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1.0

OBJECTIVES

The main aim of this unit is to discuss the spread of agrarian settlements in the India
from 300 BCE to 300 CE. After reading this unit you should be able to:




understand the main features of agrarian economy and agrarian expansion
during this period,
know the revenue income from agriculture, and redistribution of resources in
the agrarian settlements, and
understand the organisation of agrarian society.
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1.1

INTRODUCTION

This unit starts with a general discussion on material and social basis of agricultural
and non-agricultural production. Study of agrarian economy is very crucial because
the bulk of the population was involved in agriculture. This unit familiarise you with
the organisation of land revenue collection and also take into account the impact of
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, and
growth of urban centres.

One more important question which deserves our attention is the role of the state in
the 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.

1.2

MATERIAL AND SOCIAL BASIS OF PRODUCTION

With the introduction of iron technology during the second half of the first
millennium BCE, substantial surpluses of agricultural produce were created. 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 the
number of cities because of their immense numbers. This can be taken to indicate
that there may have been an increase in the number of towns in this period.
Descriptions by Megasthenes of the well organised administration of towns’ indicate
large concentration of population in these centres. For living in these towns
regulations were apparently stringent. Excavations have however, failed to produce
any substantial evidence of city planning in this period and the remains of Mauryan
architecture are few. That many of the building structures were made of burnt bricks
can be deduced from the fact that they have been found in large quantities from
excavations in sites spread over Uttar Pradesh and Bihar. Houses were made also of
timber because Megasthenes speaks of wooden structures at the Mauryan capital,
Pataliputra. At Kumrahar (modern Patna) excavations also revealed some structures
which have been identified as a pillared hall of a Mauryan palace. In terms of
structures one of the most important finds of this period are a large number of ring
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wells which were probably used to supply water for domestic purposes. They
became widespread in other parts of the country in the subsequent ages. The
hallmark of the structural development was thus the extensive use of ring wells and
burnt bricks. They imply the easy availability of timber for them to be made. Use of
burnt bricks, and finds of Northern Black Polished Ware sherds and other remains
help us gauge how widely towns were distributed in several parts of the Mauryan
empire.
In the Ganges Plains the existence of towns with the above mentioned material
remains implies a significantly strong technological base. Thus, it has been
emphatically argued in the writings of D.D. Kosambi and R.S. Sharma that this was
provided by the widespread use of iron. It was pointed out that the Magadhan
kingdom was located near the rich iron ore areas of southern Bihar, and had access to
important river and land routes. During excavations different types of iron tools like
socketed axes, sickles and possibly ploughshares have been found. These tools must
have made the task of clearing the thick forests of the Eastern Ganges Plains easy
and also facilitated the efficiency of agriculture. Numerous small heaps of iron slags
have been found scattered all over the iron belt of South Bihar. Such refuse 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 ordinary people
probably had access to the use and manufacture of iron. Sophisticated techniques of
making different kinds of iron were also known, as can be gleaned from the
Arthasastra of Kautilya.
The use of iron did not, however, diffuse from the Ganges Plains to other parts of the
country. Independent evidence for its use and availability has been found in
excavated material dated to both pre-Mauryan and Mauryan times in other parts of
India as well. However, it is clear that in the Ganges Plains at least, the soil being
heavy and loamy, the necessity of heavy iron tipped ploughs and plough-shares was
most essential to make intensive agriculture possible. The use of iron for agricultural
purposes cannot be over emphasized. That this was recognised by the State is evident
from the Arthasastra which advocates that the King should maintain a monopoly
over certain kinds of mining. This was perhaps also suggested because of the crucial
need of metals for military progress.
Apart from sound technology, most expanding agrarian societies require a regular
and cheap supply of labour for production of food grains and other commodities.
How this labour is controlled and maintained is of crucial importance to understand
the social basis of production. We have already indicated above that a new kind of
cultivation had become important in the middle Ganges Plains, namely, paddy
cultivation. This was labour-intensive and required more than the peasant family's
labour at particular seasons of transplanting and harvesting. This kind of cultivation
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had become popular during this period. We also find that great stress was laid on
bringing new land under cultivation. In these newly settled tracts shortage of labour
was expected and from the Arthasastra we learns how the State could make special
attempts to settle the new areas.
In this context it is suggested that the Sudras were to settle these areas. They in any
case formed the bulk of agricultural and other types of manual labour. Settling new
groups could be done by transferring them from overpopulated areas or deporting
them from the defeated kingdoms. The latter was probably the case with the 150,000
people who were deported after the Kalinga War. The Arthasastra suggests that new
villages could be formed also by inducing foreigners to immigrate to them. Other
groups like carpenters and merchants were also probably settled in a similar manner.
The Sudra settlers were expected to be given some fiscal concessions and also a
supply of cattle and seeds along with implements. This was probably an
encouragement to enable them to cultivate virgin soil. Decaying or ruined
settlements were similarly to be repopulated because with a rehabilitated settlement
only could agricultural production 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. In
these cases the failure on the part of the farmers to cultivate would lead to their
transfer to someone else. Since these villages were a part of crown lands, obviously
the King and his officials exercised strict control over them.
Thus, the two major pre-requisites, namely the use and control of raw materials and
manpower made it possible for agrarian expansion-to take place. We next turn to
take a more detailed look at the material and economic expansion, in particular in the
Ganges Plains, and on a general level, in other parts of North India between 300
BCE to 300 CE.

1.3

AGRICULTURE AND LAND REVENUE IN NORTH INDIA

In this section we will discuss the general features of agrarian economy and land
revenue organisation.

1.3.1 General Features of Agrarian Economy
We have discussed above that settlement of permanent villages was recognised in the
Arthsastra as a method for the expansion of agrarian economy. These settlements
ensured a sound and stable resource base for the State to extract taxes and the land
tax formed the bulk of it. This process of settlement was called janapadanivesa, but
the extent of how this was done is not clearly known. According to R.S. Sharma it
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would be reasonable to presume that most of the Ganges Basin was brought under
cultivation in this manner and some efforts may have been made in 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 into
seven classes mentions the farmers as the second class, next only to the philosophers
who 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 not
absolutely correct, the farmers drew his attention because they were numerically a
large class devoted to land. The Classical sources specifically mention that the
cultivators were without arms. Megasthenes also maintains that the peasants were
left untouched during war. This seems difficult to believe as the example of the
Kalinga War and the figures quoted in the Asokan inscriptions of those dead and
deported must have included a fair number of peasants.
In sita or crown land areas the King's and the State's rights of possession, cultivation,
mortgage and sale were naturally superior. In fact, in the Arthasastra a sitadhyaksa
or superintendent of agriculture is mentioned who probably supervised the
cultivation works here. These areas were in all probability fertile and suited to high
productivity. It is difficult to identify the origin of these State farms. It is possible
that their origin lay in large estates 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 techniques, described in depth
in the Arthasastra, also probably 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 Plains alone one can suggest
that different types of it existed. This naturally entailed varied systems of
cultivations and also different levels of agricultural development. The Arthasastra
references to different types of agricultural operations supervised by officials thus
refer to lands owned by either the State or King. However, a small section of the text
deals with the sale of land and buildings. This suggests that individuals could own
small areas of cultivable land which they could cultivate themselves.
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The most important reason for the success of agriculture in the state owned lands
was the 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 number of officers were employed who measured the land and inspected
sluices by which water was distributed into the branch channels. That irrigation
facilities existed in other 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, is said to have built a dam for creating a reservoir of water
near Girnar in Saurashtra. This was known as Sudarshanatadaga (water tank). This
reservoir became so famous that its history can be traced to the middle of the fifth
century CE for a period of about eight hundred years.

1.3.2 Land Revenue Organisation
The Classical writers state that some villages were exempted from taxation. They
were probably rare exceptions and in fact, it has been suggested that this was so
because these villages may have provided soldiers to the State. It is also suggested
by 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 land
revenue. Therefore, the land revenue collection had to be efficiently organised so as
to expropriate the maximum possible surplus from the people. It is generally stated
that the Mauryan rule constitutes a landmark in the history of the improvement of the
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
samsharta. 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 ¼of the produce was 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 of the produce.
But it is possible that in the Maurya period it was quite high and levied at the rate of
1
/4 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 bali and
reduced the payment of bhaga to ⅛. Even Asoka's great respect for the Buddha did
not prompt the emperor to exempt the village totally from the payment of taxes.
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Sharecropping was another way by which the State collected agricultural resources.
The sharecroppers were in the first place provided with seeds, oxen, etc., and
received arable land for cultivation. In this kind of situation the peasants probably
gave half of 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 new taxes and made
already 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 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. Nonetheless, he continues to recommend that in case the State still
falls short of its needs, several other fiscal measures for periods of emergency could
be made use of. For example one such measure was the levy of pranaya which
literally meant a gift of affection. This is a tax first mentioned by Panini but
elaborated upon for the first time in the Arthasastra. It amounted to ⅓ or ¼ of the
produce according to the nature of the soil. It is usually interpreted as a voluntary gift
but once put into practice, in reality it must have become obligatory. Further, in
times of emergency the cultivators could be forced to raise two crops. The
importance of these measures was constantly emphasized as the country did face
famines, and during these bleak periods the level of revenue collection must have
naturally fallen.
As land revenue was the backbone of the Mauryan economy, the Arthasastra is
careful in designing the revenue system of the State. It is particular in defining the
different 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, at least in its major areas, must
have ensured a substantial land revenue collection without which the government
machinery and the army would have been difficult to maintain.
Check Your Progress 1
1) Mark which of the following statements are right (√) or wrong (×).
i) Sudras were employed for large scale agricultural operations. ( )
ii) The use of iron technology helped agrarian expansion to a large extent. ( )
iii) All villages in Mauryan India were under direct state control. ()
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2) Tick (√) which one of the following revenue items was collected only in cash:
a) kara
b) bhaga
c) hiranya
d) pranaya
3) List the material changes that took place in the Ganges Valley under the
Mauryasin about four lines.
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
4) Explain why iron was able to transform the nature of agrarian growth in about
two-three lines.
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
5) List the fiscal measures which were expected to be adopted by the State during
periods of emergency in about five lines.
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
6) List the main taxes and revenue officials of the Mauryan period.
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………

1.4

AGRICULTURE AND LAND REVENUE IN SOUTH INDIA
AND DECCAN

An increase in population is a notable change from the new Stone Age to the Iron
Age in the Deccan and South India. This increase is reflected in the number of the
Iron Age sites. As a result of this change there was a spread of settlements from the
upland areas to the fertile river valleys and a transformation from partly cattle
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rearing and partly shifting cultivation to settled agricultural economy. The main
features of this way of life were:







a concentration of settlements in the river valleys,
a certain level of craft specialisation,
extensive use of iron tools and implements,
new technology of the iron ploughshare,
management of minor irrigational facilities, and
a change from the dry land crops to a more surplus yielding wet land crop of
paddy.

Archaeological sites which suggest these changes are scattered all over Deccan and
South India. They are generally known as megalithic sites. Thus, before discussing
agrarian settlements we would mention in brief about megaliths.
Magalith literally means big stone. The megaliths are associated not with the actual
settlements of the people but with the burial sites in the form of stone circles around
the graves. Some habitational sites such as Tirukkampuliyar, Alagarai etc. also have
been brought to light but they are very rare. The beginnings of the megaliths are
traced to about 1000 B.C. but in many cases they are dated in the fifth to the first
century B.C. In some places they continued even later. The grave goods consisted of
a variety of articles like human bones, various types of pottery including the
characteristic Black-and-Red ware, inscribed pot sherds, tools and weapons of iron,
beads and ornaments, cult objects, and several other things. It is from these
megalithic remains that we know about the material culture of the agrarian
settlements of the Iron Age in Deccan and South India.

