauryanbureaucracy was under stress and strain resulting in an 

inefficient administrationunable to maintain social order in general. 

Whereas under the first three Mauryas the extremely complex system of 

spiesemployed for filtering in information on erring officials had worked 

efficiently, underthe later Mauryas it collapsed. There was thus no means 

through which the kingscould either gauge the public opinion in the 

empire or check on the corruptionwhich had inevitably set in once weak 

rulers were in power at the centre. 

A conscious loosening of military control on behalf of the Mauryan 

kings has alsobeen suggested by some scholars as a major political 

reason for their decline. Sincethis is largely attributed to a conscious 

decision taken by Asoka on this matter, weshall discuss it below in the 

next section. At this stage we need to emphatically statethat the decline 

of the Magadhan empire cannot satisfactorily be explained by 

merelystating that there were weak successors or, that there was military 

inactivity or, thatthere were popular uprisings. Each of these was in fact, 

fundamentally linked to theparticular nature of the Mauryan imperial 

bureaucratic set-up and once this startedcracking up the whole political 

structure was at stake. 

 

 

Check Your Progress 3 

1) What in your opinion was the crux of the problem in the 

administrative system of the Mauryas that caused disintegration under 

the later kings?  
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__________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________ 

 

4.7 EFFECT OF ASOKA’S POLICIES 
 

Many scholars have opined that either Asoka's political decisions or the 

effects ofthese decisions were responsible for the disintegration of the 

Mauryan Empire. Theirarguments generally focus on the drawbacks of 

Asoka's religious policy. These arguments have two strands: 

i) First, there are those scholars who maintain that Pushyamitra Sunga, 

who killed the last Mauryan emperor represented a strong Brahmanical 

reaction against thepro-Buddhist policy of Asoka and the pro-Jain policy 

of some of his successors.Moreover, the Satavahanas who rose to power 

in the Deccan after the Mauryaswere also said to have been Brahmanas. 

These scholars list a series of acts doneby Asoka himself which may 

have antagonized the Brahmanas. For example the ban on animal 

sacrifices is considered one which was especially resented, sincethis 

action was taken by a Shudra King (according to the Purana accounts 

theMauryas are listed as Shudras). They suggest that the 

Dhammamahamattas, asspecial officers of Dhamma appointed by Asoka, 

destroyed the prestige of theBrahmanas. These officials disallowed 

Brahmanas to continue their traditional laws of punishment and other 

Smriti injunctions. 

However, there are no direct evidences to support the above arguments. 

Theseare broad inferences which can be equally questioned. For 

example, the Asokaninscriptions clearly say that the 

Dhammamahamattas were to respect theBrahmans and the Sramans 

alike. It is, however, possible that in the lateryears these officials may 

have become unpopular among the people. This can bededuced on the 

basis of stories in the Buddhist sources. As officials meant for 

theestablishment of Dhamma they undoubtedly had special powers and 

sanctions ofthe king and were therefore, feared by the people as a whole. 

Once they beganto wield great control, it prevented Asoka's direct 

contact with the people. Butthis does not mean that these officials were 
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specifically antagonistic to theBrahmanas. Thus, to argue that the 

interests of the Brahmanas were harmed byAsoka's policy and that 

Pushyamitra, a Brahman general engineered a revoltcannot be accepted 

for the simple reason that if Asoka's policies were so harmful,this should 

have happened immediately after his death. In fact, Pushymitra 

Sunga'saction should at best be understood as a palace coup d'etat made 

at an opportunetime, having assessed the weak nature of the king's 

power, rather than looking forany deliberate anti-Brahman policy of 

either Asoka or his successors. 

ii) According to another group of scholars emphasis should be given to 

Asoka'spacifist policies as a factor for Mauryan decline. They think that 

this wasresponsible for undermining the strength of the empire. This 

explanation focuses on Asoka's policy of ahimsa or non-violence. The 

harmful effects of this policy were provinces that had become oppressive 

and ought to have been controlled. Citing examples from Buddhist 

stories in the Divyavadana, this argument goes on tocould not withstand 

the Greek invasions. Non-violence on the part of the kingalso meant that 

he no longer exerted his control over officials particularly in 

theprovinces who had become oppressive and ought to have been 

controlled. Citingexamples from Buddhist stories in the Divyavadana , 

this argument goes on toshow that revolts in the provinces had been 

taking place. 

The above image of Asoka is far from correct. Just as the theory of anti-

Brahmanicalactivity under Asoka's reign has been discounted as a factor 

for Mauryan decline, soalso the impression of an over pacifist Asoka, 

lacking in vigour and determination torule has to be discarded. It is true 

that Asoka believed in non-violence as vital toDhamma. There was 

however, no extreme stand on this issue. A dislike for killingof animals 

for food and sacrifice did not in fact terminate the policy of the palace 

tocontinue killing animals for food, though on a reduced scale. Also in 

governance andcriminal justice, death penalty should have been done 

away with but this was not so. 

Further, we have no evidence of the army having been demobilized, nor, 

even a hintin the inscriptions to such a policy being intended. The 

evidence one has is that ofonly one campaign conducted against Kalinga 
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which had ended in a ruthless defeatof the latter. Had Asoka been such a 

pacifist he should have reinstated Kalinga asan independent kingdom 

but, as a practical ruler, he maintained the supremacy ofMagadha over it. 

There are innumerable other indications of Asoka's assertion of 

hiscontrol over the different people of his empire, particularly his 

warning to the tribes.He had made it very clear that the misconduct of the 

tribes living within his empire would be tolerated up to a point only and 

not beyond that. All these steps were takenby Asoka to see that the 

empire was kept secure. 

Thus to conclude, the policy of Ahinsa in no way weakened the army 

andadministrative machinery of the Mauryan empire. Pushyamitra Sunga 

was after allageneral of the Mauryan army and even half a century after 

Asoka he is said to haveprevented the Greeks from entering 

Madhyadesa. According to Romila Thapar even an entire generation of 

pacificism cannot weaken an empire and lead to its disintegration, 

―Battles and territorial acquisition are not alone responsible for 

thecreation and destruction of empires. The causes must be sought in 

other directions as well‖. 

 

4.8 MONETARY PROBLEMS 
 

D.D. Kosambi stressed on the economic problems that the Mauryas 

faced. These contributed substantially to the decline of the Mauryan 

Empire. His arguments centrearound two themes indicating that there 

were financial constraints on the Mauryaneconomy: 

a) that the State took excessive measurer to increase the taxes on a 

variety of things,and 

b) that the punch-marked coins of this period show evidence of 

debasement of thecurrency.The latter argument is based on his statistical 

analysis of the punch-marked coins ofthe period.Some of Kosambi's 

views which have now generally been accepted as crucial factorsin 

bringing about major changes in the Magadhan empire and thereby, its 

ultimatedecline are briefly as follows: 

i) It is suggested that gradually the State monopoly of metals was being 

lost. Thedemands on iron, so crucial for the expanding agrarian 
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economy, could no longerbe met by Magadha alone. In fact, there were 

attempts to locate and develop newsources of it in the Deccan. Though 

such pockets of iron ore were found in Andhra and Karnataka, the 

Magadha State found it a costly operation to tap thesepockets. Of the 

many problems they faced in this connection was also theprotection of 

the mining areas from intrusion by the local chiefs. 

ii) The other point which is stressed is that expansion in cultivation, 

extensive use offorestwood and deforestation in general may have led to 

floods and famines.There is in fact evidence of a big famine in north 

Bengal in the Mauryan period.Thus many factors may have combined to 

bring down drastically the amount ofthe state revenue. In years of 

famine, the state was expected to provide relief ona substantial scale. 

In a centralized administrative system, the problem of not having 

enoughrevenues created many other acute difficulties. To enhance the 

revenues, theArthasastra suggested that taxes should be imposed even on 

actors, prostitutes and so on. The tendency to tax everything that could 

be taxed emerged out ofthe necessity of the treasury needing more funds 

or the currency having becomedebased due to inflation. The Arthasasta 

measures to be adopted in times ofemergency are interpreted in this light. 

Further, the decreasing silver content ofthe punch-marked coins 

attributed to the later Maurya rulers indicate that debasement had 

actually taken place to meet the needs of a depleted treasury.The burden 

of expenditure had also increased. This can be seen in the largeamounts 

of money spent under Asoka for public works. Also his tours and thoseof 

his officials meant using up the surplus wherever it was available. The 

earlier stringent measures of the State's control on its finances had thus 

begun to changeeven during Asoka's reign. 

Romila Thapar has further commented on these issues. According to her 

thedebasement of coins need not necessarily have meant a pressure on 

the generaleconomy. In fact,-it is difficult to say precisely when and 

where the debasement ofcoinage took place. In positive terms she argues 

that for many parts of the Indiansub-continent the general picture of the 

economy on the basis of the material evidence in fact indicates an 

improvement. This is particularly seen in the use of betterquality 

materials which indicates a technical advance. There may have 
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beendebasement of coinage but in her opinion it was not because of a 

decline in materialstandards, but rather, because of extreme political 

confusion, particularly in theGanges Valley. This must have led to 

hoarding of money by merchant classes anddebasement of coinage. 

However, she concludes: "There is no doubt of the economic prosperity 

that prevailed with the political decline of the Mauryan Empire. 

 

4.9 EMERGENCE OF RULING HOUSES 
 

If the material and technical advance of the country was not hampered by 

the political decline of the Mauryas, it can then be said that the material 

basis of many of the local polities/kingdoms was strong enough for them 

to emerge with renewed strength in the post-Mauryan period. The 

Mauryas in fact had directly governed only the major and vital areas of 

the empire, the centre of which was Magadha. It is most probable that its 

governors/officials administering the core areas were selected from 

amongst the local peoples. These officials were often very powerful and 

acted as a check on the Viceroy or representative of the kings. As 

mentioned earlier, the political loyalty of these officials was crucial for 

the imperial structure to continue. A change of king meant a re-alignment 

of these loyalties. If this happened often, as it did in the post-Asokan 

period, fundamental weaknesses would begin to inevitably creep in and 

prove the system unsuccessful. The half a dozen kings that had 

succeeded Asoka had made no basic change in the policy of governance 

adopted by the first three Mauryas. It has also been suggested that some 

of these kings probably ruled more or less concurrently over several parts 

of the empire. This indicates a segmentation of the empire even under the 

Mauryas. 

 

4.9.1 Major Dynasties 
The disintegration of the Mauryan Empire was followed by the rise of a 

number ofkingdoms in different parts of India. Immediately after the 

Mauryas, Pushyamitraestablished the Sunga dynasty and the Sungas 

were able to control only a part of theerstwhile Mauryan Empire. The 

Sunga family had held the Viceroy ship at Ujjain inwestern Malwa or the 
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neighbouring region of Vidisha in eastern Malwa under theMauryas. The 

Sungas tried to revive Vedic practices and sacrifices which may 

haveperhaps been necessary to face the new invaders, namely the Greeks 

and to establishtheir strength after their first king had usurped the throne. 

The Sungas were followedby the short-lived rule of the Kanvas. The 

Greeks, however, in due course of timebecame exceedingly successful in 

most parts of north-west India. Their rule couldonly be terminated by the 

Sakas who had settled along the Indus. The Parthian orPahlavas also 

made inroads in north-western India. But, the most successful 

foreignintrusions were made from the first half of the first century A.D. 

with theestablishment of the Kushana Empire. 

In the Ganga valley, Rajasthan, eastern India and the Deccan many 

ruling familiescame to power. It is clear that under the Mauryas the 

maximum settlements ofvillages had been in the Ganges Valley. The 

hills and plains of Assam and Bengalstill remained to be opened up. 

Similarly, the south and south-east of India had contact with the 

Maurayan Empire but a large scale agrarian economy had yet tocome up 

in these regions. After the decline of Mauryan rule many local rulers 

startedruling in regions like Vidarbha, eastern Deccan, Karnataka and 

westernMaharashpa. Gradually, the family of the Satavahanas built up an 

empire in theDeccan by bringing together many local centres.  

At about the same time when the early Satavahanas were establishing 

themselves,Kharavela of Kalinga emerged as a powerful king in the 

Mahanadi region. In aninscription written during his reign and found at 

the Hathigumpha cave of Udayagirihill near Bhubaneshwar, Kharvela 

claims that he was the third ruler of theMahameghavana family of 

Ka1inga and that this family was a branch of the ancient Chedifamily. 

He is said to have raided a major part of the country including Magadha 

andthe Satavahana and Pandya countries. He was an ardent follower of 

Jainism. 

In the extreme South the three important chiefdoms that continued to be 

prominentfrom the Maurya period were the Cheras who controlled the 

Malabar area, the Cholaswho held sway on the south-eastem coast and 

the Kaveri Valley and the Pandyaswhose power centre lay around the tip 

of the Peninsula. The Sangam texts of thisperiod give us a considerable 



Notes 

109 

amount of information on the society, ecology, polityand economy of the 

region these three kingdoms ruled.The above outline briefly discusses the 

geographical areas and the politicalcomplexion of the major foreign and 

indigenous kingdoms which became powerfulfor varied periods of time 

in the immediately post-Mauryan period. 

 

4.9.2 Minor Dynasties 
Numerous local or sub-regional powers also grew in this period either 

under the stimulus of the advancing agrarian economy or, in some 

regions under the stimulusof trade. Various Indian literary sources, like 

the Puranas, mention of such tribalnames as Naga, Gardabhila and 

Abhira during this period. They were being ruled bytheir kings. Thus 

four Naga kings, seven Gardabhila kings, thirteen Pusyamitras, 

tenAbhira kings of the post-Mauryan period were listed. The Gardabhilas 

probablyemerged from the large Bhila tribe (the Bhils) of the forests of 

central and westernIndia. Some of the Abhiras are known to have 

developed into Ahir castes, some ofthem famous as pastoralists. Along 

with these we have other tribes who underwentchange during this period 

and were known through the coins they minted in their ownnames or 

with names of their janapadas. The Yaudheyas were famous even in 

thetime of Panini as professional warriors and during this period were 

said to have beensuppressed by Rudradaman, the Saka king. Their 

territory wassaid to have comprised the land between the Sutlej and the 

Yamuna. Similarly, to the south-east of Mathura,the Arjunaya had 

established their autonomy towards the end of the Sunga rule. 

In the Punjab, occupying the land between the Ravi and the Beas we 

have mentionof the Audumbaras. The Kunindas were said to have 

become prominent between theBeas and the Yamuna around the foothills 

of Sivalik hills. Other tribal republics, as they were popularly known, for 

this period were those of the Sibis, Malavas, Trigartasand so on. These 

janapadas interspersed the region of northern and north-westemIndia and 

at the same time independent principalities like Ayodhya, 

Kausharnbi,Mathura and Ahichchhatra also re-asserted their power 

having earlier succumbed tothe Mauryas. 
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For the Deccan we have some information mainly derived from coins of 

many minorlocal rulers and ruling families over whom the Satavahanas 

were able to establish their supremacy. For example, the families of 

Maharathis, Kuras and Anardas areknown from Maharashtra, Karnataka 

and Andhra. Besides, many local chiefs of theDeccan who issued coins 

emerged during this period. For the extreme south we knowthat the 

chiefs of the three main chiefdoms (Cheras, Cholas, Pandyas) 

wereconstantly at war with the minor chiefs of the less developed 

regions. The Velirchieftains, for instance, were famous as they controlled 

important outlets to theRoman trade on the south-east coast.Though 

attempts were made in the post-Mauryan period by various dynasties to 

buildempires, there were several instances of each of them contending 

the other. Furthersub-regional powers could not totally be suppressed. 

Whereas, on the one hand, thepolitical decline of the Mauryas created a 

situation for many of these local powers toarise, on the other, the 

economic expansion witnessed in the Mauryan periodcontinued 

unabated. The crisis under the Maurayan Empire was thusone of 

organisation and control of its resources and not a lack of them. 

 

4.10 LET US SUM UP 
 

In this unit we have discussed about the sources of information for the 

Maurayan Empire as well as the ‗notion‘ of the empire. Further, our 

sources of information about Asoka's Dhamma are his inscriptions on the 

basis of which we can say that Asoka preached non-violence, toleration 

and social responsibility. He followed these precepts in his 

administrative policy. It has to be noted that Dhamma cannot be equated 

with Buddhism. It was a set of principles gleaned from various religious 

traditions and was implemented to hold the empire together. 

In this Unit we have also analysed the various factors for the 

disintegration of the Mauryan Empire and the rise of local polities in its 

wake. The successors of Asoka failed to maintain the integrity of the 

empire which they inherited from Asoka. The partition of the empire 

after Asoka and quick succession of rulers no doubt weakened the basis 

of the empire. But more important is the fact that the inherent 
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contradictions in the Mauryan imperial set up accentuated the crisis. The 

highly centralised bureaucracy with its loyalty to the king and not to the 

state made the administration completely individual based. And the 

change of king meant the change of officials and this had a very adverse 

effect on administration after Asoka. We have seen that how some of the 

views of the earlier scholars that hold Asoka and his policies responsibe 

for the decline of the Mauryas are not acceptable in the light of the 

contemporary evidence. The attempt by some scholars to explain the 

disintegration of the Mauryan Empire in terms of economic problems has 

also been taken into consideration. Finally,we have also highlighted the 

growth of local polities both in the North and South which accelerated 

the process of disintegration of the Mauryan Empire. 

 

4.11 KEY WORDS 
 

Bureaucracy: System of government by officials responsible to an 

authotity. 

Coup d'etat: A violent or unconstitutional change in government. 

Exploitation:An act of using for selfish purposes at the expense of 

others. 

Local:Pertaining to a particular place or area. 

Pacifist: Opposed to war or one who believes all war is wrong. 

Regional:Characterized in a particular wav referring to a tract of country 

or area ordistrict. Commercial Classes: Section of society engaged in 

the activity of trade and exchangeas distinct from those who are engaged 

in activities of production. 

Dhammayatras: Asoka's predecessors used to vihara-yatras for hunting 

and otherroyal pleasures. After his visit to Bodhgaya Asoka gave up 

vihara-yatras and tookup dhammayatras. Dhammayatrasor 'excursions of 

Dhammagave him opportunitiesto expound Dhammaand come into 

direct contact with different sections of peopleto spread the ideas of 

Dhamma. 

4.12 QUESTIONS FOR REVIEW 
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1) Mention the factors which led to the disintegration of Maurayan 

Empire? 

2) List the views of those scholars that advocate Asoka's policies being 

responsiblefor Mauryan decline. 

3) Would you agree with Kosambi that the major factors for the decline 

of Maurayas werethe economic problems that the empire faced?  

4) Outline the major political changes in north and south India in the 

post-Mauryan period. 
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4.14 ANSWERS TO CHECK YOUR 

PROGRESS 
 

Check Your Progress 1 

1) Some Buddhist texts such as the Tripitikas and theJatakas and those 

pertaining to the early Jain tradition such as the Acaranga Sutra and 

Sutrakritanga, are considered valuable for informations on Maurayas. 

Later Buddhist chronicles like the Mahavamsa and Dipavamsa compiled 

in Sri Lanka were significant sources for the events related particularly to 

Asoka‘s reign.  Foreign sources of information,Arthasastra of Kautilya, 

inscriptions, coins and archaeology as a source of information has, in 

recent years, yielded considerable data on Maurayans. 
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Check Your Progress 2 

1) The Common view about the Maurayan Empire was that it could best 

be understood as a centralized bureaucratic empire. Centralized 

bureaucratic empires were usually established through the military and 

other exploits of individuals, generally in periods of turmoil, strife and 

unrest of various kinds, and thus the establishment of their rule is 

considered to have brought about peace and order. At the same time it 

would be natural for such empires to have enemies because in their rise 

to power they must have either usurped or challenged various interest 

groups hence the rulers have to make allies, passive or active, to 

implement their aims through either matrimonial or diplomatic alliances.  

2) It emphasised on toleration and general behaviour. Dhamma stressed 

on toleration of people themselves and toleration of their beliefs and 

ideas. There was a stress on the notion of showing consideration towards 

slaves and servants, obedience to elders; generosity towards the needy, 

Brahmanas and Sramanas etc. Besides giving emphasis on non-violence, 

Dhamma calls for tolerance of different religious sects in an attempt to 

create a sense of harmony and amity. 

 

Check Your Progress 3 

1)The immediate problem for Asoka's successors was whether to 

continue his policy of Dhamma and its predominance in the government. 

This had truly been an unconventional way of governance and not a very 

easy way of comprehending the functioning of government. Another 

related feature of the political importance of Dhamma was the existence 

of a large body of officials of the State called Dhammamahamattas. It 

was not simply the question of the direct contact with the 

Dhamrnamahamattas to ensure that they did not misuse their powers, but 

that of controlling the whole of the Mauryan bureaucracy that was at 

stake. The nature of the Mauryan State necessitated a king of strong 

abilities which the later Maurayans found wanting. 
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UNIT 5 MAURYAN DYNASTY: 

SOCIO-ECONOMIC BASIS 
 

STRUCTURE 
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5.4.2 Urban Economy 
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5.5 Let Us Sum Up 

5.6 Key Words 
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5.8 Suggested Readings and References 

5.9 Answers to Check Your Progress 

 

5.0 OBJECTIVES 
 

The main aim of this unit is to introduce to you one of the most 

important aspectsof Mauryan history, namely, the organisation and 

changes that took place in theeconomy of India during this period. 

Though our focus will be on the Mauryanheartland, the Ganges Valley, 

we also intend to draw your attention to significantchanges that were 

initiated in this period in other parts of India. After going through this 

unit you should be able to understand how different types of resources 

which are necessary for sustaining anempire were utilised,understand the 

main features of agrarian economy, agrarian expansion and landrevenue 

during this period,explain how trade was organised and how it expanded, 

opening up new areas ofactivity,understand the nature of urban economy 

as also how towns and cities grew in theperiod,discuss improvements in 
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technology that occurred during this period and analyse how the above 

developments led to significant socio-economic changes. 

 

5.1 INTRODUCTION 
 

In this Unit we will familiarise you with the economy of theMauryan 

period. We shall start with ageneral discussion on material and social 

basis of agricultural and non-agriculturalproduction. Study of agrarian 

economy is very crucial because the bulk of thepopulation was involved 

in agriculture. We shall also familiarise you with theorganisation of land 

revenue collection. We shall also take into account the impactof agrarian 

economy on other spheres of economic activity.This impact was more 

evident in craft production and commercial activities. Growth in these 

areas led to improvement in technology,increased circulation of coined 

money andgrowth of urban centres. 

One more important question which deserves our attention is the role of 

the state inthe overall economic activity. We shall therefore examine to 

what extent the state intervened in the economy? Did this intervention 

help the growth of economy or hamper it? Such and related questions 

would be discussed in the course of this Unit. 

 

5.2 ECONOMIC AND SOCIAL BASIS OF 

PRODUCTION 
 

A substantial surplus of agricultural produce wascreated during the 

Maurayan times. This surplus not only transformed the material basis of 

society, but also gave rise to new social groups. Many of these new 

social groups began living in the newly emerging towns. 

The Greek writer Arrian stated that it was not possible to record with 

accuracy thenumber of cities because of their immense numbers. This 

can be taken to indicatethat there may have been an increase in the 

number of towns in this period.Descriptions by Megasthenes of the well 

organised administration of towns indicatelarge concentration of 

population in these centres. For living in these townsregulations were 

apparently stringent. Excavations have however, failed to produceany 
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substantial evidence of city planning in this period and the remains of 

Mauryanarchitecture are few. That many of the building structures were 

made of burnt brickscan be deduced from the fact that they have been 

found in large quantities fromexcavations in sites spread over Uttar 

Pradesh and Bihar.  

Houses were made also oftimber because Megasthenes speaks of wooden 

structures at the Mauryan capital Pataliputra. At Kumrahar (modern 

Patna) excavations also revealed some structureswhich have been 

identified as a pillared hall of a Mauryan palace. In terms ofstructures, 

one of the most important finds of this period was a large number 

ofringwells which were probably used to supply water for domestic 

purposes. Theybecame widespread in other parts of the country in the 

subsequent ages. Thehallmark of the structural development was thus the 

extensive use of ringwells andburnt bricks. They imply the easy 

availability of timber for them to be made. Use ofburnt bricks and finds 

of Northern Black Polished Ware sherds and other remainshelp us gauge 

how widely towns were distributed in several parts of the 

MauryanEmpire. We shall take up these for discussion later in this Unit. 

In the Ganges Valley the existence of towns with the above mentioned 

materialremains implies a significantly strong technological base. Thus, 

it has beenemphatically argued in the writings of D.D. Kosambi and R.S. 

Sharma that this wasprovided by the widespread use of iron. It was well 

known that theMagadhan/Maurayan kingdom was located near the rich 

iron ore areas of southern Bihar and hadaccess to important river and 

land routes. During excavations different types of irontools like socketed 

axes, sickles and possibly ploughshares have been found. Thesetools 

must have made the task of clearing the thick forests of the Eastern 

GangesPlains easy and also facilitated the efficiency of agriculture. 

Numerous small heapsof iron slags have been found scattered all over 

the iron belt of South Bihar. Suchrefuse material left behind indicates 

that iron smelting may not have been of a very high quality. Local 

furnaces which have been discovered may suggest that ordinarypeople 

probably had access to the use and manufacture of iron. 

Sophisticatedtechniques of making different kinds of iron were also 

known, as can be gleaned fromthe Arthasastra. 
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The use of iron did not, however, diffuse from the Ganges Valley to 

other parts ofthe country. Independent evidence for its use and 

availability has been found inexcavated material dated to both pre-

Mauryan and Mauryan times in other parts ofIndia as well. However, it is 

clear that in the Ganges Valley atleast, the soil beingheavy and loamy, 

the necessity of heavy iron tipped ploughs and plough-shares wasmost 

essential to make intensive agriculture possible. The use of iron for 

agriculturalpurposes cannot be over emphasized. That this was 

recognised by the State is evidentfrom the Arthasastra which advocates 

that the King should maintain s monopoly overcertain kinds of mining. 

This was perhaps also suggested because of the crucial needof metals for 

military progress. 

Apart from sound technology, most expanding agrarian societies require 

a regularand cheap supply of labour for production of food grains and 

other commodities.How this labour is controlled and maintained was of 

crucial importance to understandthe social basis of production. We have 

already indicated above that a new kind ofcultivation had become 

important in the middle Ganges Valley, namely, paddycultivation. This 

was labour-intensive and required more than the peasant family'slabour 

at particular seasons of transplanting and harvesting. This kind of 

cultivationhad become popular during this period. We also find that great 

stress was laid onbringing new land under cultivation. In these newly 

settled tracts shortage of labour was expected and from the Arthasastra 

we learn how the State could make specialattempts to settle the new 

areas. 

In this context it is suggested that the Sudras were to settle these areas. 

They in anycase formed the bulk of agricultural and other types of 

manual labour. Settling newgroups could be done by transferring them 

from overpopulated areas or deportingthem from the defeated kingdoms. 

The latter was probably the case with the 150,000people who were 

deported after the Kalinga War. The Arthasastra suggests that 

newvillages could be formed also by inducing foreigners to immigrate to 

them. Othergroups like carpenters and merchants were also probably 

settled in a similar manner. 



Notes 

119 

The Sudra settlers were expected to be given some fiscal concessions and 

also a supplyof cattle and seeds along with implements. This was 

probably an encouragement toenable them to cultivate virgin soil. 

Decaying or ruined settlements were similarly tobe repopulated because 

with a rehabilitated settlement only agriculturalproduction be augmented. 

In many cases the newly settled areas formed part of the crown lands, 

known as the Sita lands. On occasions they were granted to ex-village 

officials for cultivation. Inthese cases the failure on the part of the 

farmers to cultivate would lead to theirtransfer to someone else. Since 

these villages were a part of crown lands, obviouslythe King and his 

officials exercised strict control over them. 

Thus, during the Mauryan period the two major pre-requisites namely the 

use andcontrol of raw materials and manpower made it possible for 

agrarian expansion totake place. We next turn to take a more detailed 

look at the material and economicexpansion, in particular in the Ganges 

Valley, and on a general level, in other partsof India under the Mauryas. 

 

Check Your Progress 1 

1) List the material changes that took place in the Ganges Valley under 

the Mauryas?  

__________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________ 

2) Explain why iron was able to transform the nature of agrarian growth?  

__________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________ 

 

5.3 AGRICULTURE AND LAND 

REVENUE 
 

In this section we will discuss the general features of agrarian economy 

and land revenue organisation. 
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5.3.1 Agrarian Economy 
In the earlier section we have seen that settlement of permanent villages 

wasrecognised in the Arthasastra as a method for the expansion of 

agrarian economy.These settlements ensured a sound and stable resource 

base for the State to extracttaxes and the land tax formed the bulk of it. 

This process of settlement was calledjanapadanivesa, but the extent of 

how this was done is not clearly known. Accordingto R.S. Sharma it 

would be reasonable to presume that most of the Ganges basinwas 

brought under cultivation in this manner and some efforts may have been 

madein the outlying areas as well. 

Growth of agriculture meant that the cultivator began to assume an 

increasingly important role. Megasthenes in his account of the Indian 

society and its division intoseven classes mentions the farmers as the 

second class, next only to the philosopherswho are mentioned as the first 

class and followed by the soldiers who are mentioned as the third class. 

Though his perception of the division of Indian society was notabsolutely 

correct, the farmers drew his attention because they were numerically a 

large class devoted to land. The Classical sources specifically mention 

that thecultivators were without arms. Megasthenes also maintains that 

the peasants were left untouched during war. This seems difficult to 

believe as the example of the KalingaWar and the figures quoted in the 

Asokan inscriptions of those dead and deportedmust have included a fair 

number of peasants. 

We have already seen that some lands were Sita or crown lands. In these 

areas the King‘s and the State‘s rights of possession, cultivation, 

mortgage and sale werenaturally superior. Infact, in the Arthasastra a 

Sitadhyaksa or superintendent of agriculture was mentioned who 

probably supervised the cultivation works here. Theseareas were in all 

probability fertile and suited to high productivity. It was difficult 

toidentify the origin of these State farms. It was possible that their origin 

lay in largeestates owned by individual landowners in pre-Mauryan 

times. These were also areas where slaves were deployed working under 

direct State supervision. The advanced knowledge of agricultural 



Notes 

121 

techniques, described in depth in the Arthasastra, alsoprobably refer to 

these lands.  

Agriculture in other areas of the Mauryan State, known as Janapada 

territories, was in all probability, carried on privately. In the Jataka 

stories there are frequent references to gahapatis and grambhojakas. 

These groups are said to have employed hired labourers on land 

indicating their capacity to do so as a land-owning gentry. In contrast, the 

labourers are described to be in a pitiable condition and sometimes slaves 

are also mentioned. The King could own land in his personal capacity in 

both Sita and Janapada areas though direct references to this for this 

period are lacking.  

Thus though it is not possible to discuss the full complexities of the land 

ownership pattern for the whole of India in detail, for the Ganges Valley 

alone one can suggestthat different types of it existed. This naturally 

entailed varied systems of cultivationsand also different levels of 

agricultural development. The Arthasastra references todifferent types of 

agricultural operations supervised by officials thus refer to landsowned 

by either the State or King. However, a small section of the text deals 

withthe sale of land and buildings. This suggests that individuals could 

own small areasof cultivable land which they could cultivate themselves. 

The most important reason for the success of agriculture in the state 

owned lands wasthe facility of irrigation provided by the State. There 

were rules for the regulation of water supply for the benefit of 

agriculturists. Megasthenes informs us that a numberof officers were 

employed who measured the land and inspected sluices by whichwater 

was distributed into the branch channels. That irrigation facilities existed 

inother areas as well is indicated by the mention of an irrigation cess 

amounting to a fifth, a fourth or a third of the produce in the Arthasastra. 

Since this cess was levied only on irrigated soil it can be deduced that the 

State regulated irrigation facilities in areas where rainfall was scarce. In 

these areas a regular supply of water could ensure a normal yield of 

crops. Pushyagupta, one of the governors of Chandragupta Maurya, was 

said to have built a dam for creating a reservoir of water near Girnar in 

Saurashtra. This was known as Sudarshana tadaga (water tank). This 
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reservoir became so famous that its history can be traced to the middle of 

the fifth century A.D for a period of about eight hundred years. 

 

5.3.2 Land Revenue 
The Classical writers state that some villages were exempted from 

taxation. Theywere probably rare exceptions and in fact, it has been 

suggested that this was sobecause these villages may have provided 

soldiers to the State. It is also suggestedby scholars that in order to bring 

virgin soil under cultivation in some villages‘remission of taxes was 

allowed for a period of time.The essential resources needed for the 

Mauryan State could only be got from landrevenue. Therefore, the land 

revenue collection had to be efficiently organised so asto expropriate the 

maximum possible surplus from the people. It is generally statedthat the 

Mauryan rule constitutes a landmark in the history of the improvement 

ofthe system of taxation in ancient India. The Mauryas in fact attached 

great importance to the assessment of land revenue and the highest 

officer in charge of this was the samaharta. The sannidhata was the chief 

custodian of the State treasury. Since the revenue was also collected in 

kind, providing storage facilities was also the duty of the latter.  

The classical writers mention that 1/4
th

of the produce were paid in tax by 

the peasants. They also suggest that a tribute was paid by them. Land tax 

(bhaga) was the main item of revenue. According to the texts, it was 

levied at the rate of 1/6
th

of the produce. But it is possible that in the 

Maurayan period it was quite high and levied atthe rate of 1/4
th

of the 

produce. The Lumbini Edict of Asoka says that when he visited Lumbini 

the birthplace of the Buddha, he exempted the village from the payment 

of baliand reduced the payment of bhaga to 1/8
th

. Even Asoka's great 

respect for the Buddha did not prompt the emperor to exempt the village 

totally from the payment of taxes. 

Sharecropping was another way by which the State collected agricultural 

resources.The sharecroppers were in the first place provided with seeds, 

oxen, etc., and receivedarable land for cultivation. In this kind of 

situation the peasants probably gave halfof the produce to the State. The 

above taxes were further supplemented by a large number of customary 

dues that the peasants had to pay. The Mauryas also introduced some 
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new taxes and madealready existing ones more effective. The peasants 

paid a tax called pindakara paid by husbandsmen, which was assessed on 

groups of villages. This was also customary in nature. Often the villages 

had to supply provisions to the royal army passingthrough their 

respective territories and this naturally increased their burden. Theexact 

nature of hiranya is also not known, but it was probably a tax paid in 

cashbecause hiranya literally means gold.  

Bali, the traditionally known levy from theVedic times, continued under 

the Mauryas, and all the above taxes which aredescribed by Kautilya in 

the Arthasastra must have burdened the peasantryconsiderably. 

Nonetheless, he continues to recommend that in case the State still 

fallsshort of its needs, several other fiscal measures for periods of 

emergency could bemade use of. For example one such measure was the 

levy of pranaya which literallymeant a gift of affection. This is a tax first 

mentioned by Panini but elaborated uponfor the first time in the 

Arthasastra. It amounted to 1/3
rd

 or1/4
th 

of the produce according to the 

nature of the soil. It was usually interpreted as a voluntary gift but once 

put intopractice, in reality it must have become obligatory. Further, in 

times of emergencythe cultivators could be forced to raise two crops. The 

importance of these measureswas constantly emphasized as the country 

did face famines, and during these bleakperiods the level of revenue 

collection must have naturally fallen. 

As land revenue was the backbone of the Mauryan economy, the 

Arthasastra was careful in designing the revenue system of the State. It 

was particular in defining thedifferent types of villages to be taxed as the 

fertility of soil varied from place to place.There is also attention paid to 

special categories of revenue collectors and assessors.Undoubtedly then, 

the Mauryan State, atleast in its major areas, must have ensureda 

substantial land revenue collection without which the government 

machinery andthe army would have been difficult to maintain. 

 

 

Check Your Progress 2 

1) List the fiscal measures which were expected to be adopted by the 

State duringperiods of emergency.  
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__________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________ 

 

2) List the main taxes and revenue officials of the Mauryan period. 

__________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________ 

 

5.4 TRADE, COMMERCE AND 

TOWNSHIP 
 

The non-agrarian economy of the Maurayanempire revolved around two 

interrelated developments: i) expansion of trade and commerce, and ii) 

establishment of new towns and markets. The development of the 

agrarian economy had given a solid economic basis to the Mauryan 

Empire particularly in the Ganges Valley: However, it was the expansion 

of commercial economy that enabled it to extend its resource base to 

other parts of the country.  