1.4.1 Agricultural Production in the Settlements in Tamilaham
Agriculture in Tamilaham was carried on with the help of the iron ploughshare.
Spades, hoes and sickles also were used for different agricultural purposes.
Blacksmiths knew the metallurgy of iron, and some sites have yielded furnaces used
for iron smelting. Iron slags also have been obtained from such sites. Iron tipped
plough is necessary for deep ploughing. For rice and sugarcane land needed deep
ploughing. The use of ploughs is attested by literature and inscriptions. A dealer in
ploughshare figures as a donor in a cave inscription in Tamilaham. Bullocks and
buffaloes were harnessed to the plough, and the employment of the draught animals
combined with the use of the plough made agricultural operations efficient.
Irrigation facilities were organized at times by local cultivators and at times by kings
and chieftains. River water was channelised to the fields. Remains of an ancient
reservoir were discovered near Kaveripattinam in Tamilaham. Irrigation was
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important because rainfall was not sufficient in the region. Paddy and sugarcane
were the two important crops in the fertile marutam fields. Pulses also were grown.
It is known from the literature of the period that the people had some knowledge of
the seasons, which was necessary for successful cultivation.
Uzhavar and vellalar were the cultivators of the land. Uzhavar literally means
ploughmen and vellalar means the masters of soil. One of the sources of the labour
for agriculture was the groups of ploughmen. Atiyor and Vinaivalar are also
mentioned as working in the fields.
Atiyor probably means slaves and vinaivalar means workers earning 'wages'. Details
about the 'wage' rates and other conditions of labour are not known. In several
contexts members of big families are found engaged in agricultural production.
Production based on family labour alone did not yield large amount of surplus.
However, in spite of this limitation, the agrarian settlements could sustain different
groups of functionaries like blacksmiths, carpenters, bards, dancers, magicians,
priests, monks etc.

1.4.2 Settlements in the Deccan
There was an overall increase in the number of settlements in the Deccan in the river
basins, on the coasts and on the plateau during the Satavahana period (1st Century
BCE to the 3rd Century CE). The Godavari valley had the largest number of
settlements. The material culture of the Satavahana settlements showed some
improvements from that of the megalithic settlements of the Deccan. The tools and
implements included ploughshares, sickles, spades, axes and arrowheads. The hoe
continued in the developed phase but it was properly socketed. Iron ore war available
in the areas of Karimnagar and Warnagal. Iron working in these areas is indicated as
early as the megalithic period. Gold working also is attested to in the Deccan in the
Satavahana period. There developments show that metallurgy had progressed in
these areas.
Irrigation facilities were known in the form of tanks and wells. The water wheel was
used for lifting water. Digging tanks and wells was considered to be a meritorious
act. Some rulers are praised in the inscriptions as the makers of tanks. Rich people
also constructed tanks and wells.
The people of the Deccan had the knowledge of paddy transplantation. The river
basin of the Godavari and Krishna became an extensive rice producing region in the
first two centuries of the Christian era. Cotton was grown in the black soil areas and
the cotton products of Andhra became famous even in foreign countries. The
cultivation of coconut trees went a long way in the development of the coastal areas.
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Plantations of mango tree and some other trees of timber are also heard of in
different parts of the Deccan.
The source of labour in the Deccan included waged labourers and slaves. The
Periplus of the Erythrean Sea states that slaves were brought from Arabia. This
clearly shows that there was sharp distinction and stratification in the society. The
distinction between the 'high' and the 'low' was prevalent in Tamilaham. The 'high'
group consisted of rulers and chieftains and the vellala and velir sections who were
masters of the land. The 'low' section consisted of ordinary peasants, bards and
dancers and the workers etc. The distinction was more crystallised in the Deccan
where a fusion of indigenous developments and the northern ideals and ideology
took place at an earlier stage.

1.4.3 Ownership Rights
The social distinction on the basis of wealth and property takes us to the problem of
ownership rights. In the far south, we have seen that there were some vellala groups
who were masters of the soil. This seems to suggest possession of land rather than
work on other's land for wages. Occasionally, the chieftains granted Ur settlements
to their fighters and bards. In effect the person who was given land received the right
to collect the income from the Ur settlements which were granted to him. Generally,
the field was owned collectively and the produce were also enjoyed collectively after
paying the dues to the chiefs. The nature of land rights is clearer in the Deccan.
There were Gahapati householders who were both landowners and merchants.
According to an inscription Ushavadata son-in-law of Kshatrapa ruler Nahapana of
western Deccan, purchased a plot of land form a Brahmin and donated it to a
Buddhist Sangha. This was possible because of the fact that land could be owned
privately. From this deal the private owner received 40,000 kahapana coins. The
Satavahana kings donated plots of land and even villages to religious beneficiaries.
The lay devotees followed this practice only later. From the inscriptions of the period
we know that private individuals owned plots of land.

1.4.4 Revenue and Surplus Extraction
Land revenue was the main source of income. Its collection was done by the state
through an organised mechanism. In this section will discuss land revenue and its
collection.

1.4.4.1 Revenue from Agriculture
The Tamil literature mentions irai and tirai as the two types of contribution received
by the chieftains. The irai appears to have been a more regular contribution and the
tirai, tribute. Unfortunately we do not have much information from the
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contemporary records about the rate and mode of collection of revenue. The rulers
are often advised to be gentle and moderate in the collection of revenue. This seems
to suggest that coercion and excesses were practiced by the authorities in collecting
shares from the cultivators.
Revenue, system was probably more regular in the Deccan under the Satavahan as
but again there also the details are not very clear. We hear about some names of
taxes like kara, deya, meya, bhaga.
The actual significance of these terms or the amount of revenue claimed, by the state
are not known. The donation of villages to Buddhist Sanghas and Brahmans
included revenues from donated villages. In such cases some immunities are
mentioned. These immunities were:
i.
ii.

against entry by the king's soldiers for collecting any sort of fees, and
against royal officers taking possession of articles from the village.

These would show that:
 ordinarily, villagers had to pay some contribution of money or articles to soldiers
when they came to the village, or
 the soldiers were authorised to collect the revenue.
It appears that in some Satavahana regions the rural areas were under the gaulmika
who was in charge of a small military unit, when land was granted to Buddhist
monasteries or Brahmanas, the state had to guarantee that their rights were not
interfered with by the troops operating in rural areas.

1.4.4.2 Modes of Acquiring and Distributing Resources in Tamilaham
Several modes of distribution of resources were prevalent in the agrarian settlements
in Tamilaham. Here we shall take up the important form of redistribution through
gift. Gift was perhaps the most common mode of circulation of resources. Each
producer gave a part of his product to others for services rendered. Gift of a rich
meal or a piece of cloth was a simple form of redistribution. Fighting heroes were
provided with feasts both before and after plunder and raid. Poor singers and dancing
women who sang and danced in praise of chieftains travelled from court to court
eager to get a full meal and something to put on. At times the gift objects included
fine imported wine, silk clothes and even gold ornaments in addition to feast.
Brahman priests and warrior heroes often received villages and cattle in gifts by way
of remuneration for their services. Gift of villages to Brahmans accounts for the
Brahman settlements in ancient Tamilaham. The acts of redistribution through gift
were made by three groups of persons with wealth and power, namely, the crowned
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kings (Vendar), the minor chieftains (velir) and the well to do agricultural
householders (vellalar) of the agrarian settlements.

1.4.4.3Excesses in Extraction
In order to make distribution of gifts possible, it was necessary that resources were
collected in a centre that is the residence of the chiefs. Distribution of gifts from a
centre was an important feature of redistribution. The pooling of resources often led
to plunder and pillage of agrarian tracts. Grains and Cattle were looted. What they
could not carry was destroyed. Setting fire to the peasant settlements, devastation of
the harvesting fields of the enemies and conversion of the rich gardens to waste land
were some of the acts of the plunderers. The marava fighters of the hill tracts and the
pasture lands were used by the chiefs to plunder settlements. The booty of such
plunders was redistributed among the marava fighters and the Brahman priests by
way of presentation and the remuneration for expiatory rituals. The defenceless
plight of the peasants and the way they were terrorised and exploited are attested to
by a number of songs of the Sangam anthologies.
Instead of all such excess committed against the poor peasants, the war was
celebrated as a noble heroic act. It was even institutionalised. The cult of war was
propagated through the praise of the courage of the warriors whose memorial stones
were made cult objects or objects of worship. The pana singers sang in praise of the
warlike qualities of the chieftain and his fighters. Booty capture was necessary
because of the scarcity of resources. At the same time such activities of excesses
resulted in the destruction of resources. This was a contradiction which was inherent
in the mechanism of redistribution at the level of chieftains.
Check Your Progress 2
1) Mark the (√) or (×) against the following:
i) Megalithic monuments are the remains of the new Stone Age. ( )
ii) Millet crops could not be cultivated with hoes. ( )
iii) Irrigational facilities were not known in the river valleys of Tamilaham. ( )
iv) The chieftains donated villages to the temple. ( )
v) Private individuals in the Deccan were not entitled to own land. ( )
vi) Irai and tirai were the two items of revenue to be paid in cash. ( )
vii) Gualmlkas were the rural administrators of the Satavahanas. ( )
viii) The bards and dancers travelled from court to court to receive rich
presentations of cattle and land. ( )
ix) The plunder war was institutionalised in ancient Tamilaham. ( )
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2) List six features of the agrarian village in ancient South India.
………………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………………

3) Write five lines about the tools and implements and irrigational facilities in the
agrarian settlements in the Deccan.
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
4) Write five lines about the ownership of land in the Deccan
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
5) Write five lines about the plunder wars in ancient South India.
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
6) Write three lines about the excesses in the appropriation of surplus in early
Tamilaham.
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………

1.5 LET US SUM UP
In this Unit we have discussed the spread of agrarian settlements in the India from
300 BCE to 300 CE. In this Unit you have studied:
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the material and social basis of production which was fundamental for
economic growth,
the main elements of agrarian expansion and the patterns of land ownership,
how the State appropriated the agrarian surplus through the levy of various
land taxes,
the dynamics of trade and its organisation and the extent to which the State
interfered in this sphere of economic activity, and

1.6 KEY WORDS
Cess:

Tax

Diffusion:

Spread from a centre of origin

Fiscal:

Economic and financial measures

Gahapati:

Head of rich land-owning family

Samaharta:

Assessor of land revenue

1.7

ANSWERS TO CHECK YOUR PROGRESS EXERCISES

Check Your Progress 1
1)
2)
3)
4)
5)
6)

i) √
ii) √
c
See Sec. 1.2
See Sec. 1.2
See Sec. 1.3.2
See Sec. 1.3.2

iii) ×

Check Your Progress 2
1)
2)
3)
4)
5)
6)

i) × ii) ×
iii) ×
See Sec. 1.4
See sub-Sec. 1.4.2
See sub-Sec. 1.4.3
See sub-Sec. 1.4.4.3
See sub-Sec. 1.4.4.3

iv) × v) ×
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vi) ×

vii) √

viii) ×

ix) √

SUGGESTED READINGS
Sharrna R.S., 1983. Material Cultures and Social Formations in Ancient India, New
Delhi.
Singh, U., 2009. A History of Ancient and Early Medieval India – From the Stone
Age to the 12th Century, Delhi: Pearson.
Tripathi, R.S., 1942. History of Ancient India, Delhi: Motilal Banarsidas.

16

UNIT 2 : URBAN GROWTH: TRADE & COMMERCE
Structure
2.0 Objectives
2.1 Introduction
2.2 Expansion of Trade and Urbanisation during Mauryan Period
2.2.1 Organisation of Trade
2.2.2 Growth of Urban Economy
2.2.3 Socio-Economic Changes in Mauryan India
2.3 Expansion of Trade and Urban Growth during Post-Mauryan Period (North
India)
2.3.1 Political Framework
2.3.2 Expansion of Trade and Production of Commodities
2.3.2.1 Internal Trade
2.3.2.2 External Trade
2.3.2.3 Principal Trade Routes
2.3.2.4 Urban Centres
2.3.3 Role of Religion in Trade
2.3.4 Position of Traders
2.4 Expansion of Trade and Urban Centres in Peninsular India
2.4.1 Types of Trade
2.4.1.1 Local Trade
2.4.1.2 Long distance overland trade
2.4.1.3 Long distance overseas trade
2.4.2 Aspects of Commercial Organisation
2.4.3 Coins as media of Exchange
2.4.3.1 Local Coins
2.4.3.2 Roman Coins
2.4.4 Revenue from Trade
2.4.5 Weights and Measures
2.4.6 Urban Centres
2.4.7 The Impact of Trade and Urban Centres on Society
2.5 Let Us Sum Up
2.6 Key Words
2.7 Answers to Check Your Progress Exercises

17

2.0

OBJECTIVES

The purpose of the Unit is to discuss briefly the different dimensions of the
expansion of trade and urban centres in India from 300 BCE to 300 CE. After
reading this unit you will be able to:
 know how trade was organised and how it expanded, opening up new areas
of activity,
 understand the nature of urban economy as also how towns and cities grew in
the period,
 know how items of trade were acquired or manufactured,
 understand which were the major trade routes in India,
 know about the important urban centres that developed,
 explain coins as media of exchange in trade;
 discuss the interest of political authorities in trade,
 understand about the commercial contacts between India and other countries,
and
 know the position of traders in society.