5.4.1 Trade 
Trade did not suddenly develop during this period. It was part of the 

larger processof economic change which had begun much before the 

Mauryan times. The Jataka stories have frequent references to caravan 

traders carrying large quantities of goods to different parts of the country. 

The security provided by Mauryan rule enabled internal trade to 

blossom. Major trade routes to West Asia and Central Asia 

passedthrough north-west India. The main trade routes in northern Indian 

were along theriver Ganges and the Himalayan foothills. Major centres 

like Rajagriha in Magadhaand Kausambi, near present-day Allahabad, 

were connected in this way. Pataliputra,the capital of the Mauryas, had a 

particularly strategic location and was connectedby river and road in all 

four directions. The northern route going to such sites asSravasti and 

Kapilavastu was connected through the city of Vaisali. From 

Kapilavastuthis route linked up Kalsi, Hazara and eventually led up to 

Peshawar. Megasthenes also talked of a land route connecting the north-
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west with Pataliputra. In the south itwas connected to Central India and 

in the South-east to Kalinga. This eastern routeturned southwards to 

finally reach Andhra and Karnataka. The other part of theeastern route 

continued down to the Ganges delta to Tamralipti which acted as anexit 

point for the south and south-east. From Kausambi moving westwards 

anotherroute led to Ujjain. This continued either further west to the coast 

of Gujarat or westsouth across the Narmada and was regarded as 

dakshinapatha (southern route). Theoverland route to countries of the 

West went via Taxila near Islamabad. 

The opening up of communications in various parts of the Indian sub-

continent was the direct result of the expansion of settlements, as it 

facilitated movement from oneplace to another. This naturally fostered 

trade. Internal trade was considerablybenefited because river transport 

had been improved once the forests around theValleys had been cleared 

under State initiative. The State's policy particularly underBindusara and 

Asoka to have peaceful and friendly relations with the Greeks gavefillip 

to foreign trade as well. 

Trade was carried on in different ways. It was intrinsically linked to the 

methods ofproduction and its organisation. Primarily in north India craft 

production was organised on guild (sreni) lines. This was so in the pre-

Mauryan period as well. Under the Mauryas when the number of artisan 

groups had increased we find guilds organised in different towns, 

inhabiting particular sections of them. These guilds generally worked and 

lived together in a closely .knit relationship. Craft was necessarily 

hereditary and in most cases specialization was handed down from father 

to son. These guilds became very powerful in the post-Mauryan period as 

is evidentfrom a number of inscriptions. Megasthenes also mentions the 

artisans as one of theseven castes/classes he noticed during his stay in 

India. The well-known guilds of theperiod were those of metallurgists of 

various kinds, carpenters, potters etc. Making of Northern Black Polished 

Ware is a good example of craft activities. It became a specialized kind 

ofpottery-making craft and its availability outside the Ganges Valley was 

limited. Hisindicates that it was a technique developed in this-part of the 

country and was perhapsdependent on a particular type of clay available 

here. 
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Like the artisans, the merchants were also organised along guild lines. 

Certain kindsof merchants were connected to particular artisan groups 

which made distribution ofgoods easier. They too inhabited identifiable 

parts of the cities which came to beassociated with their professions.It is 

however, important to note that the State administration under the 

Mauryas alsotook up the organisation of trade. This administrative 

control on production anddistribution made it more efficient. This did not 

mean that it directly interfered withand changed the guild organisations. 

On the other hand, it increased its control onthe distribution of their 

goods and itself became a producer. At another level, itgradually 

converted some crafts into some sort of small scale industries. The 

Statedid this by directly employing some of the artisans like armourers, 

shipbuilders,builders in stone, etc. They were exempt from payment of 

tax because they renderedcompulsory labour service to the State. Other 

artisans like spinners, weavers, minersetc., who worked for the State 

were liable to tax. 

The above mentioned steps to organise trade and commodity production 

were partand parcel of State policy. This policy was aimed at augmenting 

its efficiency ineconomic spheres of activity and its revenues. 

Megasthenes mentions asuperintendent of commerce whose duty was to 

fix prices of goods and also tointerfere if there was a glut in any 

commodity. He is also mentioned in theArthasastra as panyadhyaksa. 

This text lists the various officials that were in charge of the different 

economic activities. The office of the samsthadhyaksa that lookedafter 

the markets was infact to check the wrong practices of the traders. The 

pautavadhyaksa or superintendent of weights and measures exerted a 

strict controlon maintaining standard weights and measures. State boats 

that facilitated transportwere put under the charge of a navadhyaksa. He 

helped in regulating river transportand collecting ferry charges. All 

traders had to pay taxes and custom dues ranging from 1/5
th

 to 1/25
th

of 

the value of goods. These were supposed to be collected bya 

superintendent of tolls called the sulkadhyaksa. 

Where the State produced goods, different categories of officials looked 

after particular departments. These goods were called rajapanya. The 

State was careful tochoose those areas of commodity production and 
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trade that were essential for its functioning and yielded good revenues. 

Sometimes State goods could also be sold byprivate traders as their 

network of distribution was more well-organised andwidespread. Despite 

the above changes it would be right to conclude that the majorityof 

artisans either continued to work individually or within the complex 

structure ofthe guilds. The guilds continued to serve the very important 

purpose of cohesivelyorganising petty producers and most importantly, 

controlling them, Even the artisansfound it advantageous to join them 

since this eliminated the expenses of workingalone or competing with 

others of the same profession. From the State's point of viewthe guilds 

facilitated the collection of taxes. Finally since they concentrated 

locallyand also specialized in particular crafts there were a strengthening 

of that particulartrade. We need however, to conclude with the point that 

guilds were not found toflourish in all parts of India during this period. 

Particularly in the extreme South,even in the post-Mauryan period it is 

difficult to find mention of them. The major pre-requisite for guilds to 

flourish was of course an urban milieu to which we nowturn our 

attention. 

 

5.4.2 Urban Economy 
The process of urbanism which had begun in the pre-Mauryan period 

witnessedfurther growth in the Mauryan period. Two major sections of 

population inhabitedthe towns, namely, artisans and merchants and the 

officials of the government. Theurban economy characterised by the 

activities of the manufacturers of goods and ofmerchants as also by a 

system of exchange began to spread from the Ganges Valley to other 

areas of Western and central India, Deccan and South India.Proliferation 

of rural settlements and the prosperity of the gahapatis enabled thesocial 

base of urban centres to expand further. In many cases it was the rich 

rural families that developed contacts with towns and provided financial 

support neededparticularly by merchant groups. 

We introduced this Unit with a discussion on the material remains of the 

Mauryanphase to show that the urban centres had definitely increased 

during this period. Itis however impossible to measure this growth. 

Going by Kautilya's Arthasastra welearn that through a process of 
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durganivesa or durgavidhana, the State foundedwalled towns. These 

towns were said to be peopled by priests, nobles, soldiers and also 

merchants, artisans and others. There are also detailed descriptions in this 

texton the protection of towns and their layout so that economic 

regulations could becarried out properly. Indeed, the Arthasastra viewed 

towns (durga), as it viewed thejanapadas, as an important source of 

revenue. The taxes received from towns paidrich dividends to the State 

and therefore, development and administration of townswas given much 

importance by the Maurayas. In fact, when mention was made of 

taxingguilds located in the capital or durga, we get an impression that 

those in the countryside enjoyed exemption. This may have been because 

town population waseasier to regulate and organise. 

Megasthenes detailed description of the Mauryan capital gives us some 

idea abouthow towns were administered and which areas of urban 

economy were regulated inthe interest of the State. He tells us that 

Pataliputra was administered by thirtyofficials who were divided into six 

Committees of five members each. Of these sixCommittees four were 

related to economic activity. These were Committees dealingwith 

industrial arts, trade and commerce, the supervision of the public sale 

ofmanufactured goods and the collection of tax on articles sold. The 

other two committees were concerned with the welfare of foreigners and 

the registration of births and deaths. The general administration of law 

and order in the cities was thusimportant to ensure the proper functioning 

of its economic activities. 

The above description may apply to other similar big and developed 

cities in theheartland of the Mauryan Empire. In the absence of enough 

information it was notpossible to describe the exact nature of the 

administration of small cities, port towns and pilgrimage centres. What 

was however, important to emphasize was that thedevelopment to the 

Mauryan economy in general made it possible for towns ofvarious kinds 

to flourish. Population mobility and interaction between social 

groupswas necessary for the urban economy to remain healthy and 

prosperous. This couldbe ensured by a certain degree of political stability 

in the metropolitan and core areasof the empire. 



Notes 

129 

Another significant aspect of the urban economy was that it created the 

situation forthe development of transactions in cash and the circulation of 

coined money. Thoughthe use of currency began in an earlier period, it 

became fairly common during theMauryan period because of the 

development of commerce. Its use in trade was self-evident but the 

importance of cash in the economy can be gauged from the factthat it 

was probably used to pay salaries of the officials. The Arthasastra lists 

for usthe range of salaries expected to be paid and this varied from 

48,000 panas to 60panas annually. For such powerful cash economy to 

function the minting of coins and the supply of metals like silver and 

copper required to do so were of primeimportance. That these were 

harnessed by the Mauryas is evident from the innumerable punch-

marked, mostly silver, coins which awere assignable to this period.Of 

these the majority are stated to be from Uttar Pradesh and Bihar which 

constitutedthe core area of the empire. 

For the kind of urban economy that envisaged substantial State control, 

the Statealso had to maintain a monopoly in certain important spheres of 

activity. Thus, theArthasastra provides for a superintendent of mines 

called akaradhyaksa whose chieffunction was to look for new mines and 

reopen old ones. Like mining metals anotherarea of State monopoly was 

mining salt. The importance of different kind of metalsnot only for 

minting coins but for such important commodities as making weapons 

cannot be underestimated. Thus, we find the mention of a suaerintendent 

of iron called lohadhyaksha in Arthashashtra. Apart from equipping 

soldiers with arms, the government was probably also concerned about 

supplying implements for agriculture. The concern for keeping a 

monopoly over mining and trading in mineral productsthus secured for 

the Mauryan State the most crucial raw materials. Proper utilizationof 

these in turn secured for them a greater return in both agrarian and non-

agrarian sectors. 

Once economic control of urban centres was established and their 

administration well regulated, control over various janapadas through 

these towns also increased.Due to an increase in commercial 

transactions, the centres of exchange and trade hadalso increased in 

number. In the next sub-section we shall discuss the differentavenues 
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through which socio-economic changes reached out to different parts of 

Mauryan India. Again as in other spheres of economy, the Mauryan 

control of suchcentres varied from one region to another. 

 

5.4.3 Socio-Economic Changes 
From the above discussion it appears that the most distinguishing feature 

of the Maurayan economy was the emphasis on State control in 

agriculture, trade and industry. Wehave shown that it was necessary for 

the State to levy a variety of taxes. Therequirements of resources for the 

Mauryan State were very high. The taxes realisedfrom the region of 

Magadha and adjoining areas were not enough to meet thisdemand. 

Therefore, attempts were made to control resources in other parts of 

thecountry as well. For example, Kalinga, the Karnataka plateau and 

Western Indiawhere Asokan inscriptions are found, were such areas. To 

regulate certain types ofeconomic activities in such far off regions, the 

Mauryas worked out differentstrategies. This depended on the nature of 

resources the particular region offered. 

The conquest of Kalinga, for instance, offered control of an agriculturally 

rich areaas well as the control of important trade routes that passed 

through it to the mineralrich areas of South India. Thus the main motive 

behind acquiring such regions asKarnataka seems to have been that they 

were rich in gold andother precious materials.What about those areas 

where Mauryan inscriptions are not found? It had beenrecently argued by 

Romila Thapar that it was difficult to gauge the political or 

economiccontrol of the Mauryas in such regions. Northern Deccan, the 

Punjab and Sind andRajasthan may be cited as examples of such areas. 

What was the extent of theirinfluence on the economies of the areas 

where their presence was indicated? Here itmay be suggested that no 

large scale restructuring was done even in these areas. Themain interest 

of the Mauryas was the exploitation of resources of these areas and 

theydepended on influential sections of population in these areas for 

doing this. It maybe pointed out that most regions outside the Ganges 

Valley were at different levelsof economic development in this period. 

Because of this uneven development, radicalchange and restructuring of 

all these regions was very difficult. 
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The Arthasastra and the inscriptions of Asoka tell us about the tribes 

(atavikas, aranyacaras) that inhabited the various parts of the empire. 

They often separated themore developed areas from the less developed 

areas. Kautilya's advice to the Statewas to win them over to a settled 

agrarian life. He devotes a full chapter to how tribescould be 

systematically broken up and several methods, fair or unfair, were 

deployedto do this. This was necessary in order that groups of five to ten 

families could settledown permanently for bringing more land under 

cultivation. Asoka's attitude towardsthe tribes was paternalistic, but he 

too warns them that in case they failed to conformor disobeyed orders of 

the Maharnatras, stern action would be taken against them.Controlling of 

the forest tribes was important from two points of view: 

i) Firstly, it was necessary for new agrarian settlements to be secure as 

disturbancesfrom tribes would interrupt their economic development. 

ii) Secondly, trade routes often bordered or passed through tribal regions 

and thesehad to be made secure. 

It was difficult to have an exact idea of how many tribal groups were 

thus converted topeasants, but, that the process was encouraged by the 

State was significant to take noteof. Archaeological evidence for many 

parts of India shows habitation sites that werenot fully developed as 

urban centres during this period. The case of the innumerable megalith 

sites,dated to the third century B.C or so in many parts of the Deccan and 

South India indicate simple farming or pastoral communities withonly a 

limited knowledge of craft production. 

It was impossible to totally change the cultural pattern of a vast country 

like India in the third century B.C but at the same time Mauryan rule did 

initiate some majorchanges in the material and socio-economic setting 

which bore fruits in thesubsequent centuries. 

Some of these changes may be briefly highlighted. In many areas .of the 

Maurayan empire such as north and west Bengal, Kalinga, the Deccan 

and also in the neighbouring south, the beginning of early historical 

cultural pattern dated to onlyMauryan or post-Mauryan periods. This 

means that, impressive human settlementslike towns and cities in which 

different social groups lived, use of coins, use of scripts,use of 

sophisticated objects on a significant scale--all began in these regions 
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onlyfrom the Mauryan and post-Mauryan periods. This change in 

material culture impliesthat there were not only changes in technology 

and material life in general but alsoin social organisations and in ideas. 

Society started becoming organised in a muchmore complex manner, 

resulting in separation between social groups and ultimatelyin the 

institution of the State. The fact that we find local states appearing in 

many ofthe regions after the Mauryas suggests that the process of major 

socio-economicchange associated with the production of surplus in 

society began in many parts of India through contact with the important 

regions of the Maurayan Empire. 

 

5.5 LET US SUM UP 
 

In this Unit we have discussed various aspects related to economic 

changes in Indiaduring the Mauryan period. With the help of recent 

writings on the subject we haveintroduced you to the view that the 

Mauryas did not exert direct economic controlin equal measure in all 

regions of India. Their interest in establishing economiccontacts with 

different parts of the empire essentially varied. In the major regions ofthe 

empire, the degree of control was certainly greater and more direct. In 

this Unityou have studied:the material and social basis of production 

which was fundamental for economicgrowth,the main elements of 

agrarian expansion and the patterns of land ownership,how the State 

appropriated the agrarian surplus through the levy of various 

landtaxes,the dynamics of trade and its organisation and the extent to 

which the Stateinterfered in this sphere of economic activity, andthe 

various aspects of the urban economy and technology. 

 

5.6 KEY WORDS 
 

Cess: Tax. 

Classical Sources: Refers to the Greek sources for example the Indika of 

Megasthenes.Diffusion: Spread from a centre of origin. 

Fiscal: Economic and financial measures. 

Gahapati: Head of rich land-owning family. 
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Megalith: Megaliths as a general term refer to burials in which big 

(mega) blocks of stone (liths) are used. The megaliths could be of 

different phases of culture, and evennow megaliths are built in some 

areas of India. In the context of the present Block,the megaliths more 

specifically relate to the cultures of regions like Vidarbha, theDeccan and 

the south, where Megalithic culture phase preceded the emergence 

ofearly historical culture characterised by the use of permanent 

structures, cities andtowns, use of scripts and coins, and of kingdoms. 

Samaharta: Assessor of land revenue. 

Sannidhata: Treasurer. 

Sedentary: Settled permanently. 

Sita Lands: Lands owned/controlled directly by the King. 

Varna: Generally translated as 'caste' or 'class' indicating the traditional 

division ofBrahmanical society into four groups. 

5.7 QUESTIONS FOR REVIEW 
 

1) Outline important trade routes in Mauryan India. 

2) To what extent did the Mauryan State interfered in commodity 

production and trade? 
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5.9 ANSWERS TO CHECK YOUR 

PROGRESS 
 

Check Your Progress 1 

1) A substantial surplus of agricultural produce wascreated during the 

Maurayan times. This surplus not only transformed the material basis of 

society, but also gave rise to new social groups. Many of these new 

social groups began living in the newly emerging towns.Thehallmark of 

the structural development was thus the extensive use of ringwells 

andburnt bricks. They imply the easy availability of timber for them to 

be made. Use ofburnt bricks and finds of Northern Black Polished Ware 

sherds and other remainshelp us gauge how widely towns were 

distributed in several parts of the MauryanEmpire. 

2) During excavations different types of irontools like socketed axes, 

sickles and possibly ploughshares have been found. Thesetools must 

have made the task of clearing the thick forests of the Eastern 

GangesPlains easy and also facilitated the efficiency of 

agriculture.However, it is clear that in the Ganges Valley atleast, the soil 

beingheavy and loamy, the necessity of heavy iron tipped ploughs and 

plough-shares wasmost essential to make intensive agriculture possible. 

 

Check Your Progress 2 

1) The peasants paid a tax called pindakara paid by husbandsmen, which 

was assessed on groups of villages. Often the villages had to supply 

provisions to the royal army passing through their respective territories 

and this naturally increased their burden. The exact nature of hiranya is 

also not known, but it was probably a tax paid in cash because hiranya 

literally means gold. Bali, the traditionally known levy from the Vedic 

times, continued under the Mauryas, and all the above taxes which are 

described by Kautilya in the Arthasastra must have burdened the 

peasantry considerably. 

2) Akaradhyaksa, Panas, Panyadhyaksa, Rajapanya etc. 
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UNIT 6 GUPTA POLITY 
 

STRUCTURE 
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6.8.2 Maukhari Dynasty 
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6.9 Pushyabhuties--Thaneshwar and Kanauj 

6.10 Harshavardhana—The Last Great King of Ancient India 
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6.16 Answers to Check Your Progress 

 

6.0 OBJECTIVES 
 

After reading this Unit you shall be able to know about the political 

conditions in India at the beginning of the fourth century A.D, familiarise 

yourself with the circumstances that led to the rise of Gupta power, know 

about the expansion and consolidation of the Gupta empire, understand 
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the order of succession of the Gupta rulers and their military exploits 

andunderstand the process that led to the decline of Guptas. 

Further you will also learn about the political changes that took place 

after the disintegration of the Guptaempire,know about the emergence of 

various political powers which were gradually gainingimportance,discuss 

the origin and growth of the power of the Pushyabhutis of Thaneshwar 

andKanauj,know about some of the events during the reign of King 

Harsha, enlighten yourself about the administrative system of Harsha 

andknow about the political condition of north India after Harsha's death. 

 

6.1 INTRODUCTION 
 

In this Unit, after briefly discussing the political situation of the fourth 

century A.D we goon to analyse the historical situation which led to the 

rise of the Gupta dynasty. The attempthere will be to give you a political 

outline of the period. We take into account thecontroversies relating to 

the succession of Gupta kings and at the same time discuss some of their 

achievements which made possible the formation and consolidation of 

the empire.Kings like Samudragupta, Chandragupta II, Kumaragupta and 

Skandagupta figured veryprominently in the history of the empire. The 

Unit also takes into account some of theproblems faced by the Gupta 

kings and the factors responsible for the decline of Gupta rule. 

In the sixth century A.D. the disintegration of the Gupta Empire 

gradually paved way for thegrowthof many smaller kingdoms. In certain 

regions new kingdoms emerged and in otherareas the dynasties which 

had earlier accepted Gupta suzerainty now declared theirindependence. 

For example, kings like Yasodharma and political powers like the 

Maukharis,the Hunas and the later Magadhan Guptas were the new 

powers. Besides these thePushyabhutis, the Gaudas, the Varmans and the 

Maitrakas also grew in importance. ThisUnit attempts to give a brief 

sketch of the political history of these kingdoms. It also takesinto account 

certain other aspects like the nature of the administrative system 

underHarshavardhana of the Pushyabhuti family, political patronage to 

Buddhism, etc. 
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6.2 POLITICAL LANDSCAPE 
In the beginning of the fourth century A.D no large State structure 

existed in India. You have read previously that in the post-Mauryan 

period two large state structureshad emerged in north India and in the 

Deccan. These were the Kushana State of the north and the Satavahana 

State of the Deccan. But although the Kushanas and Saka 

chiefscontinued to rule even in early fourth century A.D., their power 

had become considerably weak and the Satavahana state had disappeared 

before the middle of the third century A.D.This does not however mean 

that there was complete political vacuum. There was no majorpolitical 

power but there were minor powers and new families of rulers were 

emerging. It was in this situation that the Guptas, a family of uncertain 

origins began to build up anempire from the beginning of the fourth 

century A.D. Before we take up the history of thisempire, we present an 

outline of the political situation of this period by taking up 

differentregions separately. 

 

6.2.1 North West and Northern India 
Before the middle of the third century A.D. the rule of the Sassanians 

had been established in Iran and the Sassanian rulers started claiming 

overlordship over Kushana kings. Themighty Kushana kings of north-

western India were reduced to the position of subordinatesand the 

Sassanian authority also extended to Sindh and certain other 

areas.However, a large number of coins which were based on earlier 

Kushana coins and were foundin Afghanistan and Punjab suggest that 

several branches of rulers, some Kushana continued to rule in the region. 

There were also the coins of Kidara Kushana and his successors, in 

Afghanistan, Kashmir and western Punjab and it was possible that some 

of these rulers werecontemporaries of the early Gupta rulers. 

In other parts of the Punjab, Haryana and Rajasthan, old coins again 

point to the existence ofa number of republican states. These were states 

which were not ruled by a single king butpossibly by several chiefs; it 

was only occasionally that one finds a chief claiming the statusof the 

King of a clan. The Madras, mentioned in connection with the exploits of 

the Guptaruler Samudragupta, was located in the Punjab; the Yaudheyas 
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were extremely powerful with their centre in present day Haryana and 

the Malavas were located in Rajasthan. Therewere many other republican 

states like these and some of them were even mentioned in theGupta 

records.Several branches of the Nagas who became very powerful in 

Mathura and other centres afterthe decline of Kushana power in north 

India were also known. Some of the north Indian rulerswho were 

defeated by Samudragupta were definitely of Naga origin. 

 

6.2.2 West and Central India 
You have read previously that a branch of Kshatrapa rulers established 

themselves inWestern India in the post-Mauryan period. The line of 

Chastana, to which the well-knownSaka Kshatrapa Rudradaman 

belonged, continued to rule till 304 A.D and then a new line of rulers 

began to rule. However, Kshatrapa rule came to an end towards the close 

of thefourth century A.D. when Gupta ruler Chandragupta II conquered 

and annexed theirterritories. 

In the region of ancient Vidarbha, the core of which was Nagpur in 

northeast Maharashtra, anew power had emerged by the middle of the 

third century A.D. This power was that of theVakatakas, a new line of 

rulers started by Vindhyasakti. Vakataka power soon becameformidable 

and a branch was also established at Vatsagulma (modem Basim in 

Akoladistrict). The Vakataka family later on came into close contact with 

the Guptas, particularlyafter a matrimonial alliance was formed between 

the two families. 

 

6.2.3 Deccan and South India 
The decline of the Satavahana State of the Deccan was followed by the 

emergence of anumber of new royal families in different parts of the 

Deccan. In coastal Andhra, there was asuccession of families like the 

Ikshvakus, the Salankayanas and others. In Karnataka, themost important 

ruling family was that of the Kadambas. The Kadamba power was 

foundedby Brahmin Mayurasarman whose Talagunda inscription gives 

some interesting details ofthe circumstances leading to the establishment 

of the kingdom and also some idea regardingits extent. The ruling family 

of the Pallavas, which became a formidable power inTamil Nadu till the 
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ninth century was known from their records to have started ruling from 

themiddle of the third century A.D. The inscriptions of the early Pallava 

rulers were written inthe Prakrit language and were in the form of copper 

plates. They are generally assigned tothe period between century 250-

350 A.D. Sivaskandarasman of this family, who ruled inthe beginning of 

the fourth century A.D was a powerful ruler and his kingdom included 

parts of Andhra, Karnataka and Tamil Nadu. Kanchi or Kanchipuram in 

the Chingleputdistrict of Tamil Nadu became the capital of the Pallavas 

and when Gupta rulerSamudragupta led an expedition to the south, he 

encountered Pallavan king Vismigopa atKanchi. It must however be 

noted that in many areas likeBengal, Orissa, forest regions of Madhya 

Pradesh and elsewhere kingdoms were emergingfor the first time. This 

was a new trend and was very significant for the later course ofpolitical 

history. 

 

6.3 EMERGENCE OF GUPTAS 
 

The ancestry and early history of the Gupta family were little known, and 

have naturally givenrise to various speculations. Names ending in Gupta, 

such as Sivagupta which occurs in a Satavahana inscription were 

sometimes taken to suggest their ancestry. But these suggestions were 

rather farfetched. Different scholars also place the original home of the 

Guptas differently. Some would place it in north Bengal, some in 

Magadha in Bihar and some in U.P. on the basis of the following 

arguments it may, at the moment, be suggested that the original core of 

the Gupta territory lay in eastern U.P. Allahabad pillar inscription, the 

earliest inscription recording the achievements of anearly Gupta ruler, 

Samudragupta, comes from this region.The nature of the coin-hoards of 

the Guptas, found in this region, suggests this. The description of early 

Gupta territories in the Puranas may also point to this. It is possible that 

in the closing decades of the 3rd century A.D. the Guptas were 

subordinates of a branch of the later Kushanas ruling in north-western 

India. However,literary and archaeological sources indicate that they 

became independent in the seconddecade of the fourth century 

A.D.Inscriptions tell us that Srigupta was the first king and Ghatotkacha 
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was the next to follow him. Chandragupta I was the first independent 

king with the title Maharajadhiraja. Afterdeclaring his independence in 

Magadha, he with the help of a matrimonial alliance with 

theLichchhavis, enlarged his kingdom. We know about this alliance from 

a special category ofcoins. These coins have Chandragupta and his queen 

Kumaradevi engraved on the obverseand a seated goddess on the reverse 

with a legend Lichchhavayah (i.e. the Lichchhavis). These coins were 

made of gold and this fact in addition to the fact that the Guptas 

followedthe weight system of Kushana gold coins suggests that the 

Guptas had been in contact withthe Kushana territories. 

There were no concrete evidences to determine the boundaries of 

Chandragupta‘s kingdom. But it was assumed that it covered parts of 

Bihar, U.P. and Bengal. Chandragupta I was said to have also started a 

new era from 319-320 A.D. It was not clear from any records that he 

started this era which came to be known as Gupta Samvat, but since 

Chandragupta I is mentioned as a Maharajadhiraja he was credited with 

the founding of the era. It was during the times of his son Samudragupta 

that the kingdom grewinto an empire. 

 

6.3.1 Samudragupta-The Indian Napoleon 
An inscription engraved (at a later date) on the Asokan pillar at 

Allahabad (known asPrayagaprasasti) gives us information about 

Samudragupta's accession and conquests. Harisena, an important official 

of the state, had composed 33 lines which were engraved onthe pillar. 

The inscription mentions that Maharajadhiraja Chandragupta I in a 

highlyemotional tone declared his son Samudragupta as his successor. 

This caused joy among thecourtiers and heart-burning among those of 

equal birth. It can be presumed that other princesmight have put forward 

their contending claims which were put to rest by this declaration. 

Further, the discovery of some gold coins bearing the name of Kacha has 

generated a controversy relating to this. The controversy has arisen 

because: 

i ) in many respects Kacha's coins were similar to the coins of 

Samudragupta, 
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ii) the name of Kacha did not appear in the official lists of Gupta rulers, 

as they were available in the Gupta inscriptions. 

Various interpretations have been given in this regard. According to one 

interpretation Samudragupta's brothers revolted against him andplaced 

Kacha, the eldest brother, on the throne. However he died in the war 

ofsuccession. 

Another view mentions that these coins were issued by Sarnudragupta in 

the memory ofhis brother.A third view mentions Kacha as the initial 

name of Samudragupta and the later namewas adopted only after the 

conquest of south. There was no solution to the controversy as each view 

has arguments in favour or against. Wecould only say that since the 

number of Kacha coins found so far was somewhat limited hishold over 

the throne would have been for a very short duration. Also that 

Samudragupta,inspite of Chandragupta's abdication, did face problems in 

relation to accession to the thronebut ultimately he emerged victorious. 

 

6.3.2 Proliferation 
For the expansion and consolidation of the Gupta power Samudragupta 

adopted anaggressive policy of conquests. This initiated a process which 

culminated in the formation ofthe Gupta Empire. However, we have to 

take note here of the fact that in certain regionsparticularlyin the South--

he let the kings, whom he had defeated, rule over their regions.Of course, 

they accepted his suzerainty and paid tributes. Such a policy adopted in 

relation to the far flung areas might have paid dividends in solving 

problems of communication andeffective control, hence bringing about 

stability for the time being. Let us briefly discuss theaggressive 

campaigns taken by Samudragupta in various regions. We may mention 

again that we come to know about all the campaigns of Samudragupta 

only from one record, the Prayagaprasasti of Harisena. 

1) Campaigns of Aryavarta 

Some historians were of the view that Samudragupta carried his 

victorious campaign of Aryavarta at one time. However, some other 

historians, assuming that the Prayagaprasasti mentions the conquests of 

Samudragupta in a chronological order, have opined that therewere two 

campaigns in north India. This was because the prasasti first mentions 
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threeAryavarta kings, then it goes on to mention his southern campaign 

and again mentions nineAryavarta kings. It appears that taking advantage 

of the war of succession, whichSamudragupta had to face, certain rulers 

attempted to establish their dominance. It might bein this context that 

Samudragupta defeated Achyuta, Nagasena and Kota-Kulaja. There were 

no details regarding these conquests or regarding the identity of the 

specific regions overwhich they ruled. However, historians have 

identified Achyuta as ruling over Ahichchatra,Nagasena over Gwalior 

area and Kota-Kulaja or ruler of the Kota family in east Punjab andDelhi. 

Though differences continue to prevail over these identifications it was 

clear thatSamudragupta, after defeating them, established firm control 

not only over the Ganga Valleybut also over some adjacent regions. 

 

2) Campaign of South India 

The Prayagaprasasti mentions twelve rulers from dakshinapatha or south 

India who were defeated by Samudragupta. These were:  

Mahendra of Kosala (Raipur, Durg, Sambalpur and Bilaspur districts)  

Vyaghraraja of Mahakantara (Jeypore, forest region of Orissa)  

Mantaraja of Kaurata (Probably Sonpur area in Madhya Pradesh or Plain 

country to thenorth-east of Mahendra hill) 

Mahendragiri of Pishtapura (Pithasuram, East Godavari district) 

Svamidatta of Kottura (Ganjam district) 

Damana of Erandapalla (Chicacole or West Godavari district) 

Vishnugopa of Kanchi (Chingleput district) 

Nilaraja of Avamukta (Godavari Valley) 

Hasti-varman of Vengi (Cellor in the Krishna-Godavari delta) 

Ugresena of Palakka (Nellore district) 

Kubera of Devarastra (Yellamanchiti in Visakhapatnam district)  

Dhananjaya of Kushthalpura (possibly in North Arcot district in 

Tamilnadu) 

However, again there were differences among historians as to the 

specific identifications ofthese kings and their kingdoms. The 

Prayagaprasasti says that Samudragupta showedfavour to be 

Dakshinapatha kings by first capturing them (grahana) and then 

releasingthem (moksha). He pursued a completely different policy with 
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regard to the kings ofAryavarta or north India. He not only defeated them 

but also annexed their territorieswhich became integrated into the Gupta 

Empire. The north Indian kings defeated bySamudragupta were: 

Rudradwa, Matila, Nagadatta, Chandravarma, Ganapatinaga,Nagasena, 

Archyuta, Nandi, Balavarmna and others. It was impossible to identify 

all of them but it was certain that they were ruling in different parts of 

northern India. Some of them wereobviously Naga rulers who had been 

powerful in several regions before the Guptas. Rulerslike Chandravarma 

who ruled in West Bengal represented new ruling families. The 

Prasastifurther says that Samudragupta reduced all states in the forest 

regions to the position ofservants.  

In another category were mentioned the frontier kingdoms like Samatata 

(insoutheast Bengal), Kamarupa (Assam), Nepala (Nepal) and others and 

the republican statesof the Malavas, Yaudheyas, Madrakas, Abhiras, etc. 

They paid him tributes of all kinds,carried out his orders and paid him 

homage. Rulers of another category of statesacknowledged his 

sovereignty in a different way. They pleased him by self-

surrender,offering (their own) daughters in marriage, and a request for 

the administration of their own districts and provinces. This means that 

they remained independent but their independencehad to be approved by 

Samudragupta. In this category were included the foreign rulers ofnorth-

western India like the later Kushanas and the Saka chief and residents of 

differentisland countries including Simhala or Sri Lanka. Many of the 

claims made by Harisena, the composer of Prayagaprasasti were 

highlyexaggerated but many of the claims were also genuine. The 

military foundations of the Gupta Empire were laid by Samudragupta 

and his successors built upon these foundations. 

 

Check Your Progress 1 

1) Discuss in the efforts made by Samudragupta for the expansion of 

Gupta Empire.  

__________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________ 
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2) List five minor powers in north India at the beginning of fourth 

century A.D. 

__________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________ 

 

6.4 CHANDRAGUPTA II--

VIKRAMADITYA 
 

The Gupta inscriptions mention Chandragupta II as Samudragupta's 

successor. But on thebasis of literary sources, some copper coins and 

inscriptions it was suggested that thesuccessor was Samudragupta's other 

son Ramagupta. Visakhadatta's drama DeviChandraguptam mentions 

that Chandragupta II killed his elder brother Ramagupta. He didthis 

because Ramagupta was facing defeat at the hands of the Sakas and in 

order to save thekingdom, he had agreed to surrender his wife to the Saka 

king. Chandragupta protested, andwent to the Saka camp in the disguise 

of the queen Dhruvadevi. He was successful againstthe Saka king but as 

a result of the subsequent hostility with his brother he killed him 

andmarried his wife Dhruvadevi.  

Certain other texts like the Harshacharita, Kavyamimansa, etc. also refer 

to this episode. Some copper coins bearing the name Ramagupta have 

alsobeen found and inscriptions on the pedestals of some Jaina images 

found at Vidisa bear thename Maharaja Ramgupta. Similarly, 

Dhruvadevi was described as mother of Govindagupta(Chandragupta's 

son) in a Vaisali seal. We can say that Chandragupta ascended the throne 

ata time when there were problems emerging again and he had to lead 

military campaigns toestablish Gupta supremacy once again. He entered 

into matrimonial alliances with the Nagas by marrying princess 

Kuberanaga whose daughter Prabhavati was later on married to 

Rudrasena II of the Vakataka family. Though there was no record like 

the Prayagaprasasti todescribe the events of his reign we do get 

information about Chandragupta's campaigns andsuccesses from certain 

inscriptions, literary sources and coins. 
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He defeated the Saka king Rudrasimha III and annexed his kingdom. 

This brought an end to Saka Kshatrapa rule inwestern India and added 

the regions of Gujarat, Kathiawad and west Malwa to the GuptaEmpire. 

The details of Chandragupta IIcampaigns against the Sakas were not 

known. Hismatrimonial alliances with the Vakatakas and the Nagas must 

have been of tremendoussignificances in his preparations for the 

campaigns. Two inscriptions at the Udayagiri cavesnear Sanchi and one 

inscription at Sanchi, all referring to Chandragupta II and to 

hissubordinate rulers and military officials, also suggested that he was 

present in eastern Malwafor some time preparing for the campaigns.  