2.1

INTRODUCTION

The early cities in North India were located either on the banks of the Ganga or on
its major tributaries which were used for communication. A majority of them were
political centres and capitals of the early monarchical kingdoms. Some of them had
mud ramparts and earthen embankments, but by and large they were unplanned
settlements. Archaeological excavations at these early sites have been few and have
failed to reveal any evidence of early monuments. It is not until the Mauryan period
when the capital was shifted from Rajagriha to Pataliputra that there are traces of
monumental architecture. As compared to these early beginnings the pace of
urbanisation accelerated in the post-Mauryan period. The number of cities increased
and these now combined political and commercial functions. There was a greater use
of brick, both for residential structures as well as for fortifications and public
buildings. It is also at this time that imposing religious monuments were built and
embellished. In peninsular India, growth of trade and emergence of urban centres
were not isolated phenomena but were very much associated with the other
important changes which were taking place in the region i.e. growth of agriculture,
Mauryan expansion in peninsular India, foreign contact, and growth of skill in
producing crafts items.
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2.2

EXPANSION OF TRADE AND URBANISATION DURING
MAURYAN PERIOD (NORTH INDIA)

The non-agrarian economy of the Magadhan empire revolved around two
interrelated developments:
i.
ii.

expansion of trade and commerce, and
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 Plains. However, it was the expansion of
commercial economy that enabled it to extend its resource base to other parts of the
country.

2.2.1 Organisation of Trade
Trade did not suddenly develop during this period. It was part of the larger process
of 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 passed
through north-west India. The main trade routes in northern India were along the
river Ganges and the Himalayan foothills. Major centres like Rajagriha in Magadha
and Kausambi, near present-day Allahabad, were connected in this way. Pataliputra,
the capital of the Mauryas, had a particularly strategic location and was connected by
river and road in all four directions. The northern route going to such sites as
Sravasti and Kapilavastu was connected through the city of Vaisali. From
Kapilavastu this route linked up Kalsi, Hazara, and eventually led up to Peshawar.
Megasthenes also talks of a land route connecting the north-west with Pataliputra. In
the south it was connected to Central India and in the South-east to Kalinga. This
eastern route turned southwards to finally reach Andhra and Karnataka. The other
part of the eastern route continued down to the Ganges delta to Tamralipti which
acted as an exit point for the south and south-east. From Kausambi moving
westwards another route led to Ujjain. This continued either further west to the coast
of Gujarat or west south across the Narmada and was regarded as dakshinapatha
(southern route). The overland 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 one
place to another. This naturally fostered trade. Internal trade was considerably
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benefited because river transport had been improved once the forests around the
valleys had been cleared under State initiative. The State's policy particularly under
Bindusara and Asoka to have peaceful and friendly relations with the Greeks gave
fillip to foreign trade as well.
Trade was carried on in different ways. It was intrinsically linked to the methods of
production 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 evident
from a number of inscriptions. Megasthenes also mentions the artisans as one of the
seven castes/classes he noticed during his stay in India. The well-known guilds of the
period were those of metallurgists of various kinds, carpenters, potters,
leatherworkers, painters, textile workers, etc. Making of the Northern Black Polished
Ware is a good example of craft activities. It became a specialized kind of potterymaking craft and its availability outside the Ganges Plains is limited. This indicates
that it was a technique developed in this-part of the country and was perhaps
dependent on a particular type of clay available here.
Like the artisans, the merchants were also organised along guild lines. Certain kinds
of merchants were connected to particular artisan groups which made distribution of
goods easier. They too inhabited identifiable parts of the cities which came to be
associated with their professions.
It is however, important to note that the State administration under the Mauryas also
took up the organisation of trade. This administrative control on production and
distribution made it more efficient. This did not mean that it directly interfered with
and changed the guild organisations. On the other hand, it increased its control on the
distribution of their goods and itself became a producer. At another level, it
gradually converted some crafts into some sort of small-scale industries. The State
did this by directly employing some of the artisans like armourers, ship builders,
builders in stone, etc. They were exempted from payment of tax because they
rendered compulsory labour service to the State. Other artisans like spinners,
weavers, miners etc., who worked for the State were liable to tax.
The above mentioned steps to organise trade and commodity production were part
and parcel of State policy. This policy was aimed at augmenting its efficiency in
economic spheres of activity and its revenues. Megasthenes mentions a
superintendent of commerce whose duty was to fix prices of goods and also to
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interfere if there was a glut in any commodity. He is also mentioned in the
Arthasastra as panyadhyaksa. This text lists the various officials that were in-charge
of the different economic activities. The office of the samsthadhyaksa that looked
after the markets was in fact to check the wrong practices of the traders. The
pautavadbyaksa or superintendent of weights and measures exerted a strict control
on maintaining standard weights and measures. State boats that facilitated transport
were put under the charge of a navadhyaksa. He helped in-regulating river transport
and collecting ferry charges. All traders had to pay taxes and custom's dues ranging
from 1/5 to 1/25 of the value of goods. These were supposed to be collected by a
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 to
choose those areas of commodity production and trade that were essential for its
functioning and yielded good revenues. Sometimes State goods could also be sold by
private traders as their network of distribution was more well-organised and
widespread. Despite the above changes it would be right to conclude that the
majority of artisans either continued to work individually or within the complex
structure of the guilds. The guilds continued to serve the very important purpose of
cohesively organising petty producers and most importantly, controlling them. Even
the artisans found it advantageous to join them since this eliminated the expenses of
working alone or competing with others of the same profession. From the State's
point of view the guilds facilitated the collection of taxes. Finally, since they
concentrated locally and also specialized in particular crafts there were a
strengthening of that particular trade. We need however, to conclude with the point
that guilds were not found to flourish 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 now turn our attention

2.2.2 Growth of Urban Economy
The process of urbanism which had begun in the pre-Mauryan period witnessed
further growth in the Mauryan period. Two major sections of population inhabited
the towns, namely, artisans and merchants and the officials of the government. The
urban economy characterised by the activities of the manufacturers of goods and of
merchants as also by a system of exchange began to spread from the Ganges Valley
to other areas of Western and Central India, the Deccan and South India.
Proliferation of rural settlements and the prosperity of the gahapatis enabled the
social base of urban centres to expand further. In many cases, the rich rural families
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were developed contacts with towns and provided financial support needed
particularly by merchant groups.
This Unit begins with a discussion on the material remains of the Mauryan phase to
show that the urban centres had definitely increased during this period. It is however
impossible to measure this growth. Going by Kautilya's Arthasastra we learn that
through a process of durganivesa or durgavidhana, the State founded walled towns.
These towns were said to be populated by priests, nobles, soldiers and also
merchants, artisans and others. There are also detailed descriptions in this text on the
protection of towns and their lay-out so that economic regulations could be carried
out properly. Indeed, the Arthasastra viewed towns (durga), as it viewed the
janapadas, as an important source of revenue. The taxes received from towns paid
rich dividends to the State and therefore, development and administration of towns
was given much importance by the Mauryas. In fact, when mention is made of taxing
guilds located in the capital or durga, we get an impression that those in the
countryside enjoyed exemption. This may have been because town population was
easier to regulate and organise.
Megasthenes' detailed description of the Mauryan capital gives us some idea about
how towns were administered and which areas of urban economy were regulated in
the interest of the State. He tells us that Pataliputra was administered by thirty
officials who were divided into six Committees of five members each. Of these six
Committees, four were related to economic activity. These were Committees dealing
with industrial arts, trade and commerce, the supervision of the public sale of
manufactured 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 thus
important to ensure the proper functioning of its economic activities.
The above description may apply to other similar big and developed cities in the
heartland of the Mauryan Empire. In the absence of enough information it is not
possible to describe the exact nature of the administration of small cities, port towns
and pilgrimage centres. What is however, important to emphasize is that the
development to the Mauryan economy in general made it possible for towns of
various kinds to flourish. Population mobility and interaction between social groups
was necessary for the urban economy to remain healthy and prosperous. This could
be ensured by a certain degree of political stability in the metropolitan and core areas
of the empire.
Another significant aspect of the urban economy is that it created the situation for the
development of transactions in cash and the circulation of coined money. Though the
use of currency began in an earlier period, it became fairly common during the
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Mauryan period because of the development of commerce. Its use in trade is selfevident but the importance of cash in the economy can be gauged from the fact that it
was probably used to pay salaries of the officials. The Arthasastra lists for us the
range of salaries expected to be paid and this varied from 48,000 panas to 60 panas
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 prime importance.
That these were harnessed by the Mauryas is evident from the innumerable punchmarked, mostly silver, coins which are assignable to this period. Of these the
majority are stated to be from Uttar Pradesh and Bihar which constituted the core
area of the empire.
For the kind of urban economy that envisaged substantial State control, the State also
had to maintain a monopoly in certain important spheres of activity. Thus, the
Arthasastra provides for a superintendent of mines called akaradhyaksa whose chief
function was to look for new mines and reopen old ones. Like mining metals another
area of State monopoly was mining salt. The importance of different kind of metals
not only for minting coins but for such important commodities as making weapons
cannot be underestimated. Thus, we find the mention of a superintendent of iron
called lohadhyaksa in Arthasastra. Apart from equipping soldiers with arms, the
government was probably also concerned about supplying implements for
agriculture. They concerned for keeping a monopoly over mining and trading in
mineral products thus secured for the Mauryan State the most crucial raw materials.
Proper utilization of 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 had
also increased in number. In the next sub-section we shall discuss the different
avenues through which socio-economic changes reached out to different parts of
Mauryan India. Again as in other spheres of economy the Mauryan control of such
centres varied from one region to another.