That his conquest of the territories of the Sakas was completeis proved 

beyond doubt because we no longer find any Saka coins minted after this 

period, although Saka coins werebeing minted without a break for almost 

four hundred years previously.The Guptas, from the time of 

Chandragupta, started minting Saka type silver coins forthis region. They 

only added their own distinct symbols on these coins; otherwise, thecoins 

were like Saka coins in circulation till then. This definitely shows that 

the Sakaareas came within the control of Chandragupta II. The success of 

Chandragupta II against the Sakas seems to have developed later on 

intothe tradition of Sakari Vikramaditya, that is, of Vikramaditya, who 

was an enemy of the Sakas.'King Chandra' whose exploits had been 

mentioned in the Mehrauli Iron PillarInscription, which is located in the 

Qutab-Minar complex in Delhi was identified by many scholars with 

Chandragupta II. According to this inscription Chandra crossed 

theSindhu region of seven rivers and defeated Valhikas (identified with 

Bactria). Somescholars identify Chandragupta II with the hero of 

Kalidasa's work Raghuvamasabecause Raghu's exploits appear 

comparable with those of Chandragupta.The Mehrauli inscription also 

mentions Chandragupta's victory over enemies fromVanga (Bengal). 

On the basis of these evidences it can be suggested that Chandragupta II 

was able to extendthe frontiers of the Gupta Empire to western, north-

western and eastern India.An important incident which took place during 

this period was the visit of Fa-Hien, aChinese pilgrim, who came to India 

in search of Buddhist texts. In his memoirs he had givena vivid 

description of the places he visited and certain social and administrative 
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aspectsrelated to them. However, he did not mention the name of the 

King in his accounts. But he spoke highly of the King of Madhyadesa, 

the region which was directly ruled by the Gupta monarch, under whom 

the people were prosperous and happy.Chandragupta II was also known 

for his patronage to men of letters and he ruled till about415-16 A.D. 

 

6.5 KUMARAGUPTA I-

MAHENDRADITYA 
 

Chandragupta II was succeeded by his son Kumaragupta. We get 

information about himfrom certain inscriptions and coins.For 

example:The earliest known inscription of his period wasfrom Bilsad 

(Etah district) which was dated 415 A.D. The Karamdanda (Faizabad) 

inscription of Kumaragupta's minister (436 A.D.) mentionshis fame 

having spread to the four oceans.A stone inscription from Mandsor (436 

A.D.) mentions Kumaragupta as reigning overthe whole earth.The 

Damodarpur Copper Plate inscriptions (433 A.D. and 447 A.D.) refer to 

him asMaharajadhiraja and show that he himself appointed the governor 

(Uparika) of  Pundravardhana Bhukti (or province) being the biggest 

administrative division in theempire.The last known date of 

Kumaragupta was from a silver coin dated 455 A.D. (Gupta Era136).The 

wide area over which his inscriptions were distributed indicates that he 

ruled overMagadha and Bengal in the east and Gujarat in the west. It has 

been suggested that towardsthe last year of his reign the Gupta Empire 

faced foreign invasion which was checked by theefforts of his son 

Skandagupta. He maintained cordial relationship with the Vakatakas 

whichhad been established through matrimonial alliances earlier. 

 

6.6 SKANDAGUPTA-KRAMADITYA 
 

Skandagupta, who succeeded Kumaragupta-I, was perhaps the last 

powerful Gupta monarch.To consolidate his position he had to fight the 

Pushyamitras and the country faced Hunainvasion from across the 

frontiers in the northwest. However, Skandagupta was successful 

inthrowing the Huns back. It appears that these wars adversely affected 
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the economy of the empire and the gold coinage of Skandagupta bears 

testimony to that. In comparison to thegold coins of the earlier rulers the 

types of gold coins minted by Skandagupta were limited.In addition to 

following the earlier system of weights, he introduced a new, heavier 

weightsystem for gold coins but generally his coins had less gold in them 

than earlier coins.Moreover, he appears to have been the last Gupta ruler 

to mint silver coins in western India.However, the Junagadh inscription 

of his reign tells us about the public works undertakenduring his times. 

The Sudarsana Lake (originally built during the Maurya times) burst due 

toexcessive rains and in the early part of his rule his governor Parnadatta 

got it repaired. Thisindicates that the state undertook the task of public 

works. The last known date ofSkandagupta  was467 A.D. from his silver 

coins. 

Rise and Growth ofGupta Rulers after Skandagupta 

It was not very clear in what order the successors of Skandagupta ruled. 

Skandagupta himself may not have been the rightful heir to the throne 

and therefore he had to fight other contenders. This may be the reason 

why a seal inscription traces a line ofGupta rulers after Skandagupta 

from Kumaragupta-I and his son Purugupta and notSkandagupta. 

Secondly, it was probable that the division of the Gupta Empire into 

many partsalready began towards the close of Skandagupta's reign. Thus 

an inscription from westernMalwa, recorded in the last year of 

Skandagupta did not refer to him but to some otherrulers beginning with 

Chandragupta II. 

Some of the successors of Skandagupta, mentioned in inscriptions, were 

Budhagupta,Vainyagupta, Bhanagupta, Narasimhagupta Baladitya, 

Kumaragupta II and Vismigupta. It was unlikely that all of them ruled 

over a vast empire, as Chandragupta II and Kumaragupta Ihad done in an 

earlier period. The Guptas continued to rule till about 550 A.D. but by 

thentheir power had already become very insignificant. 

 

6.7 DECLINE OF GUPTA EMPIRE 
 

In this section we deal with some of the factors that contributed towards 

the disintegration ofthe Gupta Empire. 
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1) Huna Attacks 

From the time of Kumaragupta-I the north-west borders had been 

threatened by the Hunas aCentral Asian tribe which was successfully 

moving in different directions and wasestablishing pockets of rule in 

north-western, northern and western India. But their attackswere repulsed 

during that period. However, towards the end of the fifth century A.D. 

theHuna chief Tormana was able to establish his authority over large 

parts of western India andin central India. Mihirakula, his son, further 

extended the dominions. Thus, the Huna attackscaused a major blow to 

the Gupta authority particularly in northern and western regions ofthe 

empire. 

 

2) Administrative Fragility 

The policy adopted by the Guptas in the conquered areas was to restore 

the authority of localchiefs or kings once they had accepted Gupta 

suzerainty. In fact, no efforts were made toimpose a strict and effective 

control over these regions. Hence it was natural that wheneverthere was a 

crisis of succession or a weak monarchy within the Gupta Empire these 

localchiefs would re-establish their independent authority. This created a 

problem for almost every Gupta King who had to reinforce his authority. 

The constant military campaigns werea strain on the state treasury. 

Towards the end of the fifth century A.D and beginning of sixth century 

A.D, taking advantage of the weak Gupta emperors, many regional 

powers re- asserted their authority and in due course declared their 

independence.  

Besides these, there were many other reasons which contributed to the 

decline of Guptas. For example, it had been argued that the Guptas 

issued landgrants to the Brahamana donees and in this process 

surrendered the revenue and administrative rights in favour of the 

donees. Further, it was believed that the Samanta system in which the 

Samantas or minor rulers, who ruled as subordinates to the central 

authority, started to consolidate itself in the Gupta period. This was also 

believed to be the reason why Gupta administrative structure became so 

loose. There was diversity of opinion as to how the system originated 
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and regardingthe details of the system, but the presence of many 

Samantas within the empire does show that they wielded power almost 

independently of the Gupta authority. There was no doubt that division 

within the imperial family, concentration of power in thehands of local 

chiefs or governors, loose administrative structure of the empire 

etc.contributed towards the disintegration of the Gupta Empire. 

 

Check Your Progress 2 

1) Discuss the military campaigns of Chandragupta II. 

__________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________ 

 

2) Discuss the factors which brought about the disintegration of 

GuptaEmpire. 

__________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________ 

 

6.8 REGIONAL HEAVYWEIGHTS 
 

In the absence of a strong power there emerged quite a number of 

regional powers. These powers, representing different dynasties, 

established their kingdomsand were often at war with each other. Here 

we briefly mention some of these powers: 

 

6.8.1 Yasodharman-Janendra 
During the reign of Kumaragupta I his feudatory Bandhuvarman ruled 

over Mandasor as it was a major Centre of western Malwa. He belonged 

to the Aulikara family which perhaps ruled there up to the beginning of 

the sixth century A.D. Two stone pillar inscriptions from Mandasor in 

Madhya Pradesh, one of which is dated in 532 A.D., refer to a powerful 

king Yasodharman. One of these inscriptions reports the victories of 

Yasodharman. The inscription described him as the victor of all those 

lands which had not been subdued even by the Guptas. But the names of 
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the defeated powers have not been mentioned except that of Mihirkula. It 

appears that Yasodharman rose to power in about 528 A.D and continued 

to rule till 532 A.D (the date of Mandasor inscription) but by 543 A.D. 

his power must have eclipsed. 

 

6.8.2 Maukhari Dynasty 
The Maukharis were an old family as we find references to them in 

Patanjali's work and inother early documents.The Maukharis must have 

started gaining political power towards the end of 5th century A.D as the 

Harsha inscription of 554 A.D mentions the rise of Yajnavarman from 

Gayaduring this period. We also get the names of three Maukhari kings 

mentioned in the Barabar and Nagarjuniinscriptions who ruled in Gaya, 

about 150 years earlier than their successors at Kanauj. The first three 

Maukhari kings are Yagnavarman, Sardulavarman and Anantavarman. 

Some of these kings held simply the title of Samanta which indicates that 

they were acting as kings under the over-lordship of the Guptas. From 

the Asirgarh Copper seal we get the names of (1) Harivannan, (2) 

Adityavarman, (3) Isvaravarman, (4) Isanavarman (5) Sarvavarman, who 

had ruled over Kanauj in U.P. Thefirst three kings had the title of 

Maharaja whereas Isanavarman is calledMaharajadhiraja. 

It was perhaps Isanavarman who set up an independent kingdom. The 

early Maukhari kingshad established family ties with the later Guptas. 

However, Isanavannan's declaration of hisindependence must have spoilt 

the relations between the later Guptas and the Maukharis forthe Apshad 

inscription tells us of the victory of Kumaragupta the fourth king of the 

LaterGupta family of Magdha, over Isanavannan. But the dynasty seems 

to have continued itsrule.Sarvavarman, the second son of Isanavannan, 

was successful in retrieving the lost prestigeof the Maukharis by 

defeating Damodaragupta of the Later Gupta dynasty. The last of 

theMaukhari kings was Grahavannan who was married to Rajyasri, the 

daughter ofPrabhakaravardhan of Thaneshwar and sister of the famous 

ruler Harshavardhana. TheMalava king Devagupta attacked Kanauj and 

killed Grahvarman bringing the Maukharikingdom to an end. The 

Maukharis held sway over modernU.P. and parts of Magadha.However, 
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the innumerable wars which they lost and won kept changing their 

boundaries. 

 

6.8.3 Dynasty of Later Guptas  
From around the middle of sixth century A.D till about 675 A.D the 

kings who ruled Magadha were known as Magadha Guptas or Later 

Guptas. However, it was not clear what connection they had with the 

Imperial Guptas of the earlier period. The Aphsad inscription from Gaya 

gives the names of 8 Gupta Monarchs: (I) Krishnagupta (2) Harshagupta 

(3) Jivitagupta (4) Kumaragupta (5) Damodaragupta (6) 

Mahasenagupta,(7) Madhavagupta and (8) Adityasena. 

The Later Guptas entered into matrimonial alliances with other 

contemporary ruling families. For example, Harshagupta married his 

sister to a Maukhari king. Throughout this period the Later Guptas 

remained engaged in battle with one enemy or the other. For example, 

Harshagupta had to fight the Hunas; his son Jivitagupta fought against 

Lichchhavisof Nepal and Gaudas of Bengal and Jivitgupta's successor 

king Kumaragupta defeatedMaukhari King Isanarvarman.The next king 

Damodaragupta, son of Kumaragupta, was defeated and killed by 

Maukhariking Sarvavarman and lost a portion of Magadha. For some 

time the successors ofDamodaragupta retreated to Malwa because of the 

Maukharis but they again establishedtheir supremacy in Magadha. 

Their most powerful ruler was Adityasena, who ruled in Magadha in 672 

A.D, a date whichseems to occur in one of his inscriptions. The Later 

Gupta power survived the empire ofHarshavardhana and Adityasena 

signalised his accession to power by the performance of ahorse sacrifice. 

According to the Aphsad inscription, his empire included Magadha, 

Angaand Bengal. It was just possible that his kingdom included a portion 

of eastern Uttar Pradesh.He was a Parama-Bhagavata and got a temple of 

Vishnu constructed.  

The Later Gupta line came to an end with the expansion of the power of 

the Gaudas of Bengal westward. But the Gaudas themselves were 

subdued by Yasovarman of Kanauj. Besides the abovementioned 

dynastic powers the other important states that emerged in the post-

Gupta period were those of the Maitras of Valabhi in Gujarat, Gurjaras in 
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Rajputana and Gujarat, Gaudas in Bengal, Varmans in Kamrup (Assam) 

Mana and Sailodbhava families in Orissa.  

The Maitraka kings of Valabhi had initially been under the overlordship 

of the Imperial Guptas and they gradually established their own 

supremacy. The founder of the Gurjara kingdom was Harichandra whose 

three successors ruled till about 640 A.D. Gauda, the region of north and 

north-west of Bengal was ruled by Sasanka, a contemporary and 

archrival of Harshavardhana, as an independent kingdom in the early 

seventh century A.D. ThePrayagaprasasti recording the achievements of 

the Gupta ruler Samudragupta refers to twokingdoms in Assam, 

Kamarupa and Davaka. Kamarupa became an important political region 

in north-eastern India from the middle of the fourth century A.D. 

Pushyavarmanprobably founded, around this date, the first historical 

royal family of Assam. This familyruled for twelve generations till the 

time of Bhaskaravarman who was a contemporary andan ally of 

Harshavardhana of Kanauj and ruled in the first half of the seventh 

century A.D. 

Although there is evidence that some local rulers of Orissa owed 

allegiance to ImperialGupta rulers towards the end of Gupta rule, two 

autonomous kingdoms emerged in Orissa inthe second half of the sixth 

century A.D. One was the Mana kingdom which extended fromBalasore 

to Puri district and the other was the kingdom of the Sailodbhavas of 

Kongoda,which extended from Chilka Lake to Mahendragiri mountains 

in Ganjam district. Bothkingdoms suffered setbacks because of the rise 

of Sasanka of Bengal and Harshavardhana ofKanauj. 

 

6.9 PUSHYABHUTIS--THANESHWAR 

ANDKANAUJ 
 

A variety of sources inform us about the rise of the family of 

Pushyabhutis which first ruledfrom Thaneshwar in Haryana and later 

from Kanauj in Uttar Pradesh. These sources includethe text 

Harshacharita of Banabhatta, accounts of Hiuen Tsang and some 

inscriptions and coins etc. Banabhatta informs us that the founder king of 

this dynasty at Thaneshwar was Pushyabhuti and that the family was 
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known as Pushyabhuti vamsa. However, the inscriptions of Harsha make 

no reference to him. The Banskhera and Madhuvan plates and royal seals 

mention five earlier rulers among whom the first three were given the 

title of Maharaja. This may indicate that they were not sovereign 

monarchs. The fourth king Prabhakarvardhana has been described as a 

Maharajadhiraja which makes us infer that he was an independent 

monarch and had established matrimonial relations with the Maukharisby 

marrying his daughter Rajyasri with Grahavarman.Thaneshwar, during 

this time (about 604 A.D.) was threatened by the Hunas from thewestern 

side. Banabhatta has described Prabhakarvardhana as "a lion to the Huna 

deer". 

According to him an army under Rajyavardhana was sent to defeat the 

Hunas but due to thesudden illness of his father he had to come back. 

With Prabhakarvardhana's death the familyhad to face troubled times for 

a while. The Malava king killed Grahavarman and took Rajyasri 

prisoner. It appeared that the Malava and the Gauda kings entered into 

alliance andeven Thaneshwar was threatened. Rajyavardhana defeated 

the Malavas but was killedthrough treachery by Sasanka, the Gauda king. 

Now it was Harsha's responsibility to seekrevenge and in due course he 

was able to establish a strong empire. 

 

6.10 HARSHAVARDHANA—THE LAST 

GREAT KING OF ANCIENT INDIA 
 

Harsha ascended the throne of Thaneshwar around 606 A.D. and 

immediately marchedagainst the Gaudas. He also entered into an alliance 

with Bhaskarvarman-the king ofPragjyaotisha (Assam) as both had a 

common enemy in Sasanka, the king of Gauda(Bengal). We have no 

information whether Harsha entered into battle with Sasanka but hewas 

able to save his sister Rajyasri and the kingdoms of Thaneshwar and 

Kanauj werecombined with Harsha now ruling from Kanauj. In fact 

Hiuen Tsang's account mentions himand his predecessors as rulers of 

Kanauj. Both Bana and Hiuen Tsang refer to Harsha's vowof defeating 

other kings. Subsequently, he fought the rulers of Valabhi and Gurjaras 
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in thewest; Chalukyas in the Deccan; and Magadha and Gauda in the 

east.  

The Maitrakas of Valabhi had emerged as a strong power in the 

Saurashtra region ofGujarat. Valabhi was generally identified with Wala, 

18 miles from Bhavnagar in Kathiawar. We found the names of five 

Valabhi kings who were contemporaries of Harsha. Hiuen Tsang has 

mentioned the Valabhi king Dhruvasena II Baladitya asHarsha's son-in-

law who also attended the religious assembly called by Harsha 

atPrayaga. This indicates that Harsha's hostilities with Valabhis ended 

through amatrimonial alliance. However, through the inscriptions of 

Gurjara kings we know that their king Dadda II, had supported the 

Valabhis. The Valabhis remained a strong powerduring the reign of 

Harsha. 

From Bana's account we know that the Gurjaras were hostile to the 

Vardhanas. Afamily of Gurjara rulers was ruling at Nandipuri in the 

Broach region of Gujarat in this period. This might have continued 

during the period of Harsha. It appears that theGurjaras accepted the 

suzerainty of Chalukyas of Badami in Karnataka as a safeguardagainst 

Harsha, for the Aihole inscription mentions Lata, Malava and Gurjara as 

feudatories of Pulakasin II, the Chalukya ruler.A eulogy or prasasti of 

Pulakasin II, placed on a temple wall at Aihole, also mentioned 

Pulakesin's military success against Harshavardhana. Hiuen Tsang's 

account mentions that inspite of his victories over many kingdoms hewas 

not able to defeat Pulakasin II, the Chalukya ruler of Badami in 

Karnataka. Wehave no details of the battle and where it was fought but 

this was clear that Harsha couldnot achieve success against Pulakesin II. 

Harsha was successful in his eastern campaigns.A Chinese account 

mentions him as the king of Magadha in 641 A.D., we had already 

mentioned his alliance with Bhaskaravarman the king of Assam and it 

was possible that they jointly conducted campaigns in Bengal and other 

parts of eastern India. Harsha had diplomatic relations with the Chinese 

for his contemporary T‘ang emperor sent three embassies to his court. 

The last of these, under Wang Hiuen Tse, arrived in India in 647 A.D 

when Harsha was no longer alive. Harsha himself had sent a Brahmana 
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envoy to China in 641 A.D. Harsha ruled for a period of 41 years and 

was said to have died about 647 A.D.  

The administrative set-up under Harsha was in some ways a continuation 

of the system prevalent under the Guptas. Hiuen Tsang mentions that 

Harsha used to take up tours throughout his kingdom. The king remained 

the supreme authority, assisted by his ministers and other officials of 

different categories. For example, the Madhuban copper plate mentions 

the names of various officials likeuparika (provincial governor), Senapati 

(Army chief), Dutaka (informer), etc. However, hisinscriptions, Bana's 

Harshacharita and Hiuen Tsang's account leave no doubt that the stability 

of the administration and of the empire had come to depend much on the 

support ofallies and feudatories (samantas and mahasamantas).  

The officials, it appears, were notpaid salaries in cash. Instead, they were 

given land as payment for their services. The lawand order situation 

seems to have slackened during this period as Hiuen Tsang himself had 

toface plunder by dacoits.The Banskhera, Nalanda and Sonepat 

Inscriptions of Harsha describe him as a worshipper ofSiva. However, 

later on he became a Buddhist and convened a conference at Kanauj. 

Here the doctrines of Mahayana were propagated with utmost precision. 

This assembly, according to Hiuen Tsang, was attended by eighteen 

kings and three thousand monks and continued foreighteen days. Another 

such event during Harsha's reign was the Quinquennial 

distributionceremony at Prayaga. Harsha performed five such ceremonies 

in his last thirty years. Heused to distribute all the treasures accumulated 

during the last five years in theseceremonies.Learning and education got 

royal patronage during this period and Nalanda University had morethan 

ten thousand students. Harsha had given hundred villages in donation to 

thisUniversity.   

 

6.11 POST-HARSHA PERIOD 
 

The empire built up by Harshavardhana had a very loose structure; after 

his death even this structure collapsed.The events immediately following 

the death of Harsha have been described at some length by Wang-Hiuen-

Tse who had been deputed as an ambassador by the Chinese emperor. 
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But ashe reached the borders of India, the news of Harsha's death 

reached him. He tells us thatArjuna (Ti-no-fo-ti) sent an army to check 

the entry of the Chinese ambassador. Somehow Wang-Hiuen Tse 

escaped and came back to fight Arjuna with an army of one thousand 

fromTibet and seven thousand from Nepal. Arjuna and his army were 

defeated and captured.Later the queen of Arjuna continued the fight but 

was defeated. Wang took Arjuna to Chinaand presented him to his King. 

However, the authenticity of this account was doubted bycertain 

scholars. 

Various Dynasties 

Among the post-Harsha rulers the Nidhanapur inscription of King 

Bhaskaravarmanmentions about his rule in Karnasuvarna in the 

Murshidabad district of Bengal and nearbyplaces. Similarly, the Aphsad 

inscription mentions Adityasena's rule over Magadha.In Kashmir 

Durlabhavardhan established a dynasty known as Karakota. His 

grandsonChandrapida checked the entry of the Arabs in Kashmir. 

Another king of this dynasty,Lalitaditya Muktapida, attacked Kanauj and 

defeated Yasovarman. It appears from Chineseaccounts that Muktapida 

did not annex the kingdom but entered into an alliance with him.After 

about 75 years of Harsha's death Yasovarman rose to power in Kanauj. 

He defeatedthe Gaudas and also won Magadha. Yasovarman, besides 

being a great wamor, was a great patron of scholars. His court was 

graced by Vakapati and Bhavabhuti. Vakapati wrote Gaudavaho in 

Prakrit, while Bhavabhuti wrote Malatimadhava, Mahaviracharita and 

Uttara-Ramacharita in Sanskrit.  

Although the rule of many of these royal families lasted only for a short 

period, we should remember that in many regions of the Indian 

subcontinent this period saw the beginnings of stable state structures. 

These were not all India empires, but they represented the beginnings of 

regional political structures. We have already referred to the Kashmir 

valley where, inspite of many dynastic changes, we find for the first time 

the functioning of a local state system. In Bengal, the emergence of Pala 

power from the middle of the eighth century A.D and its duration for 

several centuries marked a new phase in the political history of 

theregion. Similarly, in Western India, covering both Rajasthan and 
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Gujarat, emerged many new ruling families like the Gurjara Pratiharas, 

Guhilas, the Chahamanas and others whocame to be considered as 

different clans of the Rajputs who dominated the political scene 

ofwestern India for centuries. Thus, the decline of Gupta power and the 

collapse of Harsha'sempire did not mean beginnings of political anarchy. 

After the end of these empires, theregional powers consolidated 

themselves and played important roles in the history ofsubsequent 

periods. 

 

Check Your Progress 3 

1) Write about the relation of Harsha with other powers. 

__________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________ 

 

2) What was the political condition in north India in the post-Harsha 

period?  

__________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________ 

 

6.12 LET US SUM UP 
 

In the beginning of the fourth century A.D North India was divided into 

many smallkingdoms and chiefdoms. These kingdoms in different 

regions often fought with each other.It was in such a political situation 

that the Gupta dynasty gained power and graduallyestablished an empire. 

The kings of this dynasty undertook extensive military campaigns 

indifferent regions. It was under Samudragupta and Chandragupta II that 

the imperial powerwas properly consolidated. The Guptas remained a 

strong force till the time of Skandaguptabut after him the process of 

disintegration started. Various factors like foreign invasion,dissension 

within the ruling family, reassertion of power by local chiefs, 

administrativeweakness, etc. hastened the process of disintegration. 
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In the post-Gupta period many kingdoms came into existence. These 

kingdoms were not as large as the Gupta kingdom. The political fortunes 

of the dynasties which ruled these kingdoms fluctuated with time. Some 

of the powerful kings like Harsha managed to bring almost the whole of 

northern India under their control, but their kingdoms were short-lived. 

However, simultaneously we find that in many regions new political 

powers emerged which lasted for many centuries. The beginnings of 

many regional states can be traced to this period. Although the rule of 

many of these royal families lasted only for a short period, we should 

remember that in many regions of the India subcontinent, this period saw 

the beginnings of stable state structures.  

 

6.13 KEYWORDS 
 

1) Disintergartion: The process of losing cohesion or strength. 

2) Saasanian: Relating to a dynasty that ruled Persia from the early 3rd 

century A.D until the Arab Muslim conquest of 651 A.D. 

3) Kshatrapas: The Sakas introduced Satrap system of 

government along with Parthians that was similar to that of the 

Achaemenid and Seleucid systems in Iran. Under this system, the 

kingdom was divided into provinces each under military governor 

Mahakshatrapa (great satrap). 

4) Samvat: Era. 

5) Prasasti: Euologistic inscriptions issued by Indian rulers from 1st 

millennium B.C onwards. Written in form of poetry or ornate prose, the 

prashastis were generally composed by the court poets. 

6) Samanta: Vassal to an Emperor. 

 

6.14 QUESTIONS FOR REVIEW 
 

1)List the main &minor powers and the regions they ruled in north India 

in the sixthcentury A.D. 

2) Write a note on the problems faced by Harshvardhana.  

3) Post-Gupta age saw the seeds of foreign invasion. Elaborate. 
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6.16 ANSWERS TO CHECK YOUR 

PROGRESS 
 

Check Your Progress 1 

1)For the expansion and consolidation of the Gupta power Samudragupta 

adopted an aggressive policy of conquests through his Campaigns in 

Aryavarta as well as his dakshinapathabhiyan.The Prayagaprasasti says 

that Samudragupta showedfavour to be Dakshinapatha kings by first 

capturing them (grahana) and then releasingthem (moksha). In 

Aryavarta, he not only defeated them but also annexed their 

territorieswhich became integrated into the Gupta Empire.The 

Prasastifurther says that Samudragupta reduced all states in the forest 

regions to the position ofservants.  

2) Yaudheyas, Malavas, Abhirs, Nagas, Madras, Later Kushanas etc. 

 

Check Your Progress 2 

1) He defeated the Saka king Rudrasimha III and annexed his kingdom. 

This brought an end to Saka Kshatrapa rule inwestern India and added 

the regions of Gujarat, Kathiawad and west Malwa to the GuptaEmpire. 

Hismatrimonial alliances with the Vakatakas and the Nagas must have 

been of tremendoussignificances in his preparations for the campaigns.  

2) Hun invasions, administrative weaknesses (see sec. 6.7) 

 

Check Your Progress 3 

1) Harshvardhana had cordial relation with the kingdom of Vallabhi 

which he secured through matrimonial alliance. The Gurjars, Sasanka 
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(ruler of Assam) and Pulkeshin II did not have smooth relations with 

Harshvardhana. Pulkeshin II even fought a war on banks of river 

Narmada with Harshvardhana in which latter was defeated. 

2) We found that in many regions new political powers emerged which 

lasted for many centuries. The beginnings of many regional states can be 

traced to this period, although the rule of many of these royal families 

lasted only for a short period (see sec. 6.11) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



161 
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7.0 OBJECTIVES 
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After reading this Unit you shall be able to know about the 

administrative set-up of the Guptas, the economic conditions under the 

Gupta and post Gupta period in relation to agriculture, crafts production 

and trade andthe various aspects of social life during this period. 

 

7.1 INTRODUCTION 
 

There were a variety of sourceswhich tell us about economic, social, 

administrative and cultural aspects of this period. These sources of 

information were: (i) inscription written on different materials like 

copperplates, stone, clay seals; (ii) coins issued by rulers of different 

dynasties; (iii) material from excavations;(iv) contemporary literature; 

and (v) accounts left by foreign travellers likeFa-Hien.In this Unit we 

shall tell you about the administrative set-up adopted by the Guptas. It 

willalso deal with the economic and agrarian activities of Gupta and post 

Gupta period and with different sources of staterevenue. The Unit also 

discusses the social conditions during this period. 

 

7.2 ADMINISTRATION--GUPTAS 
 

The Gupta kings did not interfere in theadministration of those regions 

where the kings had accepted their suzerainty. However, thisdoes not 

mean that the Guptas were ruling only through their feudatories. They 

had anelaborate administrative system which was in operation in areas 

which were directlycontrolled by them. 

 

7.2.1 King-Fountain Head of Justice 
The King remained the central figure of administration. However, there 

was a considerablechange in the character of monarchy. We find that the 

Gupta monarchs adopted highsounding titles like: Paramabhattaraka, 

Parama-daivata, Chakravarti, Paramesvara,etc. For example, the 

Allahabad Prasasti of Samudragupta describes him as "equal to thegods: 

Dhanada (Kubera), Varuna (Sea-God), Indra and Antaka (Vama), who 

had no antagonist of equal power in the world ...‖ Like the King who has 

been given a divine statusin the Smriti scriptures, the Gupta monarchs 
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too came to be considered a divinity on earth.However, in the spirit of 

Smriti literature and that of Kalidasa we find Skandagupta in hisBhitari 

Pillar inscription eulogized as a person who "subdued the earth and 

became mercifulto the conquered people, but he became neither proud 

nor arrogant though his glory wasincreasing day by day." His father, 

Kumaragupta, "followed the true path of religion".  

Suchreferences to the monarchy indicate that inspite of the supreme 

powers that vested in theKing he was expected to follow a righteous 

path, and had certain duties. It was the King's duty to decide the policy of 

the state during war and peace. Forinstance, Samudragupta was prudent 

enough to reinstate the monarchs of dakshinapathain their original 

kingdoms.It was considered a prime duty of the monarch to protect his 

countrymen from anyinvasion.The King was to lead the army in case of 

war. This was demonstrated through thecampaigns of Samudragupta and 

Chandragupta II.The King was also expected to support the Brahmanas, 

Sramanas and all others whoneeded his protection.He was also supposed 

to venerate the learned and religious people and give them everypossible 

help. 

As the supreme judge he looked after administration of justice according 

to religiousprecepts and existing customs.It was the duty of the King to 

appoint his central and provincial officers.The Prayagaprasasti as well as 

the Apratigha type coins of Kumaragupta I point tothe appointment of 

successor to the throne by the reigning King.An important political 

development of this period was the continuity of various kings intheir 

regions once they had accepted the suzerainty of the Gupta King. And 

the Gupta Kingwould not interfere with the administration of such 

regions. 

 

7.2.2 Mantriparishad-Council of Ministers 
The Gupta inscriptions were not very clear about the hierarchy of 

ministers. However, there wasno doubt that the King used to take 

counsel of his ministers and issue written instructions toofficials on all 

important matters. 

The minister's office was perhaps hereditary. For example, the Udayagiri 

inscription of thetime of Chandragupta II informs us that Virasena Saba, 
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the minister for war and peace, washolding the office by inheritance. 

Though the supreme judicial powers were vested in theKing, he was 

assisted by the Mahanandanayaka (Chief Justice). In the provinces this 

workwas entrusted to the Uparikas and in districts to the Vishayapatis. In 

villages, the headmanand the viIlage elders used to decide the petty 

cases. The Chinese traveller Fa-Hien statesthat capital punishment was 

not given at all.There were some other high officials. For example, the 

Mahapratihara was the chief of thepalace guards; the Pratihara regulated 

ceremonies and granted the necessary permits foradmission to the royal 

presence. There existed an espionage system as in the earlier period.The 

landgrant inscriptions often mention Dutakas who were associated with 

the task ofimplementing gifts when gifts of land were made to 

brahmanas and others. 

 

7.2.3 Armed Force 
The Guptas must have had a big army organisation. At the time of war 

the King led his armybut ordinarily there was a minister called 'Sandhi-

Vigrahika' (Minister in charge of peaceand war) who was helped by a 

group of high officials. The official title Mahabaladhikritaoccurs in many 

inscriptions. Officials like Pilupati (head of elephants), Asvapati (head 

ofhorses), Narapati (head of footsoldiers) possibly worked under him. 

The army was paid incash and its needs were well looked after by an 

officer-in-charge of stores calledRanabhandagarika. Amongst other 

duties this officer was to look after the supply ofoffensive and defensive 

weapons such as battle-axes, bows and arrows, spear pikes, 

swords,lances, javelins, etc. 

 

7.2.4 Revenue Management 
Land revenue was the main source of the state's income besides the fines. 

InSamudragupta's time we hear of an officer Gopasramin working as 

Akshapataladhikrita.His duty was to enter numerous matters in the 

accounts registers, recover royal dues fromthe sureties of servants, to 

check embezzlement and recover fines for loss due to neglect 

orfraud.Another prominent high official was Pustapala (record-keeper). 

It was his duty to makeenquiries before recording any transaction. The 
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Gupta kings maintained a regulardepartment for the proper survey and 

measurement of land as well as for the collection ofland revenue. 

Kamandaka in the Nitisara suggests that a King should take special care 

ofhis treasury, for the life of the state depends solely on it. 

Both Kalidasa and the author of the Narada-Smriti state that one-sixth of 

the produceshould be claimed as the royal revenue. Besides this there 

was the Uparikara which waslevied on cloth, oil, etc. when taken from 

one city to another. The organization of tradershad to pay a certain 

commercial tax (Sulka), the non-payment of which resulted 

incancellation of the right to trade and a fine amounting to eight times of 

the original Sulka.The King had a right to forced labour (Visthi), Bali 

and many other types of contributions.The King's income from royal 

lands and forests was considered as his personal income.Besides this, the 

King's treasury had a right to treasure troves (treasures in the forms 

ofcoin-hoards, jewels or other valuable objects, discovered from below 

the earthaccidentally), digging of mines and manufacture of salt. 

 

7.2.5 Province, District, Village—Hierarchy and 

Executive 
The whole empire was divided into Desas, or Rashtras, or Bhuktis. The 

inscriptionsprovide us with the names of certain Bhuktis. In Bengal we 

hear of Pundravardhara Bhuktiwhich corresponded to north Bengal. Tira-

bhukti corresponded to north Bihar. TheBhuktis were governed by 

Uparikas directly appointed by the King. In areas like westernMalwa we 

find local rulers like Bandhuvarman ruling as subordinate to 

Kumaragupta-I butParnadutta was appointed a governor in Saurashtra by 

Skandagupta.The Province or Bhukti was again divided into districts or 

Vishayas under an official calledAyuktaka and in other cases a 

Vistiyapati. His appointment was made by the provincialgovernor. Gupta 

inscriptions from Bengal show that the office (Adhikarana) of the 

districtheadassociated with itself representation from major local 

communities: the Nagarasresthi(head of city merchants). Sarthavaha 

(Caravan-leader), Prathama-Kulika (head of theartisan community) and 

Prathama Kayastha (head of the Kayastha community). Besidesthem, 

were the Pustapalas-officials whose work was to manage and keep 
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records. Thelowest unit of administration was the village. In villages 

where there was a headman calledGramapati or 

Gramadhayaksha.However, the Gupta inscriptions from north Bengal 

show that there were other units higherthan the village. In some cases we 

find references to Astakuladhikarana. Differentcategories of villages 

mentioned as Gramikas, Kutumbis and Mahattaras sentrepresentatives to 

these offices which on various occasions functioned above the level of 

thevillage. 