2.2.3 Socio-Economic Changes in Mauryan India
From the above discussion it appears that the most distinguishing feature of the
Mauryan Economy was the emphasis on State control in agriculture, trade and
industry. We have shown that it was necessary for the State to levy a variety of taxes.
The requirements of resources for the Mauryan State were very high. The taxes
realized from the region of Magadha and adjoining areas were not enough to meet
this demand. Therefore, attempts were made to control resources in other parts of the
country as well. For example, Kalinga, the Karnataka plateau and Western India
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where Asokan inscriptions are found, were such areas. To regulate certain types of
economic activities in such far off regions, the Mauryas worked out different
strategies. This depended on the nature of resources the particular region offered.
The conquest of Kalinga, for instance, offered control of an agriculturally rich area
as well as the control of important trade routes that passed through it to the mineral
rich areas of South India. Thus the main motive behind acquiring such regions as
Karnataka seems to have been that they were rich in gold and other precious
materials.
What about those areas where Mauryan inscriptions are not found? It has been
recently argued by Romila Thapar that it is difficult to gauge the political or
economic control of the Mauryas in such regions. Northern Deccan, the Punjab and
Sind and Rajasthan may be cited as examples of such areas. What is the extent of
their influence on the economies of the areas where their presence is indicated? Here
it may be suggested that no large scale restructuring was done even in these areas.
The main interest of the Mauryas was the exploitation of resources of these areas and
they depended on influential sections of population in these areas for doing this. It
may be pointed out that most regions outside the Ganges Valley were at different
levels of economic development in this period. Because of this uneven development,
radical change and restructuring of all these regions was very difficult.
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 the
more developed areas from the less developed areas. Kautilya's advice to the State
was to win them over to a settled agrarian life. He devotes a full chapter to how
tribes could be systematically broken up and several methods, fair or unfair, were
deployed to do this. This was necessary in order that groups of five to ten families
could settle down permanently for bringing more land under cultivation. Asoka's
attitude towards the tribes was paternalistic, but he too warns them that in case they
failed to conform or disobeyed orders of the Mahamatras, stern action would be
taken against them. Controlling of the forest tribes was important from two points of
view:
i. First, it was necessary for new agrarian settlements to be secure as disturbances
from tribes would interrupt their economic development.
ii. Secondly, trade routes often bordered or passed through tribal regions and these
had to be made secure.
It is difficult to have an exact idea of how many tribal groups were thus converted to
peasants, but, that the process was encouraged by the State is significant to take note
of Archaeological evidence for many parts of India shows habitation sites that were
not fully developed as urban centres during this period. The case of the innumerable
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megalith sites, especially those dated to the third century BCE or so, in many parts of
the Deccan and South India, indicates simple farming or pastoral communities with
only 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 BCE but at the same time Mauryan rule did initiate some major
changes in the material and socio-economic setting which bore fruits in the
subsequent centuries.
Some of these changes may be briefly highlighted. In many areas of the Mauryan
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 only
Mauryan or post-Mauryan periods. This means that, impressive human settlements
like 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
only from the Mauryan and post-Mauryan periods. This change in material culture
implies that there were not only changes in technology and material life in general
but also in social organisations and in ideas. Society started becoming organised in a
much more complex manner, resulting in separation between social groups and
ultimately in the institution of the State. The fact that we find local states appearing
in many of the regions after the Mauryas suggests that the process of major socioeconomic change associated with the production of surplus in society began in many
parts of India through contact with the important regions of the Magadhan Empire.
Check Your Progress 1
1) Using the words given below fill in the following blank spaces:
a) The official in charge of mines was called in the Arthasastra (lohadhyaksa /
akaradhyaksa).
b) Kautilya lists the salaries of the highest ranking officials as 48,000
(karsapanas / panas).
c) The overall supervision of commerce in the cities was the duty of
(panyadbyaksa / samathrdhyaksa).
d) The goods produced by the State were called (durgavidhana / rajapanya).
2) Outline in brief the important trade routes in Mauryan India.
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………................
........................................................................................................................................
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3) To what extent did the Mauryan State interfere in commodity production and
trade? Answer in five lines.
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………

2.3

EXPANSION OF TRADE AND URBAN GROWTH
DURING POST-MAURYAN PERIOD (NORTH INDIA)

The revenue from trade and agriculture was necessary to pay for the administrative
machinery and the military maintained by the state. We also know that trade was
carried on along land routes as well as by sea. During the Mauryan period, maritime
trade was carried on mainly along the coast. The ports along the west coast were
probably those of Bharuch at the mouth of the Narmada and Sopara near present day
Bombay. In the east, Tamralipti or present day Tamluk provided an important outlet
for ships sailing to Burma. We shall now see how these land and sea routes expanded
during post-Mauryan period.

2.3.1 Political Framework
A review of the political situation in north India is essential as it is linked to several
questions viz., who controlled trade? Was it controlled by kings and rulers or was it
in the hands of traders and merchants? We have seen earlier that under the Mauryas
the centre of power was Magadha. But with the decline of the Mauryan dynasty
Magadha lost its prime position and many centres of power developed in the
subsequent period. The Ganga Plains, especially Magadha, continued to be ruled by
the Sungas and later by the Kanvas till the beginning of the Christian era.
In the north-west were the Indo-Greek kings whose history is known mainly from
coins issued by them. Their rule came to an end with attacks by nomadic tribes from
Central Asia. The first of these were the Sakas and the Parthians. The second was by
the Yueh-chi tribes. They established themselves in Kabul and Kashmir and started
the line of Kusana kings. The most important Kusana ruler was Kaniska-I, though
the exact dates of his rule are still debated. The capital of the Kusanas was
Purusapura near the modem Peshawar, while Mathura had the status of almost the
second capital. Their kingdom stretched as far east as Varanasi and as far south as
Sanchi. Under Kaniska close links were established with Central Asia and China and
overland trade with these regions prospered.
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In addition to the major dynasties of the Sakas, Parthians and the Kusanas in north
India, there were a large number of local chiefs who ruled in various pockets. Coins
were issued by many of these chiefdoms located in Punjab and Rajasthan. Nearly
175 types of coins have been counted dating back from the late second century BCE
to the early fourth century CE. Similarly a large number of local issues known as
Puri-Kusana coins have been found at sites in the lower Ganga Plains and the Odisha
coast.

2.3.2 Expansion of Trade and Production of Commodities
Here a question arises that, what were the reasons responsible for the increase in
trading activity in the post-Maurya period? There is no single answer as there were
many reasons for this increase:
 Agriculture was now generating enough surplus. It had created such social
classes which required varieties of items that could be acquired only through
trade. Agricultural produce was itself now an item of trade because the
majority of people living in cities did not produce their own food.
 Both Buddhism and Jainism which had a large following by now encouraged
the accumulation and reinvestment of wealth and trade was one of the
occupations held in high regard. Hence we find that there was one of the
occupations held in high regard. Hence we find that there was a close
relationship between the traders and the Buddhist Samgha and Buddhist
monastic establishments were located at important points along trade routes.
 The expansion of urban centres meant that there was a growing class of
consumers for subsistence as well as luxury goods.
Two major empires that arose at this time were the Roman Empire in the west and
the later Han Empire in China. Within the Roman Empire there was greater demand
for products of the east such as spices, aromatic woods, etc. Similarly the rulers of
the later Han Empire adopted an encouraging approach towards merchants and this
resulted in an acceleration of contacts between India, Central Asia and China. In the
section on trade routes we shall discuss how inland trading circuits linked up with
external networks, but first we should analyse the evidence for craft production at
this time.
A large number of inscriptions have been found at Buddhist sites all over the
country. These inscriptions record donations and gifts made to the Buddhist Samgha
but at the same time they also indicate the prosperity of certain professions and
occupational groups.
Thus the inscriptions at Mathura refer to several categories of merchants such as
vanik, sarthavaha and sresthin and to occupations of the goldsmith, jeweller,
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treasurer, iron merchant, etc. In addition, there are references to guilds one of them
being identified as the flour-makers guild. Information about craftsmen and guilds is
also available in early Buddhist literature as well as the Arthasastra of Kautilya.
There are references to specialised groups living together in certain villages. For
example the Jatakas mention a border village in Kasi where a number of carpenters
lived and merchants regularly visited the village for trade. Another way of procuring
goods was by visiting the ports. When a ship arrived in port, merchants converged
there to buy the goods and often had to pay money in advance to secure a share in
the cargo.
According to the Arthasastra, some of the craftsmen worked independently with
apprentices, while others were organised into guilds. Inscriptions refer to donations
made by these craftsmen and archaeological excavations provide us with actual
specimens of their handiwork. Weaving was prominently represented among the
crafts and cotton textiles were exported from India. There were many centres of
textile production in the north including Mathura and Varanasi. One of the donations
at Mathura was by the wife of a dyer. Other categories of craftsmen included
jewellers, perfumers and iron-mongers. Actual finds of beads and other ornaments
are prolific at early historical sites. We have already referred to Ujjain as stones,
glass, ivory and terracotta and these were in great demand from several centres in the
north. Workers in ivory figure in the inscriptions at Sanchi and exquisite examples of
ivory working have fortunately been preserved. A hoard of ivory figurines was
recovered during excavations at the site of Begram or ancient Kapisa in Afghanistan.
Thus we find that a diverse range of commodities were involved in trade at this time.
These included luxury items such as ivories, jewellery and beads, pearls, diamonds
and other precious stones as well as items of regular use such as cloth, agricultural
products and iron objects. No doubt many of these were also exported and we shall
deal with them separately in a later section. Wine was perhaps another item of trade.
The Arthasastra deals in great detail with the production of fermented juices and its
popularity is confirmed by the depiction of drinking scenes in the sculptures of the
period, particularly from sites like Sanghol and Mathura.

2.3.2.1 Internal Trade
While literary sources such as the Milindapanho and the Jatakas provide
information on the organisation of trade networks, further confirmation comes from
archaeological artefacts such as coins, seals and sealings. The Milindapanho was
written about the beginning of the Christian era. The original text is now lost and the
present work is a Pali translation of a copy made at a very early date in Sri Lanka.
Also written in Pali, the Jatakas are five hundred in number and narrate stories
connected with the previous births of the Buddha. At the same time they provide a
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vivid account of the social and economic conditions of the period. From the carvings
on the Buddhist monuments we know that many of these stories were known by the
second-first centuries BCE. The Jatakas show that there were many different types
of commercial transactions and many ways in which the price of a commodity was
fixed. For example, horses, elephants and gems were used mainly by the ruling
classes and their price was fixed by a valuer present in the court. The best horses
came from West Asia and Central Asia. These were transported and sold by
specialised merchants referred to as horse dealers in the early Pali and Sanskrit texts.
Traders were organised into guilds, others traded with their own money, while still
others were only financiers and provided the money to trade with. The terms used for
these different types of merchants also varied. A vanik was primarily a general
trader, while a setthi was a financier and a sarthavaha was a leader of a caravan
which transported good over long distances.
In addition to these, literary references are the evidence of seals, sealings and coins.
A seal is a stamp either inscribed with the name of its owner or with some symbol,
while its impression on any material is called a sealing. Seals were made in a variety
of materials such as stone, ivory, copper or lead and were used both as identification
marks as well as for securing merchandise. In the case of goods, the merchandise
was first fastened with strings or rope and over the knot a lump of moist clay was
applied and then stamped with a seal. The clay was then dried either in the sun or by
applying indirect heat. These clay sealings with string-marks on the back have been
found extensively at archaeological sites in the north.
A good indicator of trade transactions is the coinage system. In the Mauryan period
silver punch-marked coins were in use together with un-inscribed cast copper coins.
In the post-Mauryan period, the variety, number and types of coins being minted
increased rapidly. Inscriptions were introduced on coins and the technique of minting
coins showed great improvement. Several thousand moulds for casting copper coins
dating to 100 BCE have been found at different localities such as Khokrakot in
district Rohtak, Sunet in district Ludhiana, Taxila and Sanchi. Nearly 200 types of
copper coins were issued by the local dynasties and gana-samghas of north India.
The Indo-Greek kings in the north-west introduced a splendid series of portrait
coinage – a type that was followed in India for several centuries. These coins in
silver and copper carried bilingual inscriptions, written on one side Greek language
and script and on the other in Prakrit and generally in Kharosti script. In western
India, the coins of the Kshatrapas are important because these show the earliest use
of the Saka era which henceforth provides a firm basis for dating. Another
remarkable coin series of the early centuries CE is that of the Kusanas. In addition to
those in copper, the Kusanas minted a large number of gold coins and these depict a
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variety of Indian, Greek and Iranian deities. This abundance of coin-types and
coinage systems indicates the extensive use of money.
The Arthasastra refers to wages being paid in money while the Jatakas mention
goods being purchased against securities and traders borrowing money against
bonds. We also know that guilds accepted money deposits and paid an interest on
these as mentioned in an inscription at Mathura. Together with the indigenous coins,
foreign coins, especially Roman coins also came into the country by way of trade.
Very few Roman coins have been found in the north, though imitations of these in
clay known as 'bullae' occur widely at the excavated sites. Many of these 'bullae'
have a loop for threading and were probably used as ornaments.