Besides agriculturists, there were certain other groups in the villages who 

followed suchprofessions as carpentry, spinning and weaving, pot-

making, oil extraction, gold smithery,and husbandry. All these groups 

must have constituted local institutions or bodies whichlooked after the 

affairs of the village. The village disputes were also settled by these 

(bodies)with the help of Grama-vriddhas or village elders. 

 

Check Your Progress 1 

1) Write in about about the revenue administration of Guptas. 

__________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________ 

 

2) Writethe powers and duties of the King during Gupta‘s times.\ 

__________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________ 

 

7.3 ECONOMY--GUPTAS 
 

Agricultural crops constituted the main resources which thesociety 

produced and that the major part of the revenue of the state also came 

fromagriculture. This of course did not mean that agriculture was the 

only occupation of thepeople or that people lived only in villages. There 

were other occupations like commerceand production of crafts which had 

become specialized occupations and in which differentsocial groups were 

engaged. This also means that, as in earlier periods, people lived 
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inforests, in agrarian tracts, in towns and in cities, but certain changes 

had started taking placein the pattern of economic production and 

consequently in relations between different socialgroups. We shall 

highlight some of these changes in the course of this and the next section. 

 

7.3.1 Agronomy 
Let us begin with the pattern of agricultural production. The concern of 

the society withagricultural production was clear from the way various 

aspects associated with agriculturaloperations were mentioned in the 

sources of the Gupta period. Various types of land arementioned in the 

inscriptions; land under cultivation was usually called Kshetra. Lands 

notunder cultivation were variously called as Khila, Aprahata, etc., and 

inscriptions give theimpression that uncultivated land was being 

regularly brought under cultivation.Classification of land according to 

soil, fertility and the use to which it was put was notunknown. Different 

land measures were known in different regions, although one cannot 

becertain what exact measure was denoted by a term. In some areas 

Nivartana was the termused for a measure of land whereas in the 

inscriptions of Bengal terms like Kulyavapa andDronavapa were used. It 

was not possible to classify the regions precisely according to thecrops 

grown, but all the major categories of crops--cereals like barley, wheat 

and paddy,different varieties of pulses, grams and vegetables as well as 

cash crops like cotton andsugarcane were known long before the Gupta 

period and continued to be cultivated. Off course you should not assume 

that crops like maize or vegetables like potatoes or tomatoeswere known 

to the farmers of the Gupta period. 

The concern of the society with agricultural production was also 

reflected in the importancegiven to irrigation. In the earlier Blocks you 

have already read about the Sudarsana reservoir(Tadaga) in Saurashtra in 

Gujarat. Originally built in the Maurya period, this reservoir 

wasthoroughly repaired when it was extensively damaged in the time of 

Mahakshatrapa Rudradaman (middle of the second century A.D.). It was 

again severely damaged in the timeof Skandagupta. Parnadatta, his 

newly appointed governor of Saurashtra and Parnadatta'sson 

Chakrapalita, undertook the repair of the reservoir this time. Another 
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method forirrigation was to draw water from wells and supply the water 

to the fields through carefullyprepared channels. A mechanism possibly 

known before the Gupta period, was to tie anumber of pots to a chain; 

the chain with the pots reached down to the water of the hull, andby 

making the chain and the pots rotate, it was ensured that the pots would 

continuously fillwith water and empty it. This mechanism was known as 

ghati-yantra as ghati was thename used for a pot. This type of 

mechanism also came to be known as araghatta.  

In theHarshacharita of Banabhatta, which was of course written in the 

seventh century A.D.there was a very charming description of how 

cultivated fields, producing crops likesugarcane, were being irrigated 

with the help of ghati-yantra. In regions like Bengal,rainwater was 

collected in ponds and other types of reservoirs; in peninsular India, 

tankirrigation became gradually the norm. There were thus different 

systems of irrigation and therole of the state was only marginal in 

providing irrigation facilities to farmers. The farmersof course depended 

mainly on rainfall and the importance of rainfall was underlined not 

onlyin the Arthasastra of Kautilya but also in the texts written in the 

Gupta period. 

The sources of the Gupta period suggest that certain important changes 

were taking place inthe agrarian society. The inscriptions from Bengal 

refer to sale of land by district-leveladministration to individuals who 

bought them by paying cash and made gifts of purchasedland to 

brahmanas who were expected to perform Vedic sacrifices or to Buddhist 

or Jainareligious establishments. But land was not only purchased and 

gifted; the practice of giftingland to religious donees had become quite 

common by now. Even otherwise, remunerationfor serving rulers in 

different capacities was received in the form of land by officials 

ofdifferent categories. Of course, all this was not absolutely new. But by 

now the number ofruling families had vastly increased and thus the 

number of persons who received land butdid not cultivate themselves 

went on increasing. The virtues of giving land were highlypraised and 

those who took away gifted land were threatened with many evil 

consequences.All this led to the appearance, in society, of a class of 
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people who enjoyed superior rightsover land and by virtue of these rights 

and by belonging to higher varnas had higheconomic and social status.  

Of course, landrights did not belong only to those who receivedland. The 

Gupta inscriptions refer to different types of village residents like 

Gramikas,Kutumbis and Mahattaras who must have been village 

landholders, and their participationin land transactions indicates that they 

too were important members of rural society.Compared with the 

recipients of land from the rulers and the influential categories 

oflandowners in villages, the condition of ordinary cultivators may be 

considered to have beenrather bad. It is believed by some historians that 

because of the practice of land grants, thepeasant population as a whole 

were reduced to a very low position in society. This was notentirely true. 

It was the ordinary cultivators, known by various terms such as 

Krishibala,Karshaka or Kinass who had low economic and social status. 

Among the actual cultivatorsthere were those who filled the lands of 

others and received only a share of the produce.There were also slaves 

who worked on the fields of their masters. Even domestic femaleslaves 

were cruelly exploited, and a text like the Kamasutra, which was 

probably written inthe Gupta period, told us how much hardship they had 

to go through at the hands of theirmasters. 

There were other reasons why the condition of the ordinary cultivators 

declinedconsiderably. One was that in many areas the appearance of 

small kingdoms of new rulersand their official and sections of people 

who did not take part in agriculture created greatinequalities in society 

and imposed great burden on actual tillers of the soil. The number 

oftaxes imposed by the state on the producers also increased in this 

period. Further, thepractice of imposing vishti or unpaid labour was also 

in vogue, although we do not know forcertain how much essential it was 

for agricultural production. All in all, the condition of theordinary 

cultivators seems to have become worse than in the earlier periods. 

 

7.3.2 Crafts and Trade 
Crafts production covered a very wide range of items. There were items 

of ordinarydomestic use like earthen pots, items of furniture, baskets, 

metal tools for domestic use andso on; simultaneously a wide variety of 
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luxury items including jewellery made of gold,silver and precious stones; 

objects made of ivory; fine clothes of cotton and silk and other costly 

items had to be made available to the affluent sections of people. Some 

of these itemswere made available through trade; others were 

manufactured locally. Descriptions of many luxury objects, of which no 

trace was generally found in archaeological excavations, may befound in 

the literary texts or inscriptions of the period. These sources also give us 

interestinghints regarding the status of different categories of craftsmen. 

For example, differentvarieties of silk cloth, called Kshauma and 

Pattavastra were mentioned in the texts of thisperiod. An inscription of 

fifth century from Mandasor in western Malwa refers to a guild ofsilk-

weavers who had migrated from south Gujarat and had settled in the 

Malwa region.Texts like Amarakosha and Brihat Samhita which were 

generally dated to this period, listmany items, give their Sanskrit names 

and also mention different categories of craftsmenwho manufactured 

them. 

However, for an idea of the quantity and variety of objects manufactured 

in this period onehas to go through reports of what have been found at 

various archaeological sites. Manyimportant sites like Taxila, 

Ahichchhatra, Mathura, Rajghat, Kausambi and Pataliputra inthe Ganges 

Valley and other sites in other geographical regions have yielded many 

craftproducts like earthen wares, terracottas, beads made of different 

stones, objects of glass,items made of metals, etc. It seems that in 

comparison with crafts production in thepreceding Saka Kushana period, 

crafts production in the Gupta period suffered somesetback. It has, 

however, not yet been possible to make a very satisfactory 

comparativestudy between these two periods from this angle. 

All items were not available at all places; the movement of items for 

trade from one place toanother, therefore, continued as in the earlier 

periods. You have read earlierthat India had extensive trade links with 

Central, West and Southeast Asia and with theRoman world in the 

preceding period, and trade routes connecting different regions withinthe 

country had been developing over centuries. That commercial activities 

continued in theGupta period wereevident. Like their Kushana 

predecessors the Gupta rulers too minted coinsof different types, and the 



Notes 

171 

gold coins of the Gupta rulers show excellent qualities ofcraftsmanship. 

The Guptas also issued coins in copper, silver and lead. These coins 

wereobviously used for purposes of commercial exchange and in some 

regions of the GuptaEmpire at least, the merchants held a high position 

in society. For example, two types ofrepresentatives of merchants-the 

Nagarasresthi and the Sarthavaha-were associatedwith the administration 

of the district headquarters in north Bengal. The seals of the 

Guptaperiod, found at Vaisali in north Bihar, suggest that the merchants 

constituted an importantsection of the population of the city of Vaisali. 

Literary texts of the period too show that incities like Pataliputra and 

Ujjayini commercial activities were carried on briskly and peoplefrom 

different countries were present in them. Merchants were important 

communities alsoin these cities. 

There were organizations which facilitated the functioning of both 

craftsmen and traders.The ancient term which was generally used for 

these organizations was Sreni, and the Statewas expected to provide the 

guilds protection and to respect their customs and norms.Similarly, 

members of the Sreni were also expected to follow the norms of the 

organization;otherwise, they were liable to punishment. The term Sreni 

was often interpreted as guild butthere are different interpretations of the 

term and in terms of many details, we were still notquite sure what the 

Srenis were really like.Although Crafts production and commercial 

activities were brisk in the Gupta period, thereare two points we should 

especially remember: 

I) There were many types of craftsmen and they were not all identical 

either in wealth orin social status. For example, there was vast difference 

between a goldsmith and hisfamily with a shop in a city like Ujayini and 

a family of basketmakers in a village. Thiswas reflected to some extent 

in the Dharmasastras written by the brahmanas in thisperiod. The 

Dharmasastras assign different ranks to different groups of 

craftsmen,although in their scheme the craftsmen and artisans held a 

status lower than that of thebrahmanas, kshatriyas and vaisyas. The 

Dharmasastras also suggest that each group ofcraftsmen formed a jati or 

caste. For example, the Kumbhakaras or potters formed onecaste, the 

Suvarnakaras or goldsmiths formed another caste and so on. Although 
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thesystem of caste was not really so simple, generally the trend among 

craftsmen was thatpersons following one craft formed a jati or a caste. 

II) Crafts production and commercial activities perhaps started declining 

from the Gupta period onward in most regions and according to some 

historians, this resulted in thedecline of towns and cities and in greater 

dependence of society of agriculturalproduction. 

 

Check Your Progress 2 

1) Mention the methods adopted for irrigation during this period. 

__________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________ 

2) Discuss the sources which refer to crafts and craftsmen. 

__________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________ 

 

 

7.4 SOCIETY 
 

You have already read that according to the scheme of society conceived 

by the brahmanas,society was divided into four varnas (Brahmana, 

Kshatriya, Vaisya and Sudra), with eachvarna performing the set of 

functions prescribed for it and enjoying whatever rights weregiven to it. 

This was the ideal social order and the state was expected to preserve it. 

Thismeans that when even a small state emerged in some corner of the 

country, the King of thatstate was expected to recognize this as the ideal 

social order. The Brahmanas came to exertconsiderable influence on the 

kings from the Gupta period and this was quite clear from theway they 

received land from the kings and others. The kings, officials and others 

gave landnot only to individual brahmanas but also some times incited 

big groups of brahmanas tocome and settle in remote areas. Thus, the 

number of brahmana settlements variously calledBrahmadiyas, 

Agraharas and so on started increasing and they started spreading, among 

other things, the idea of a Varna divided social order. 
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However, Varna order was an ideal order and there were many groups in 

society whoseVarna identity could never be determined. Secondly, it was 

assumed that the Varnas wouldperform their duties; in reality, they may 

not have done so. These suggest that real societywas different from the 

ideal society and this was also recognized by the brahmana writersof the 

dharmashastras. They therefore tried to determine the status of various 

castes or jatisin society by giving fictitiousexplanations of their origins. 

They suggested that various jatisor groups originated through varna-

samkara or inter-marriage between various varnas.The various foreign 

ruling families of pre-Gupta period, of Greek of Siythian origin,were 

given the semi-kshatriya status (vratya Kshatriaya) because they could 

not beconsidered to be of pure Kshatriya origin. Similarly, fictitious 

origins were thought of fortribal groups who came to he absorbed into 

the Brahmanical society. 

The Dharmasastras also speak of apadharma or conduct to be followed 

during periods ofdistress. This means that the Varnas take to professions 

and duties not assigned to themwhen they found it necessary to do so. In 

matters of profession also the Dharmasastras thusrecognized that the real 

society was different from their ideal society. The changes offcourse 

originated much before the Gupta period, but with the spread of the 

Brahmanas todifferent parts of India, the social culture came to be very 

complex. The new society had toabsorb many social groups thus the 

actual social structure came to vary from region toregion, although 

certain ideas were common to them. 

The Brahmanas came to be recognized as the purest and therefore the 

highest varna.Since they were associated with Sanskrit learning and 

performed priestly functions, they came to be closely connected with 

royal power. Even when the rulers weresupporters of Buddhism, Jainism 

or particular religious sect, they continued topatronize 

brahmanas,particularly those of high learning. This remained one of 

themajor reasons for the economic prosperity and prestige of the 

Brahmanas. 

Ideally, although there were four varnas these were various groups who 

were kept outof this scheme. They were the antyajas or untouchables. 

They were considered impure;even their touch was considered impure 
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and their physical presence in areas wherehigher Varnas lived and moved 

was not allowed. The Chandalas, the Charmakarasand similar groups 

were considered impure and outcastes. Thus in the Brahminicalorder of 

society the condition of a number of social groups remained 

miserablethroughout. 

The position of woman of higher Varnas was low. Although we hear of 

personalitieslike the Vakataka queen Prabhavatigupta who wielded 

considerable power, not allwomen were so privileged. The brahmana 

texts set doing norms which women wereexpected to follow and women 

were expected in the family, to function mainly as anideal wife and ideal 

mother. In many Brahmana texts, women were even considered,for 

various reasons, to be of the same category as the Sudras. It was 

significant thatalthough brahmanas were given land grants regularly we 

did not come across evidenceof land being given to Brahmana women. 

Another aspect of social life was that there existed great difference 

between the ways of lifeof the rich city-dwellers and people living in 

villages. The ideal city-dweller was thenagaraka, i.e. the urbanite who, 

because of his affluence, lived a life of pleasure and refinedculture. 

There are interesting descriptions of this way of life not only in 

Vatsyayana'sKamasutra but also in other literary texts of the period. Of 

course it would be wrong topresume that all classes of people who lived 

in cities could afford this way of life. 

 

Check Your Progress 3 

2) Discuss the changes in the Varna system. 

__________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________ 

 

7.5 POST GUPTA PERIOD 
 

7.5.1 Fall Of Trade 
One of the conspicuous economic changes in the Gupta and post-Gupta 

period was thedecline of trade, both internal and external. Indian foreign 

trade registered a peak during thepost-Mauryan period, when lndia traded 
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with the Roman Empire, Central Asia and South-East Asia. However, 

commercial decline set in during the Gupta period, and it became 

morepronounced by the middle of the sixth century A.D. The inflow of 

Roman coins into Indiastopped after the early centuries of the Christian 

era. Other evidences suggesting contact withthe western world were also 

absent. Further, the Roman Empire itself broke up at a later date.The 

emergence of the Arabs and the Persians as competitors in trade did not 

augur well forlndian merchants. Some Byzantine coins ranging up to the 

sixth century have been found inAndhra and Karnataka. But numerically 

they cannot be compared to the rich hoards of theearly Roman coins. Silk 

and spices were important items in the Indo-Byzantine trade. 

TheByzantium, however, learnt the art of growing silk worms in the 

middle of the sixth centuryA.D. Consequently the silk trade was badly 

affected. The migration of silk weavers fromGujarat and their taking to 

other vocations acquires meaning in this context. Gupta ties withCentral 

Asia were also weak. Whatever little remained of the contacts with 

Central Asia andWestern Asia were completely wiped off by the Huna 

invasions. 

 

7.5.2 Dearth Of Coins 
Decline of commerce is demonstrated by the paucity of coins in the post-

Gupta period. Goldcoins which were so abundant during the periods of 

the Kushanas and of the Guptas went outof circulation after the sixth 

century. The absence of silver and copper coins also attractsattention. It 

may be mentioned that the percentage of gold in the Gupta gold coins 

wasconstantly falling and that the gold content of the later Gupta coins 

was only half of that ofthe Kushana coins. Further, in terms of quantity 

the coinage of the Gupta period does notcompare well with those of the 

early Christian centuries. The epigraphic references to coinsduring this 

period did not amount to much in the absence of actual finds. The coins 

ofHarshavardhana were too meagre and the Rastrakutas and the Palas 

who came to power in theDeccan and Bengal respectively, in the eighth 

century, issued no coins. Metallic currencywas absent in most parts of 

northern India, Bengal, Orissa, Central India and the Deccan.What was 

true of these regions also holds good for South India. Various studies 
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also indicatethe almost total absence of coin moulds and commercial 

seals in the said period. However,in contrast to the general situation in 

most parts of the country, the Punjab region andnorth western part of the 

subcontinent has yielded numerous coins up to 1000 A.D. Besides,coin 

finds have also been reported from Kashmir. 

It had been argued by some historians that earlier coins served the 

purpose of currency inlater period and rendered the issue of fresh coins 

unnecessary. However, the period underdiscussion was characterised by 

unprecedented agrarian expansion and this alone would havenormally 

necessitated more metallic money. Further, coins were an expression 

ofsovereignty. Unless the compulsions were serious enough no rulers 

would have willinglyforgone the privilege of minting coins in their own 

name. The decline of trade and the grant ofland to high functionaries in 

lieu of money payments did away with the need for coins.Moreover, 

there was evidence for barter and the use of cowries as a medium of 

exchange indaily transactions. 

 

7.5.3 Fall Of Towns 
Decline in trade, paucity of coins and absence of coin moulds and 

commercial seals indicateeconomic decline and fall in demand for 

finished products. In this period the towns which were active centresof 

craft production in the post-Mauryan periodexperienced decay and 

desertion. The pre-Kushana and Kushana towns in northern India and 

those associated with the Satavahanas inthe Deccan began to decay from 

the middle of the third or the fourth century. What was trueof northern 

India, Malwa and the Deccan was equally true of southern India. 

Actually, urbandecline took place in two phases. The first coincided with 

the rise of the Guptas. During thisperiod sites such as Sanghol, 

Hastinapur, Atranjikhera, Mathura, Sonkh, Sravasti,Kausambi, 

Khairadih, Chirand, Tamluk, etc., in the Upper and Middle Gangetic 

plainsexperienced decline. Early prosperous centres such as Ujjain, 

Nagar, Pauni, Ter, Bhokardan,Nasik, Paithan etc., and spread over 

Rajasthan, Madhya Pradesh, Gujarat and Maharashtrawitnessed similar 

trends. Arikamedu in Tamil Nadu and the Satavahana urban centres 

inAndhra Pradesh and Karnataka were no exception to this phenomenon.  
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The habitationdeposits of the fourth-sixth centuries at all such sites were 

thinner compared to those of theearlier centuries and yield poorer and 

lesser material remains. The Gupta layers at many sitesexhibit the reuse 

of raw materials, like bricks, from earlier deposits. The spatial spread 

ofurban centres and the available civil amenities were nowhere near what 

it was earlier duringthe Kushana period. Numerically, very few sites like 

Pataliputra, Vaishali, Varanasi andBhita survived the first phase of 

decay. These towns were in the heartland of the Gupta stateand that 

possibly accounts for their survival. The second phase of urban decay set 

in after thesixth century and these centres ceased to be towns thereafter. 

In a situation of general decline of crafts and commodity manufacture, 

the making of stonebeads, manufacture of shell objects and of ivory and 

glass objects registered overall collapse.These objects were very scantily 

found in post-fifth century habitational deposits. Post-Guptapottery 

likewise shows no artistic skill and was largely of ordinary variety.The 

decline of towns and cities was reflected in contemporary literature and 

inscriptions aswell. Up to the sixth century inscriptions and seals refer to 

the importance of artisans,craftsmen and merchants in the life of the 

towns. Inscriptions from Bengal suggest that theyplayed an important 

role in urban administration. However, after the sixth century 

suchinformation was not forthcoming.  

The change in the meaning of certain terms in the postGupta times also 

indicates the changing conditions. For example, the term Sreni 

whichstood for guilds came also to mean caste and the term nigama came 

to mean villages.Varahamihira's Brihat Samhita, a work belonging to the 

first half of the sixth century,speaks of the decline of crafts, towns and 

trade. The decline of Buddhist towns in northernIndia was attested by the 

account of Hiuen Tsang who visited India during the time 

ofHarshavardhana. Unlike the robust urban life so vividly depicted in 

Vatsayana'sKamasutra, post-Gupta literature such as the Kuttanimatam 

of Damodaragupta (7
th

century) was concerned with life in the 

countryside.All settlements, however, were not rural. In the post-Gupta 

period non-agriculturistsettlements appeared as seats of administration, 

military garrisons and religious orpilgrimage centres. Military camps 

were referred to as skandhavara in inscriptions of thefifth-eighth 
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centuries. There was evidence to suggest that certain towns continued to 

survive asa result of their conversion to centres of pilgrimage. All these 

non-agriculturist settlements,variously known as pura, pattana, nagara 

and rajadhani, were centres of consumptionand not production. 

 

7.5.4 New Design Of Agricultural Relations 
We shall now discuss the main features of agrarian relations which 

developed in the Gupta and post Gupta period. 

 

7.5.4.1 Land Grants 

Landgrant charters bestowed the beneficiary with superior rights over 

and above those of theinhabitants in the donated villages. The donee was 

entitled to collect all kinds oftaxes. He could collect regular and irregular 

taxes and fixed and unfixed payments. The listof taxes in the inscriptions 

end with the expression adi meaning et cetera which could beused to the 

advantage of the landlord, when necessary. The donees enjoyed these 

exceptionaladvantages in addition to such regular taxes as bhaga, bhoga, 

kara, uparikara, hiranya, udranga, halikakara, etc. In fact, the peasantry 

in early medieval India wassubjected to an ever increasing tax rent 

burden. The Vakataka grants list fourteen types ofdues. The Pallava 

records specify eighteen to twenty two of them. By the turn of the 

firstmillennium A.D. the number of taxes increased enormously. 

The superior rights of the beneficiary in land were clear in the charters 

belonging to northernMaharashtra, Konkan, Madhya Pradesh and 

Gujarat in the Gupta and post-Gupta times. Thedonees were empowered 

with the right to evict the peasantry at will and to replace them withnew 

peasants. From the seventh century onwards grants give away water 

resources, trees,bushes and pastures to the donee. The transfer ofthese 

resources to the donee not only affected the peasantry of the donated 

villages adverselybut also strengthened the power of the donees. Forced 

labour was referred to in the SkandaPurana. Inscriptions too suggest that 

by the fifth-sixth centuries vishti was a wellentrenched practice in 

western, central and southern India. In addition, the clause appeared 

inthe landgrant charters asking the peasants to carry out the orders of the 
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donee. In regions suchas Chamba, Rajasthan, Madhya Pradesh and 

Eastern India the condition of the peasantsclearly suffered a decline. 

 

7.5.4.2 Rise of Landlords 

Yajnavalkya and Brihaspati, authors of Smriti works, mention four 

grades of land rights inthe same piece of land. According to them holders 

of rights of different grades were theMahipati (the king), Kshetrasvamin 

(the master of the land), Karshaka (cultivator)and the sub-tenant. 

Landgrants led to hierarchical rights over land and sub-infeudation. 

Thepractice gave rise to a hierarchy of landlords, which lived off the 

surplus produced by theactual cultivators. The religious establishments in 

eastern India and the south with their enormous donations in land, cash, 

livestock etc. emerged as landed mangates at Ramagiri inOrissa and at 

Nalanda in Bihar were recipients of large scale land donations. The 

Nalandamonastery enjoyed the gift of 200 villages. Moreover, land and 

villages were given away tothe temples in south India during the reign of 

the Pallavas. The Chola records, in thesucceeding period, more 

frequently refer to such devadana (literally 'given to gods') gifts ofland.  

From the Pallava period onwards temple servants were remunerated 

throughassignments of land. The implications were obvious. Religious 

establishments became landedbeneficiaries and in turn they gave plots of 

land to their dependants such as petty officials,artisans, musicians, 

attendants etc. Such assignments could be subleased to the actual tillerof 

the soil. Likewise, temple land was leased out to tenants for cultivation. 

Grants of land totemples from the Pallava period onwards resulted in the 

growth of a complex system of landtenure. Intensification of the process, 

especially from the eighth century onwards, created a class of peasantry 

which was overburdened with taxes and which was subsistent to a class 

ofdominant landlords with superior rights in land. 

 

7.5.4.3 Self-Sufficient Economy 

Gupta and post Guptaeconomy experienced the rise and growth of a 

number of rivalsettlements which were not linked to exchange networks 

and long-distance trade.Although the exchange networks did not entirely 

collapse, the transfer of settlements tovarious categories of donees had 
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created a congenial atmosphere for the emergence of 

selfsustaining,closed units of production and consumption. Local needs 

came to be met locally. 

The movement of soldiers for wars, pilgrims to religious centres and 

brahmanas for theacquisition and enjoyment of landgrants were possibly 

the only forms of spatial mobility.The Dhamasastras restricted the 

movement of the brahmanas. In order to keep their Vedicand domestic 

fms burning they were not expected to travel long distances. Sea voyages 

wereprohibited. Similarly, marraiges in neighbouring areas were 

preferred. All this fostered stronglocal identities. The growing sense of 

localism and the self-sufficiency of the villages werereflected in 

expressions such as gramadharama, gramacara, and sthanacara all 

referringto village or local practices in contemporary Puranic literature. 

 

7.5.5 Agricultural Extension 
The epigraphic evidence that we had from the Gupta and post-Gupta 

period suggests agrariangrowth and rural expansion on an unprecedented 

scale. The patronage extended by kings,princes and chiefs to agriculture, 

improvement in irrigational facilities, increasing knowledgeof 

agricultural sciences etc. were some of the causative factors which 

strengthened ruraleconomy. 

Decline of towns may have led to the migration of a number of skilled 

artisans into thecountryside. Some of them even changed their vocations. 

The dispersal of technical skillalong with artisans and craftsmen into the 

countryside stimulated agrarian growth.Landgrants in tribal frontiers 

brought virgin land under cultivation.About fifty ruling powers were in 

existence in the fifth to the seventh centuries, in theDeccan and Central 

India. They were spread over Maharashtra, Eastern Madhya Pradesh, 

Andhra, Orissa and Bengal. The various new ruling dynasties in this 

region issued their ownlandgrants which indicate the existence of 

officials, armymen etc. in their kingdoms. Each ofthese states depended 

on revenues from land and agriculture. In fact, in post-Gupta 

timesagriculture constituted the basis of the state. Thus, the rise of states 

in such areas in whichstates were absent earlier presupposes agrarian 

expansion and the spread of village economy. 
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Numerous villages with Sanskritic and non-Sanskritic names came up in 

this period.Contemporary literature presented a vivid account of village 

life and reflects the richness ofrural settlements. The Skanda Purana 

mentions numerous villages region wise.Similarly, texts belonging to a 

later period deal with the establishment and spread of ruralsettlements in 

western and southern India. The landgrant charters themselves 

recordinnumerable village names in post-Gupta times; these include 

names of older settlements.However, new ones too emerged on a large 

scale. We come across village names not onlywhen such villages were 

donated but also when other villages were mentioned as boundariesof 

donated villages. 

 

7.5.5.1 Agricultural Proficiency 

The increasing concern with agriculture could be seen in the detailed 

instructions regardingagriculture in the Brihat Samhita, Agni Purana, 

Vishnu Dharmottara Purana andKrishiparasara. The importance of 

manure for crop cultivation was clearly laid down in theHarshacharita. It 

was mentioned that cowdung and refuge were used for manuring the 

fields.The Harshacharita also speaks about different types of cultivation - 

plough cultivation,spade cultivation and slash and burn cultivation. The 

attention paid to agriculture by rulersand landed beneficiaries can also be 

seen in the detailed descriptions of the plough and theimprovement in 

irrigation techniques. The popularity and wide prevalence of the 

landmeasure called hala during this period underlines the significance of 

the plough. TheKashyapiyakrisisukti, a text whose core was placed in the 

eighth-ninth centuries, dealswith all aspects of agriculture at length.  

From the last centuries of the first millennium A.D.onwards we have 

texts which suggested different methods for the treatment of plant and 

animaldiseases.The Harshacharita speaks of some irrigation facilities in 

the region around western UttarPradesh. It mentions such devices for 

irrigation as the Udghataghati and theghatiyantra. Inscriptions from 

Bengal mention rivers, rivulets and channels in the contextof rural 

settlements and their boundaries and we also come across the expression 

‗devamatrika‘(watered by rain) suggesting the dependence of agriculture 

on rains and rivers. 
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7.5.5.2 Agricultural Production 

Varieties of cereals, including rice, wheat and lentil; legumes, vegetables 

and fruits arementioned in the Amarakosha which was dated to the Gupta 

period. People possessed theknowledge of fruit grafting as was evident 

from the Brihat Samhita. Hieun Tsang mentionsvarieties of rice, mustard, 

ginger, numerous vegetables and fruits. The Harshacharitasimilarly 

provides a good account of crops and plants. We come across references 

to differenttypes of rice, sugarcane, mustard, sesame, cotton, wheat, 

barley and pulses. Various kinds ofspices such as turmeric, clove, black 

pepper and ginger were also grown. Vegetables such asgourd, pumpkin, 

cucumber, beans, garlic etc. were produced. Among fruits one may 

mentioncoconut, arecanut, jackfruit, oranges, mahua and mango. Betel 

leaf was also grown. Someof these plants and fruits were also recorded in 

the inscriptions of the period.  

Bana'sHarshacharita had a wide geographical canvass and in addition to 

the Upper and MiddleGangetic plains it included descriptive details 

about Assam, Bengal and Central India.Therefore, we come across 

references to bamboos, cotton plants, loads of flax and hempbundles in 

Central India, and cane, bamboo and silk in the context of eastern India. 

In thePallava and Chalukya territories roughly spread over Tamil Nadu, 

the Western Deccan andparts of Karnataka rice, millets, gingerly and 

sugarcane were cultivated. The fruits that weregrown included plantain, 

jackfruit, mango and coconut. Unmistakably, the number andvariety of 

crops, fruits and vegetables were striking. The presence of brahmanas 

and artisans inrural settlements, land reclamation, certain changes in 

technology and the expansion ofirrigational facilities stimulated the 

proliferation of crops and plants. The consequence of allthese 

developments was unprecedented growth of rural economy. 

 

Check Your Progress 4 

1) Write a short note on decline of towns in Gupta and post Gupta 

period. 
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__________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________ 

 

2) Analyze new patterns of agrarian relations in Gupta and post Gupta 

period. 

__________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________ 

 

7.6 LET US SUM UP 
 

In this Unit, after going through the various aspects of Gupta 

administration, economy andsociety we find that considerable changes 

had taken place when compared to the earlierperiods. An important 

aspect related to kingship was the continuity of various kings in 

theirregions once they had accepted the suzerainty of the Gupta King. 

There was considerableconcern towards agricultural production and this 

was reflected from the way irrigation gotpriority during this period. The 

practice of gifting land to religious donees had becomequite common and 

the brahmanas exerted considerable influence over the King. There 

wasdifferentiation amongst the cultivators and compared to the rich, the 

condition of ordinarycultivators declined considerably. Similarly, the 

wealth and social status of different types ofcraftsmen also varied. 

Though commercial activities continued during this period it appearsthat 

there was a decline in crafts production. The Varna system continued in 

society.However, various foreign ruling families were assimilated in the 

Varna system. At the sametime various groups were kept out of the 

Varna scheme and were considered untouchables.There was also a 

considerable decline in the position of women in society. 

7.7 KEYWORDS 
 

Acculturation: Adopt to a new culture 

Barter: Exchange of goods for other goods 

Benefice: Gifted landed property held by Brahmanas, etc. 
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Beneficiary: receiver of benefits 

Charter: deed conveying grant of rights 

Donee: recipient of gift 

Exotic: introduced from abroad 

Itinerant: travelling from place to place 

Pedlar: travelling salesperson 

 

7.8 QUESTIONS FOR REVIEW 
 

1) Write a note on administration of the Guptas. 

2) Mention the certain changes that took place hadin the pattern of 

economic production and consequently in relations between different 

socialgroups. 

3) How agrarian expansion took place in Gupta and Post Gupta period? 
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7.10 ANSWERS TO CHECK YOUR 

PROGRESS 
 

Check Your Progress 1 

1) Land revenue was the main source of the state's income besides the 

fines. InSamudragupta's time we hear of an officer Gopasramin working 

as Akshapataladhikrita.His duty was to enter numerous matters in the 

accounts registers, recover royal dues fromthe sureties of servants, to 

check embezzlement and recover fines for loss due to neglect 
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orfraud.Another prominent high official was Pustapala (record-keeper) 

whoenquiries before recording any transaction. One-sixth of the 

produceshould be claimed as the royal revenue.2) The King remained the 

central figure of administration.It was the King's duty to decide the 

policy of the state during war and peace. The King was to lead the army 

in case of war. The King was expected to support the Brahmanas, 

Sramanas and all others whoneeded his protection.He was also supposed 

to venerate the learned and religious people and give them everypossible 

help.As the supreme judge he looked after administration of justice 

according to religiousprecepts and existing customs.It was the duty of the 

King to appoint his central and provincial officers. 

 

Check Your Progress 2 

1)The concern of the society with agricultural production was also 

reflected in the importancegiven to irrigation. First method of irrigation 

was through the reservoir (lake: Sudarsana). Then the peasants used to 

draw water from wells and supply the water to the fields through 

carefullyprepared channels. They also tie anumber of pots to a chain; the 

chain with the pots reached down to the water of the hull, andby making 

the chain and the pots rotate, it was ensured that the pots would 

continuously fillwith water and empty it. This mechanism was known as 

ghati-yantra as ghati was thename used for a pot. This type of 

mechanism also came to be known as araghatta.  

2) Texts like Amarakosha and Brihat Samhita which were generally 

dated to this period, listmany items, give their Sanskrit names and also 

mention different categories of craftsmenwho manufactured them. 

 

Check Your Progress 3 

1) The Dharmasastras spoke of apadharma or conduct to be followed 

during periods ofdistress. This means that the Varnas take to professions 

and duties not assigned to themwhen they found it necessary to do so. 

For example, the Brahmanas came to exertconsiderable influence on the 

kings from the Gupta period and this was quite clear from theway they 

received land from the kings and others. To manage the land, they were 

give fiscal and administrative rights.  
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Check Your Progress 4 

1) In this period the towns which were active centresof craft production 

in the post-Mauryan periodexperienced decay and desertion. The pre-

Kushana and Kushana towns in northern India and those associated with 

the Satavahanas inthe Deccan began to decay from the middle of the 

third or the fourth century. Actually, urbandecline took place in two 

phases. The first coincided with the rise of the Guptas. During thisperiod 

sites such as Sanghol, Hastinapur, Atranjikhera, Mathura, Sonkh, 

Sravasti,Kausambi, Khairadih, Chirand, Tamluk, etc., in the Upper and 

Middle Gangetic plainsexperienced decline. The second phase of urban 

decay set in after thesixth century and these centres ceased to be towns 

thereafter. 

2) Landgrant charters bestowed the beneficiary with superior rights over 

and above those of theinhabitants in the donated villages. The donee was 

entitled to collect all kinds oftaxes. He could collect regular and irregular 

taxes and fixed and unfixed payments, empowered with the right to evict 

the peasantry at will and to replace them withnew peasants. From the 

seventh century onwards grants give away water resources, trees,bushes 

and pastures to the donee. The transfer ofthese resources to the donee not 

only affected the peasantry of the donated villages adverselybut also 

strengthened the power of the donees.  

 