2.3.2.2 External Trade
We have mentioned earlier that maritime trade started during the Mauryan period.
The early links flourished and expanded in the early centuries of the Christian era.
One reason for this was the demand from the two major empires that arose at the
beginning of the Christian era. In the west was the mighty Roman empire while in
the east was the Han empire in China. Information about the period is thus available
in many foreign sources.
One of the works that tells us a great deal about early maritime trade is the Periplus
of the Erythraean Sea. This Greek text was written by an anonymous sailor in the
first century CE and contains an account of the ports that he visited during his travels
between the Red Sea and India. We also know of the commodities that were traded
at each port from his account.
The two major ports to which trade goods were sent from the centres of north India
were those of Barbarikon at the mouth of the Indus and Bharuch at the mouth of the
Narmada. We have already referred to the routes along the Indus that connected
Barbarikon with Punjab and Gandhara. Bharuch or Barygaza as the Greeks called it
was linked to Ujjain, Mathura and the Ganga Plains. In the east, Tamluk was an
important outlet for coastal trade with Andhra and Tamil Coasts.
The Periplus tells us that the imports in the north included brocades, coral,
frankincense, glass vessels, money and some wine. The Romans are famous for the
technological improvements that they made in the manufacture of glass. As a result
the different varieties of glass objects made by them were highly valued in many
countries including India and China. Frankincense is a gum-resin produced by a tree
indigenous to Arabia. It was used as incense and also for medicinal purposes. So far
very few gold and silver Roman coins have been found in north India, although, a
large number of them have been found in peninsular India. This has led some
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scholars to suggest that these imported coins were melted and re-used by the
Kusanas and the Ksatrapas to mint their own currency.
In exchange for these, the exports from India were spices, precious stones like
turquoise, lapis lazuli and carnelian and Chinese silk and yam. We should not
assume from here that trade was controlled by the Roman merchants only. There
were many partners in this trade including the Arabs, Jews, Oriental Greeks and
Roman subjects based in Egypt. In addition, Indian seamen sailed in their own ships
to the ports of the Red Sea. The Jatakas narrate several stories of Indian merchants
who undertook long sea-voyages in order to make money. This is also corroborated
by references in the Arthasastra of Kautilya and by inscriptions. Among the donors
at Buddhist monasteries an important category is that of the navikaor mariner.
One category of goods that requires explanation is Chinese silk and yam. Why was
Chinese silk traded through India rather than being sent directly? The reason for this
was the political situation. The Parthians were powerful rulers along the northwestern boundary of the Indian sub-continent. There was constant hostility between
them and the Roman Empire and as a result, overland routes between China and the
west were disrupted.
Many of the products from China were hence traded along the land route to India.
Information about early contacts between India, Central Asia and China is to be
found in Chinese histories written at this time. It is generally accepted that together
with merchants Buddhism also spread to Central Asia and China around the first
century BCE to the first century CE. A series of Buddhist caves were made along the
northern route to Central Asia from the first century CE onwards and from the third
century CE many Buddhist texts were translated into Chinese.
So far we have said very little about early trade with countries in Southeast Asia
such as Burma, Thailand and Indonesia. This is because no early written texts are
available in these countries, unlike the situation in the Roman and Chinese empires.
Hence, our only sources of information are archaeological excavations. These show
that many items of Indian workmanship such as seals and beads of semi-precious
stones, ivory comb, etc., were treasured and valued by Southeast Asian communities
at this time. But in the absence of written records it is difficult to say much more
about the organisation of trade in the early centuries of the Christian era.

2.3.2.3 Principal Trade Routes
Bactria in the Oxus valley in north Afghanistan was the main centre for the
international trade with Central Asia and China. From this city a route ran through
Kapisa and the Kabul valley to the core region of the Kusana empire. Within the
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Indian sub-continent there were two major routes mentioned in the different sources.
The uttarapatha or northern route connected the major centres of the north while
the dakshinapatha linked the centres of peninsular India. The uttarapatha
originated at Pushkalavati or modem Charsada and went via Taxila, Mathura,
Kausambi and Varanasi to Pataliputra and from there onwards to Champa and
Chandraketugarh. This ancient route was already in existence under the Mauryas and
references to it occur in Greek writings. From Mathura another route branched off
westward to Sindh and it was along this route that horses were brought to the north.
Mathura was also connected to Ujjain and the port of Bharuch at the mouth of the
Narmada. A third route ran parallel to the river Indus and connected Taxila to Patala
at the mouth of the river. A point to be noted here is that the major route followed
the channel of the Ganga and there are many references to the transportation of
commodities by boat along the river. This major route was linked to several minor
routes, one of them going past Vaisali and Sravasti to Nepal.

2.3.2.4 Urban Centres
We get information about the urban centres of north India from descriptions found in
early Pali and Sanskrit texts. But many of these descriptions are of a rather general
nature. The best sources for the purpose however are archaeological excavations
conducted at the important urban sites. These tell us in detail about the way the
houses were constructed and the implements and other artefacts used by the people
who lived there.
Excavations at Taxila (30 kms north-west of the modem Islamabad) were conducted
many decades ago by Sir John Marshall. The excavations started in 1913 and
continued for nearly twenty years. These showed that Taxila had been occupied from
at least the Mauryan period onwards, though it was under the Indo-Greeks that the
first planned city developed. A fortification wall was added later to this city.
Fortification walls have been identified at many other sites also but generally these
were made of clay and well-rammed mud. The use of burnt-brick was known and it
was widely employed for various structures. Circular structures, on the other hand,
were made of wedge-shaped brick.
As compared to the Mauryan period, houses of the early historical period were better
made and there was extensive use of burnt-brick for walls and tiles for roofs.
Material remains found during excavations show that the settlements were more
prosperous than those of the earlier period. A large number of beads were found
suggesting the increased use of ornaments and jewellery. Clay was used in a variety
of ways. It was required for making pots and in addition was employed for
modelling human and animal figurines. Some of these figurines were produced in
moulds and show intricate carving and details of ornamentation.
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Another point to be noted is the increase in the number of urban centres. Excavations
have revealed many flourishing settlements such as Purana Quila, Mathura and
Kausambi on the banks of the Yamuna. Ahichhatra in Bareilly district was the
capital of the north Panchalas. Rajghat in Varanasi has provided evidence for ivoryworking and the manufacture of textiles at this time. Vaisali, identified with the
present day Vaisali in north Bihar yielded a large number of clay seals and sealings,
many of them belonging to traders and artisans. Two important sites in Bengal were
Tamluk and Chandraketugarh. Excavations at Chandraketugarh showed that the site
was surrounded by a mud rampart in the early centuries CE, while Tamluk was a
port-town providing an outlet to traffic along the Ganga. Further west was a fortified
settlement at Ujjain which was also famous for its bead-making industry. In addition
excavations at all these sites have uncovered remains of extensive brick walls and
other structures.

2.3.3 Role of Religion in Trade
We had earlier mentioned that Buddhism provided encouragement to traders and was
also patronised by a large number of occupational groups. We get information on
this from inscriptions found at several Buddhist sites. These are records of donations
made by kings as well as by a cross-section of the population. We also know that the
important Buddhist monasteries were located along the trade routes at this time.
A major centre was the region around Taxila, where several Buddhist monasteries
were located. Here a distinct style of art known as Gandhara art developed under the
Kusanas. A second stronghold of Buddhism was the region around Mathura which
was equally famous as a centre of art also. Here, however, both Buddhism and
Jainism were patronised and excavations have unearthed both Buddhist and Jaina
monastic remains. Another large Buddhist centre was at Sanchi near present day
Bhopal. Merchants from many centres in the Deccan and the north travelled to
Sanchi and made donation, their inscriptions being significant indicators of routes.
The major share of the money for building the Stupa at Sanctii was provided by the
residents of Ujjain. Also in central India was the Stupa at Bharhut. Here donations
were made by the residents of Nasik in the Deccan as well as by those of Pataliputra
and Vaisali in the north.
These donations of money and land added to the wealth of the monasteries and led to
a change in the role of the Buddhist Samgha in society. When Buddhism originated
around the fifth century B.C. monks led a very simple life. With the growth of the
influence of Buddhism, specific groups of Buddhist sects and teachers became very
wealthy. Thus by the Kushana period we find that certain Buddhist monastic centres
possessed money and land and there are many instances of monks and nuns
themselves making donations of money.
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One of the reasons for the division of the Buddhist Samgha was the dispute that
arose about the interpretation of certain rules. There was an ongoing debate about
whether monks could own property or not. Another question was about the worship
of Buddha’s image. By the first century CE the Buddhist Samgha had split into two
major schools known as Mahayana and Hinayana. Of these two, the Hinayana was
the more conservative. But what is important for our purpose is that the worship of
the Buddha image led to an increase in ritual observances. Monasteries now required
oil for lighting lamps, incense for fragrance and silk banners for decorating the
Stupas. Once monks started living permanently in monasteries, they required
clothes. They now owned land and money and were no longer dependent on begging
for their food and other necessities. Thus, gradually they became one of the major
consumers of many of the items traded at this time.
Until now we have talked only about Buddhism and Jainism. What about
Brahmanism or Hinduism? There are references in inscriptions to money given to
feed Brahmanas and to the performance of Vedic sacrifices. Early images of Siva
and Vishnu dated to the Kusana period have also been found. However, the structure
and form of the Brahmanical temple developed mainly from the Gupta period
onwards and it was later that the temple became the nucleus of activity in society.

2.3.4 Position of Traders
Brahmanical texts in Sanskrit of the early centuries CE divide society into four
categories, i.e. Brahmana, Kshatriya, Vaisyaand Sudra. Agriculture and trade
were generally prescribed to the Vaisya, though the profession of the artisan was
associated with the Sudra. As contrasted to this, early Buddhist texts refer to a
variety of ways in which society could be divided. In addition to the varna or caste
hierarchy they also mention distinctions on the basis of work and craft. Here the
division is on the basis of high and low. Agriculture, trade and cattle-keeping were
considered high work. Thus in many Buddhist texts young men of good family are
always associated with agriculture, trade and cattle keeping. Similarly, accounting
and writing are rated high among crafts, while leatherworking, basket-making,
weaving, etc., are considered low. On the whole, in Buddhist society identification
was on the basis of occupations and traders have a high place in society.
We find this reflected in the inscriptions as well. The donors at the Buddhist
monastic sites mention only their occupations and nowhere does the caste affiliation
figure. Traders and merchants are prominently represented and guilds occur in their
own right.
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Check Your Progress 2
1) Read the following statements and mark right (√) or wrong ( ×)
i.
ii.
iii.
iv.
v.
vi.
vii.
viii.

The cities of the sixth century B.C. were located on the banks of the maior
rivers. ( )
Indus river system had more sources of water than Ganga. ( )
According to the Arthasastra, the craftsmen worked independently, without
organising into guilds. ( )
The coinage system can be a good indicator of trade transactions. ( )
We have no written accounts of Indian trade with the Roman and Chinese
Empires. ( )
Large donations brought about a change in the life of Buddhist monks. ( )
There were two major trade routes in the early historical period –
Uttarapatha and Dakshinapatha. ( )
The position of trades was different in the brahmanical texts as compared to
the Buddhist ones. ( )

2) Give an account for the increase in trade during the post-Mauryan period. Write in
100 words.
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………................................................................................................
3) According to the Greek text Periplus, which were the items imported into, and
exported out of India?
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………................................................................................................
5) Why were the Chinese goods being traded from China to Europe through India?
Answer in five lines.
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
35

…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………................................................................................................

2.4

EXPANSION OF TRADE AND URBAN CENTRES IN
PENINSULAR INDIA

In peninsular India, growth of trade and emergence of urban centres were not
isolated phenomena but were very much associated with the other important changes
which were taking place in the region. They were generated by








Changes within society in different parts of peninsular India caused by growth
of agriculture in the major river valleys. To an extent this was connected with
iron technology of peninsular Megalithic culture and with irrigation. In some
parts agricultural surplus appears to have been available.
Mauryan expansion in peninsular India led to greater contact with the north and
to movement of traders, merchants and others. This is suggested by the
advantages of the southern route (dakshina-patha) highlighted in the
Arthasastra. There were further contacts along the coasts. Earlier system and
network of exchange in peninsular India thus underwent major changes.
To this was added another factor. From the close of the first century BCE
demand for Indian goods brought merchants and ships from the Roman world in
the west in close contact with peninsular India. This provided a major impetus to
the growth of trade and of urban centres.
All these again are associated with the growth of crafts specialization or growth
of skill in producing crafts items which were required for members of the
society either in local exchange or for long-distance trade. For example,
different types of pottery, bead-making, glass-making, weaving of cloth, all
required different skills.

It has however to be remembered that all corners of India were not uniformly
affected by these changes. There were, and there continued to be areas in which
earlier forms of culture persisted. Secondly between the Deccan and the far south,
changes were more prominent in different parts of the Deccan. In the beginning,
changes were slower and limited territorially in the far south.
Different aspects of the growth of trade and of urban centres can be studied under the
following heads;
 Exchange mechanism in local transactions and long-distance trade,
 Organisations of guilds,
 Transportation. Storage and shipping,
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Means of exchange,
Revenue from trade,
Urban centres, and
Economic and social changes brought about by trade and urbanisation

2.4.1 Types of Trade
We have already discussed in the previous unit about the various geographical
regions and their produces. Each region had something to exchange for items of
other regions. At the same time each of these regions lacked some items which were
essential for its own society. The agricultural tracts produced food-grains and
sugarcane but it had to depend on the coastal areas for salt and fish. The coastal area
produced considerable surplus in salt and fish, but rice, the staple food, had to be
brought from the areas of paddy cultivation. The hill ranges were rich in timber,
spices etc. but they had to depend on agricultural tracts and coastal areas for food
grains and salt. The result of this kind of interdependence was that exchange
relationship had come to exist among the various geographical regions.
Some of the articles available in south India were required by other parts of the subcontinent and even by other countries and civilizations. Contacts were established
through land-routes or sea-routes by those distant countries and the necessary articles
were procured. Thus we can identify three levels of trade:
i.
ii.
iii.

Local trade
Long distance overland trade, and
Long distance overseas trade.

2.4.1.1 Local Trade
Barter was the most common mode of transaction in the context of local exchange.
Most of the items of barter were for immediate consumption. Salt, fish, paddy, dairy
products, roots, venison, honey and toddy were the regular items of barter in the far
south.
Salt was exchanged for paddy; paddy was exchanged for milk, curd and ghee; honey
was given for taking fish oil and liquor; rice flakes and sugarcane were given for
venison and toddy. Very rarely, luxury items like pearls and elephant tusks also
appeared as items of barter. They were also bartered for articles of consumption such
as rice, fish, toddy etc. Loan was not unknown in the barter system of the Tamil
south. A loan of a fixed quantity of an article could be taken to be repaid in the same
kind and quantity at a later date. This was called Kurietirppai.
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Exchange rates were not fixed. Petty bargaining was the only method of fixing the
price of articles. Paddy and salt were the only two items for which a set exchange
rate was known in the barter system of the far south. Salt was bartered for equal
measure of paddy.
In the Deccan under the Satavahana rule, the use of coins was quite common. Even
so the continuation of barter need not be ruled out. Craft produces like pots, pan,
toys, and trinklets were bartered in the rural areas.
In the barter system of the far south the following features can be noted:
i. Most of the items of exchange were of consumption articles.
ii. Exchange was not profit-oriented
iii. As in the case of production, distribution also was subsistence oriented.
2.4.1.2 Long Distance Overland Trade
Contacts in various spheres between the northern and southern parts of India can be
traded back at least to the fourth century BCE, if not earlier. Resources of the regions
that lay to the south of the Vindhyan range were known to the north. Early Buddhist
literature seems to refer to a route which ran from the Ganga valley to the Godavari
Valley. This was known as the Dakshinapatha. Kautilya, the author of the
Arthasastra, has written about the advantage of this southern route. According to
Kautilya, the southern territories abounded in conch-shells, diamonds, pearls,
precious stones and gold. Moreover, this route passed through territories rich in
mines and valuable merchandise. He says that this route was frequented by many
during those days. The Dakshinapatha touched many southern centres including the
city of Pratishthana, which\was to become the capital of the Satavahanas at a later
date. Most of the items of this north-south trade were luxury articles such as pearls,
precious stones, and gold. Good varieties of textiles moved between the north and
south also. Perhaps a fine variety of silk came from Kalinga. The name of this thin
silk was Kalinga, evidently named after the place of its origin. This was an
important item favoured by the Tamil Chieftains. The bards who sang in praise of
the chieftains received 'Kalinga' silk cloth ' as a valuable present. The fine types of
pottery called Northern Black Polished Ware (NBPW) were also found its way to the
extreme south. Archaeologists have unearthed some NBPW sherds in the territory of
the early Pandyas.
Besides the above items some herbs and spices also were brought to the south. These
included spikenard and malabathrum (a herb for preparing ointment) which were
shipped to the west.
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The northern traders also brought a large quantity of silver punch-marked coins. The
punch-marked coins in large boards have been unearthed from different parts of
south India. They bear testimony to the brisk commercial contacts between the north
and the south. As the long-distance trade with northern India was mostly in luxury
items the benefit of this trade was enjoyed by a small section consisting of the ruling
elites and their men.
2.4.1.3 Long Distance Overseas Trade
Indian items such as spices, precious and semi-precious stones, timber, ivory and
many other articles were in great demand in the western countries. The main source
of these articles was south India. These articles were shipped to the west from very
early times. Considering the bulk of transactions and the resultant profit, direct trade
with the Roman world, of which we have, evidence from the close of the first
century BCE proved to very significant for the economy and society of peninsular
India.
We shall identify two stages in the commercial contact of Rome with peninsular
India.
i. An early stage with the Arabs as middlemen
ii. A second stage in which direct contact was established with the knowledge of the
monsoon winds.
For a long period navigation in the Arabian Sea was tedious and expensive. The
Arabs had established commercial connections with India, making the Sea as a
highway of trade before the beginning of the Christian era. The geographical
position of the Arabs was favourable to them in enjoying the monopoly in the EastWest trade. They had some knowledge of the wind systems in the Arabian Sea and
they kept it as a trade secret. Thus the Arabs played the role of middlemen and raised
considerable profit out of the trade with peninsular India.
With the 'discovery' of the monsoon winds which is attributed to a navigator named,
Hippalus direct contact was established by the Romans with India. This marked the
beginning of a period of increase in commerce between Rome and peninsular India.
The Romans brought to the south Indian ports their articles which included both raw
materials and finished products. The raw materials consisted of copper, tin, lead,
coral, topaz, flint, glass (as a few material for making beads).
The finished products were the best quality of wine, clothes of fine texture, fine
ornaments, gold and silver coins and different types of excellent pottery (Amphora
ware, Rouletted ware, etc.).
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A large number of articles were shipped by the Romans from peninsular India to the
west. We shall identify the following categories among them.
i.
ii.
iii.
iv.

Spices and medicinal herbs like the pepper, spikenard, malabathrum, cinnabar;
Precious and semi-precious stones such as beryl, agate, Carnelian, Jasper and
onyx as well as shells, pearls and tusk;
Timber items like ebony, teak, sandalwood, bamboo;
Textile item of coloured cotton cloth and muslin- as well as dyes like indigo
and lac.

Among the above items of export, beads and textile were the finished goods.
The Romans paid for the Indian articles mainly in gold. A majority of the export
items were locally available, and the collection of merchandise in the Deccan and
south India was done by the Indian merchants themselves. Wagons and pack animals
were for transporting them to the ports.
The shipping of merchandise to the western lands was carried out mostly by the
foreign merchants though there were Indian maritime traders in the Deccan and
South India. South India had commercial connections with Sri Lanka and South East
Asia. The important articles of this trade were some spices, camphor and
sandalwood.
Merchants of Tamil origin were probably responsible in taking the initiative in this
trade. Sri Lankan merchants come to Tamilaham also. There are inscriptions written
in Tamil Brahmi Characters which refer to those who come from Elam (Sri Lanka).
However, details of this trade are not known.

2.4.2 Aspects of Commercial Organisation
In small scale local transactions quite often the producers were the dealers too.
Fishing and Salt making were done exclusively by the community of Paratavas,
mentioned in the Sangam region as living in the nytal (coastal) region, and so they
had to devote their whole time for these activities. Therefore, a different method was
followed in the distribution of fish and salt.
Fish was taken to the neighbouring areas of the sea-coast by the womenfolk of the
fishermen's family. They appeared in the places of village fairs and other rural
gatherings. As an essential item salt was in demand everywhere. A separate group
took to the distribution of salt. The salt merchants were known as umanas in
Tamilaham. In the Coastal areas and the neighbouring villages the umana hawker
girls carried salt in head loads and bartered it mainly with paddy.
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In the interior rural villages salt was taken by the umanas. Big bags of salt were
transported in carts drawn by bullocks or asses. The salt merchants moved in large
groups. These salt carvanas were called umanchathu. They bartered salt for the local
products. Thus, the umanchathu acted as the collectors of merchandise from
different parts of the regions. The umanas moved in caravans with their family. No
organisation other than the family is known to have existed among the salt
merchants.
Besides the salt dealers, there were dealers in corn (Koolavanikan) cloth
(aruvaivanikan), gold (ponvanikan), sugar (panitavanikan) etc. They figure in some
ancient cave inscriptions of Tamilaham as donors of dwelling places to some
ascetics. This indicates that they were affluent. Details of their trade and organisation
are not known. There is a single epirgraphic reference to a traders' organisation of
Tiruvellarai in the deep south. The members of the organisation at Tiruvellarai are
described as nikamattor meaning the members of the nigama, a guild.
In Tamilaham the organisation of traders was perhaps a rare thing. But in the Deccan
merchants' guilds or associations were a regular phenomenon. There were numerous
towns and each town seems to have had a guild or a nigama. Each guild had an elder
man (Setthi) and its own office. The organization of traders acted as a bank. It
received deposits and lent out money. The guilds of weavers, potters, oil pressers,
bamboo workers, braziers etc. are known from the inscriptions of the Deccan. The
guild as a working unit is more efficient than the family unit. Besides the strength of
unity, guild was capable of providing all sorts of help to its members including
financial assistance. Further, the individual member was relieved from the
responsibility of finding out a customer. Thus the territories under the Satavahanas
had a comparatively advanced system in the organisation of trade.

2.4.3 Coins as Media of Exchange
Though barter was the most common mode of transaction, the use of coins as a
means of exchange became current in the period that we are discussing. The Coins
which were known to early peninsular India can broadly be divided into two broad
categories:
(1) Local coins of different varieties
(2) Roman coins.
2.4.3.1 Local Coins
Local coins of different varieties were prevalent in different regions in peninsular
India. Ancient Tamil literature speaks about some of them such as Kasu, Kanam,
Pon and Ven Pon. But actual coins which may correspond to these names have not
41

been discovered. In the Deccan, inscriptions refer to the use of Kahapanas which
were silver coins locally minted and to Suvarnas which refer to gold coins either of
the Romans or the Kushans.
Actual coins of different varieties and minted in different metals like lead, pot in
(Copper mixed with tin and other metals), copper and silver were in use. The earliest
among them were punch-marked coins that came to be minted in north-west and
north India from 6th-5th century BCE onward. In peninsular India too different
varieties of punch-marked coins were minted in different regions. Other varieties of
coins, manufactured by using other techniques like casting and die-striking,
gradually came into use. From the second century BCE Kings of small localities of
members of the important, Maharathi and other families started minting coins in
their own name. To these were added coins of Satavahana rulers minted indifferent
metals, possibly from the first century BCE onward. In the northern Deccan, Gujarat,
Malwa and adjacent regions, silver coins of the Kshatrapas were in great demand.
Thus, between the second century BCE and the close of the second century CE, the
largest varieties of local coins were minted and were in circulation in peninsular
India.
2.4.3.2 Roman Coins
Ancient Tamil literature refers to Yavana (Roman) ships bringing large quantities of
gold to Tamilaham to be exchanged for pepper. The Roman emperor Tiberius wrote
to the Senate in 22 CE that the wealth of the empire was being drained off to foreign
lands in exchange of petty things. In the 1st Century CE, Pliny, the author of The
Natural History, complained that every year a huge amount of Roman wealth went
out to India, China and Arabia for luxury articles. These statements are well
supported by the large number of Roman Coins found in hoards in various places of
peninsular India like Andhra, Karnataka, Tamil Nadu and Kerala. Most of the coins
belong to a period between the 1st century BCE and the 3rd Century CE. This
suggests that Roman Contact with peninsular India was brisk during this period.
The Roman coins are mostly in gold and silver. Copper coins are extremely rare but
not altogether unknown.
Roman money was brought to purchase items which were dear to the Westerners.
These items could not be procured by exchanging Roman things in bulk. Big
transactions were done by means of gold coins. Silver coins were used for
comparatively small purchases. Some scholars are of the view that Roman gold was
accepted not as coin but as bullion. It is also held by certain scholars that Roman
gold was used as ornament by the South Indians.
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Some numismatists have maintained that the Roman coins and the punch-marked
coins were current in the country side by side. The Roman coins were of roughly the
same weight as the punch-marked coins. In some hoards they are found along with
the punch-marked coins. Both types are equally worn out, and this suggests that they
were current for a long time before they were placed in hoards. Imitations of Roman
coins were also current in south India, especially on the Coromandal Coast, where
there were some Roman trading stations. These imitated coins may have been
manufactured to satisfy the needs of such 'colonies'.

2.4.4 Revenue from Trade
Collection of revenue as a regular source of income to the treasury depends on
several factors including the efficiency of the government. So the revenue system
also varied from region to region.
Toll was collected for merchandise moving on pack animals and carts. This toll was
known as Ulku, a derivative of the Sanskrit term sulka, meaning toll. This seems to
indicate that the idea of toll was borrowed from the north. However, all the crowned
chieftains and the lesser chieftains of the south are said to have been interested in
trade, especially with the Yavanas, evidently with an eye on the income from
commerce.
In the Chola port town of Kaveripumpattinam there were the Chola ruler's agents to
affix the Chola emblem of the tiger on the merchandise. Toll was also levied on the
articles. Detailed information about this aspect is not available.
Further north, in the territory of the Satavahanas, taxation seems to have been more
regular and systematic. Toll was collected on each item of trade. Custom duties and
various tolls were levied on merchants at each major town. The rates of such duties
and tolls are not specified anywhere. Ferry duties were another source of income.
Ushavdata, son-in-law and representative of the Kshatrapa ruler Nahapana of
western India is said to have made arrangements for toll-free ferries on some rivers.
Revenue was received in kind or in cash. Artisans had to pay tax on their products.
This was known as Karukara (Karu= artisan and Kara = tax).
From this fragmentary information one can only say that the ruling authorities
derived considerable income from trade and commerce.

2.4.5 Weights and Measures
A developed system of exchange requires regular weights and measures. When it is
possible to weigh, measure, and count objects which one is buying or selling,
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exchange becomes both easy and efficient. The buyer and the seller do not have to
feel uncertain about the quantity or size of the object bought or sold. In the Deccan,
where dealing with different kinds of items in the trading centres was a regular
practice, the idea of exact measurements must have been prevalent. Coins were
issued in different denominations, and land was measured in terms of nivartanas. Ma
and Veli were measures of land in the far south. Here, grain was measured in
ambanam, probably a large measure, in the context of paying tributes. Smaller
measures such as nali, ulakku and alakku were also known. Weight was known by
means of balance. Balance was perhaps a rod with marks on it. Even minute weight
could be balanced for we are told about weighing gold on balance. In the day-to-day
transactions the linear measurement was expressed in terms of length of gingilly
grain (el), paddy grain (nel), finger and hand.

2.4.7 Urban Centres
In the course of the above discussion we touched upon various aspects of
commercial expansion of trade in early peninsular India. This early trade provided
great impetus to the rise and growth of a number of urban centres. We shall begin
with the centres of the Deccan where the features of urban growth are clearly visible.
The Western and Eastern coasts had several port-towns. In the coastal Andhra
region, in the delta of the Godavari and the Krishna, there were some important
centres. Ships sailed from there to the Malay peninsula and eastern archipelago. The
western port towns of Bharukaccha (Broach), Sopara and Kalyana, however, appear
to be older and more important in the early phase of Indo-Roman trade.
In the interior there were big and small urban centres: Pratishthana (Paithan), Tagara
(Ter), Bhogavardhana (Bhokardan), Karahataka (Karad), Nasik, Vaijayanti,
Dhanyakataka, Vijayapuri, Nagarjunakonda etc. We may identify the following
factors which led to the rise of these centres which were distinct from ordinary rural
settlements:
i.
ii.
iii.
iv.
v.

An agricultural hinterland capable of producing the necessary surplus for the
consumption of different social groups living in urban centres.
Emergence of such groups as those of traders, artisans and handicraftsmen
who were not directly involved in food production.
Emergence of the guilds which organized the activities of traders and
craftsmen.
Facilities for collection of commodities required in local and foreign
exchange and development of shipping.
A ruling class capable of channelising the surplus to the centres and also
providing help and protection.
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vi.
vii.

Emergence of a monetary system.
Spread of writing which is essential for accounting and registering

Functionally, the urban centres belonged to different categories: Administrative
centres, collection centres, cantonments, centres of foreign trade, markets, and
manufacturing centres. However, most of these functions could be carried out at a
single urban centre.
Three distinct types of centres can be identified in the Tamilaham mostly on the
basis of references in Sangam poems and other literary writings and to some extent
on the basis of archaeology:




rural exchange centres,
inland market towns, and
a port towns.

In the process of exchanging articles for subsistence between the different eco-zones,
there emerged several centres as points of contact. These contact points were often
junctions on the traditional routes.
Some of these centres became more active because of regular exchange activities. It
will not be appropriate to call them 'urban' in the modern sense of that term.
However, the contemporary society viewed them as distinct from ordinary peasant
settlements. Inland towns like Uraiyur (near modern Tiruchirapalli), Kanchi
(Kanchipuram) and Madurai had markets. They too had not developed into fullfledged urban centres.
Pattinamsor port-towns were more active under the patronage of the rulers. There
were several such centres. On the east coast, Puhar or Kaveripumpattinam (of the
Cholas), Arikamdu, Korhai (of the Pandyas), on the west coast, Muziris and Tyndis
(of the Cheras), Bakare and Neleynda. They were centres of maritime trade and
some of them like Arikamedu had 'colonies' of the 'Yavanas'. Muziris was a busy
centre with a port crowded with ships of all kinds, with large warehouses and
markets.
Since the emphasis of trade at the port-towns was on luxury items, the pattinams
were not closely linked with the local exchange network. They remained as "pockets
of foreign trade" with mainly the rulers and the rich as the clientele. The growth of
these centres was thus a result of external trade. With the decline of external trade,
these centres too dwindled and disappeared slowly.
The nature of these urban centres was thus characterized by the absence of:
a) Linkage with the local exchange networks
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b) craft specialisation
c) support of such institutions as monastery and guild.

2.4.7 The Impact of Trade and Urban Centres on Society
Early trade and urban development do not seem to have brought about very
fundamental changes in the social life of Tamilaham. Local exchange was
subsistence-oriented. This means that the items which changed hands through local
exchange were used for regular consumption by different groups of people. Long
distance trade was mostly in luxury goods which did not circulate beyond the kinship
circles of the chieftains and their men.
Individual merchants' wealth and prosperity, as seen in their gifts to monks, were not
very impressive.
Craftsmen and traders were not organised in guilds. They functioned together as
members of a family or as close relatives. They thus acted only according to the
norms of the kind relations of a tribal nature.
In the Deccan the situation was different. The participation of local trading groups
was necessary also for 1ong distance trade. So the advantage of this trade filtered
down to the other levels of society. The wealth and prosperity of the artisans,
craftsman and traders are reflected in their donations to the Buddhist monasteries.
The guild organisations of artisans and traders were instrumental in breaking old
kinship ties and introducing a new type of relations in production of handicrafts and
in trading ventures.
The relationship between rulers, commercial groups and Buddhist monastic
establishments was responsible in introducing important changes in society and
economy of the Deccan.
Check Your Progress 3
1) Mark which of the following statements are right (√) or wrong (x).
a) Most of the items of barter were for luxury. ( )
b) Kautilya thought that the southern route was superior because it was less
dangerous than other routes. ( )
c) South India exported only raw material to the West and imported finished
products from the West. ( )
d) The trade guilds in the Deccan acted as a bank which received deposits and
lent out money. ( )
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e) In Tamilaham there were several routes which connected the interior tracts
with the settlements in river valleys, the coastal towns and the seats of ruling
chieftains. ( )
f) Satavahana rulers established watersheds on the trade routes and appointed
officials for the up keep of them. ( )
g) Whether found in the north or south the punch marked coins carried a
standard weight. ( )
h) In ancient South India the Roman gold coins were used exclusively as
ornaments. ( )
i) The tax paid by the merchants was called Karukara. ( )
j) Ma and Veli were linear measurements. ( )
k) Inland towns were more active than the coastal towns in early South India. ( )
l) Guilds introduced some change in the production relations among the artisans
and traders. ( )
m) The circulation of the luxury good was among the members of the crowned
monarchs and their family. ( )
n) Long distance trade was not dependent on the local exchange networks in the
Deccan. ( )
2) Write about three lines on the Salt Caravans in Tamilaham.
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………....................
........................................................................................................................................
3) Write in five lines about the trade organisations in the Deccan.
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
………………................................................................................................................
........................................................................................................................................
4) Write five lines on the local coins in South India.
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
………………................................................................................................................
………………………………………………………………………………………....
5) Write seven lines on the Roman Coins and their use in South India.
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
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…………………………………………………………………………………………
……………………........................................................................................................
6) Write five lines on the relations between the monasteries and the traders.
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
……………………........................................................................................................
7) Write five lines on the impact of trade and urbanism on the local traders and
artisans.
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
……………………........................................................................................................

2.5

LET US SUM UP

To sum up, the period from 300 BCE to 300 CE was perhaps the most prosperous in
terms of the expansion of trade networks and increase in the number of urban
centres. The major route in north India connected the centres in the north-west with
ports along the Bengal coast. Linked to this were several feeder routes and the
southern route that led to the Deccan and south India. In addition to urban centres,
Buddhist monastic establishments were also located along these routes. This was
because of the supportive role that Buddhism played at this time. Buddhism
encouraged the accumulation and investment of wealth in trading ventures and at the
same time the Samgha benefited from donations of land and money made by the
devotees. This was also the period of increased demand from foreign markets,
especially those of the Mediterranean region. Trade contacts with Central Asia and
China opened up routes for the spread of Buddhism and several Buddhist
monasteries were carved in rock along the routes. Links with Roman empire and
Southeast Asian countries were developed and archaeological excavations are
providing evidence of these.
Our attempt in this Unit was to discuss with you certain important aspects of
expansion of trade and of urban centres in ancient India. You have learnt from this
Unit about:


Different types of trade and ways in which exchange was carried on,
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2.6

Guilds of artisans and traders,
Exchange facilities like transportation, storage and shipping,
Different kinds of coins which were used as means of exchange,
Revenue from trade,
Distinctive features and functions of urban centres, and
Impact of trade and urbanism in different regions of India.

KEY WORDS

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 of
Brahmanical society into four groups.
Punch-marked coins: In manufacturing these coins, the metal was beaten into flat
sheets and then cut into strips. The blank sheets were cut into desired
weights. The blank pieces were square or rectangular in the first instance.
For getting the actual weight the edges were clipped. So most of the coins
are irregular in shape. Symbols were stamped on them with punches, each
punch having one distinct symbol.
Administered trade: This refers to trade in which existed centres of trade offering
faciIities like those of anchorage and storage, civil and legal protection, and
agreement on the mode of payment.
Nigama: A guild of traders or artisans.

2.7

ANSWERS TO CHECK YOUR PROGRESS EXERCISES

Check Your Progress 1
1)

a) Akaradhyaksa

b) Panas

c) Panyadhyaksa

2) See sub-Sec. 2.2.1
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d) Rajapanya

3) See sub-Sec. 2.2.2 and 2.2.3
Check Your Progress 2
1) (i) √ (ii) × (iii) × (iv) √ v) ×

vi) √

vii) √ viii) √

vi) √

vii) √ (viii) ×

2) See sub-Sec. 2.3.2
3) See sub-Sec. 2.3.3
4) See sub-Sec. 2.3.3
Check Your Progress 3
1) (i) × (ii) × (iii) × iv) √

v) √

(ix) × (x) ×

(xi) × xii) √ xiii) × xiv) ×
2) See sub-Sec. 2.4.2
3) See sub-Sec. 2.4.2
4) See sub-Sec. 2.4.3.1
5) See sub-Sec. 2.4.3.2
6) See sub-Sec. 2.4.6
7) See sub-Sec. 2.4.7

SUGGESTED READINGS
Allchin, B. and Allchin, R., 1988. The Rise of Civilisations in India and Pakistan,
New Delhi.
Sharrna R.S., 1983. Material Cultures and Social Formations in Ancient India, New
Delhi.
Singh, U., 2009. A History of Ancient and Early Medieval India – From the Stone
Age to the 12th Century, Delhi: Pearson.
Tripathi, R.S., 1942. History of Ancient India, Delhi: Motilal Banarsidas.
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UNIT 3 : SOCIAL STRATIFICATION: CLASS, VARNA,
JATI, GENDER
Structure
3.0 Objectives
3.1 Introduction
3.2 Changing Social Pattern: Class, Varna and Jati
3.3 Inter Personal Relationships: Gender in Family Life
3.4 Let Us Sum Up
3.5 Key Words
3.6 Check Your Progress Exercises

3.0

OBJECTIVES

After reading this Unit you would be able to:
 know about division of the society based on class and varna system during
this period
 understand proliferation of different jatis, and
 gender discrimination and role of women in the society

3.1

INTRODUCTION

The earliest Vedic literature comes from a background of pastoralism giving way
gradually to agricultural settlements. The social philosophy enshrined in Rig-Veda
had evolved into a new entity through a sustained philosophical discourse over a
couple of millennium and accumulated historic experience of the then society. The
end product of the social evolution was found to be a plummet of rituals that
promulgated the supremacy of ‘twice-born’ and protected the hierarchical social
structure. This created a lot of dissent in the lower end of the social hierarchy.
Buddhism and Jainism appeared in the meantime as alternatives to the hierarchical
and non-egalitarian ideology and practice of Hinduism. The questions about caste
and supremacy of Brahmins appear quite frequently in the Buddhist and Jain texts.
This suggests that this was a major social problem and philosophical pre-occupation
of the time. The early Buddhist literature suggests a more settled agrarian economy
and an emerging commercial urban economy. The Mauryan period (4th and 3rd
century BCE) saw the development of an imperial system based on an agrarian
economy. Subsequent five centuries saw a series of small kingdoms ruling in various
parts of the subcontinent and at the same time a tremendous expansion in both
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internal and external trade. These changes brought several changes in the social and
cultural spheres. In this unit we will study some of the major changes in the social
sphere i.e. Class, Varna, Jatis and gender relationship.

3.2

CHANGING SOCIAL PATTERN: CLASS, VARNA AND
JATI

Our information on the Varna concept comes largely from the Dharmasastras, and
description of it in those sources is not always corroborated, and occasionally even
contradicted by other sources. The concept of varna is seen to be closely associated
with the concept of dharma, understood in sense of universal law. Dharmasastras
state that the society was made up of four orders, and later a fifth order was added.
The first four were the Brahman, Kshatriya, Vaisya and Sudra. The fifth order was
later identified with untouchables. This schema of social structure is traced from the
purushasukta, the tenth mandala of Rig Veda. This tenth mandala is believed to be a
later addition. The reference to Kshatriya, Vaisya and Sudraas a social category is
only found in this last mandala and is conspicuously absent in other parts of RigVeda.
In the later period, Manu provides a list of Varnas and occupations associated with
them. Though other Hindu sources recognise a hierarchical social composition of the
contemporary society, yet there is no sufficient evidence to suggest they resembled
the varna system described by Manu. Had the varna system functioned as a
superimposed hierarchical layer of social groups, the distinction between the four
main groups and other permutation and combinations would have remained very
clear and distinct. What is curious however that while the identity of the brahmana
and the untouchable is generally clear, references to the intermediate groups often
appear to be of a rather confused, if not contradictory kind. In large number of
instances provided in the non-Dharmasastra sources one finds a contrary situation.
Buddhism is viewed as a system, which was more sympathetic to oppressed groups
and it provided an economic, political, and social solution to the caste oppression. In
Buddhist literature no one is ever described as belonging to brahmanavarna,
kshatriyavarna, vaisyaor sudravarna. It seems to have remained a theoretical
concept without any parallel in actual practice. On the other hand, the terms
jatiandkula appear in concrete situations quite frequently. What really seems to
matter the Buddhists were the kula and jati divisions.
The vinayapitaka states that there are two jatis: the low jati (hinajati) and the
excellent jati (ukkattajati). Buddha also accepts this bipartite division, but at several
instances refuted the relation of jati in the matter of spiritual attainment. In doing so,
Buddha though recognises the importance of jati and gotra in social interaction, but
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rules out their extrapolation to the spiritual field. In puranakassapa, a distinct
Buddhist text, six social divisions are conceptualised based on occupation, trade,
caste, and sect affiliation. They are:
1) Kanhabijati- Black jatis mostly comprising of those who follow a bloody trade,
i.e., mutton butchers, pork butchers, fowlers, hunters, fishermen, robbers etc.
2) Nilabhijati- Blue jatis comprising of Bhikshus.
3) Lohitabhijati- Red jatis which includes Jainas.
4) Halladdabhijati- Yellow jati, which includes white robbed householders or
gahapatis.
5) Sukkabhijati- White jati comprising of Ajivikas and their followers.
The scheme not only provides this broad structure of the society in terms of different
colour groups, it further resolute low jati group into a hierarchical scheme of
occupational groups. This textual resolution of the low jatis into occupational groups
starting with pukusuka should be taken to indicate an order of lowness. This in
overall character seems as a forerunner to Manu’s scheme. The Buddhists believed
that good behaviour and wisdom being rewarded with rebirth in the high kulas of
Kshatriya and Brahmanas and Gahapatis. The opposite characteristics on the other
hand would result in rebirth in the low kulas of Chandala, nesadas, vennas and
pukkusas.
Rhys Davids drawing conclusion from the recruitment practice and principle of
Buddhism proves that the jati was not a determining criterion in Buddhist Sangha.
But, in practice the egalitarian principle of Buddhism could not influence beyond life
in Sangha. Other section of the society and the social interaction however still
followed the discriminatory practice of the caste system. Rhys Davids believed that
“had Buddha’s view own the day, the evolution of social grades and distinctions
would have developed differently and the caste system would never have been built
up”. Olden berg, on the other hand, has pointed out that despite the fact that Buddhist
theory acknowledged the equal rights of all persons to be received into the Sangha,
the actual composition of the Sangha suggests that it was by no means in the keeping
with the theory of equality and that a marked leaning to aristocracy seems to have
lingered in ancient Buddhism. Similarly, Fick states that the development of caste
was in no way broken or even retarded by Buddhism. Charles Eliot in his book
Hinduism and Budhism also suggest that while Buddha attacked both the ritual and
philosophy of the brahmans, so that after his time the sacrificial system never
regained its earlier prestige, he was less effective as a social reformer. Buddhism did
oppose the Brahministic ritualism, but did not preach against the caste system as
whole. E. Senart in his book ‘Caste in India’ also writes that the conflict between the
Buddhists and Brahmans was primarily a struggle for influence, and that there was
nothing in the Buddhists stand which aimed at changing the entire caste system.
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The social dynamism is proved by a number of authentic instances of Brahmanas
and Kshatriyas adopting the occupations of the classes below them, and of Vaisyas
and Sudras following those of the classes above them. This social dynamism needs
to be understood in the economic and political dynamism of this period. The
economic expansion was integrally related to the social integration process. The
village economy grew from subsistence production stage to produce social surplus,
to support trade and commerce. The imperial polity integrated vast regions into a
single political unit allowing different people, skills and resources to interact. The
land grant to Kshatriyas expanded the agricultural practice to nook and corner of the
country. The spread of Brahman groups stretched brahmanical nuclei to foster
systematic acculturation in such regions to the Sanskritic mould. The social groups
enjoying different grades of social status were integrated into the economy and
regional polity. The emergence of small kingdoms at the end of Gupta period thus
created many groups to claim Kshatriya status. The economic opportunities lured
some Brahmanas to take up trade. New technology and craft activities provided new
opportunities to Vaisyas and Sudras. These opportunities of economic interaction
created new rules of social regulations. As we have discussed in the earlier section,
the rules of inter-marriage became more rigid. Though, some examples of
intermarriages between varnas (both anuloma and pratiloma) can be inferred from
the literary sources, yet they seem to be confined to the social and economic elites.
On the whole, the hierarchical model of varna system could not be rigidly enforced
in practice, since it would require a static society for proper functioning.

3.3

INTER PERSONAL
FAMILY LIFE

RELATIONSHIPS:

GENDER

IN

A close look at the Buddhist and Jain literature gives some glimpses of interpersonal relationships and gender relationship in conjugal life. There existed
conjugal love and affection between husband and wife. Sometimes, however, the
wife’s devotion to her husband arises out of duty rather than love. Still, a woman is
valued by her husband more than by her other relatives. In Sigalovada Sutta, it is
said that husband should treat his wife with respect, courtesy and faithfulness. In
turn, she should be hospitable and chaste, skilled and diligent at work and should
safeguard the property of her husband. In another place Buddha addressing young
women about to go to their husband’s house says:
1) A wife rises earlier than her husband and is the last one to retire, she willingly
helps her husband, carries out his wishes and speaks with him affably.
2) She honours, reveres and respects all whom her husband reveres, such as his
parents, Samanas, and Brahmanas.
3) She manages the household and those who live in it.
54

4) She is deft and nimble in the crafts of her husband’s household and she knows
how to get the work done and how to do it herself.
5) She safeguards her husband’s property. Only such a wife, the Buddha adds, can
be born a Deva after death.
In another instance, Buddha advises Sujata, the unruly daughter in law of
Anathpindika who comes from a rich family. He says there are seven types of wives,
some approved and others not so. The first is ‘the slayer’ (vadhaka) who is pitiless,
corrupt and neglect the husband at night, and passes her time with others. The second
type is ‘the robber’ (Chorisama), who takes his money and longs to impoverish him.
The third is ‘mistress-like wife’ (ayyasama) who is lazy, indolent, expensive to
maintain, who loves gossip and talks with strident voice. She lessens her husband’s
zeal and industry. These three are harsh and distrustful, and live in the hell after their
deaths. But, the fourth type is ‘the mother-like wife’ (matusama), who has sympathy
for her husband, cares for him as she would for an only son, and safeguards her
husband’s property. The fifth type is ‘the sister-like’ (bhaginisama), who respects
her husband as she would an elder. The sixth type is ‘the companion-like’ who is full
of joy on seeing her husband, just as one meeting a friend after a long time. The last
type is ‘the slave-like wife’ (dasisama), who does not fear to take beating from her
husband and is calm, patient, and obedient. These wives are virtuous and will go to
heaven after death. Interestingly, Sujata after listening to Buddha’s deliberation
chooses to be a ‘slave-like wife’.
Check Your Progress Exercise
1) Discuss the Varna and jati system in ancient India. Answer in ten lines
........................................................................................................................................
........................................................................................................................................
........................................................................................................................................
........................................................................................................................................
........................................................................................................................................
........................................................................................................................................
........................................................................................................................................
........................................................................................................................................
........................................................................................................................................
........................................................................................................................................
........................................................................................................................................
2) Explain the role of women in the family life. Answer in seven lines
........................................................................................................................................
........................................................................................................................................
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........................................................................................................................................
........................................................................................................................................
........................................................................................................................................
........................................................................................................................................
........................................................................................................................................

3.4

LET US SUM UP

In this unit, we saw the changing patterns of the social stratification i.e. division of
the society based on class and varna system during this period, gender discrimination
and role of women in the society etc.

3.5

Key Words

Chaturvarna System: Here it is the same as the Varna system which had a fourfold
division of Brahmins, Kshatriyas, Vaishyas and Shudras.
Stratification:

3.6

Division in to levels, social stratification means division of
society in to different kinds according to some criteria e.g.
caste, wealth etc.

ANSWER TO
EXERCISE

YOURS

CHECK

YOUR

PROGRESS

1) See sec. 3.2
2) See sec. 3.3
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