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Preface to the Third Edition 

This third edition has been through press not only with a view to updating 
the bibliography in line with contemporary debates, but also to augment 
the understanding of my readers by contextualizing the period discussed in 
Chapter V. I decided to add two appendices in order to bring to the attention 
of my readers some interesting developments in the history of the period 
from c.200 BC.to AD 300. Appendix I is prepared with a view to situating 
the recent developments in Kushana studies in terms of political history 
(but not dynastic history). The main intention is to take a close look at the 
political processes that led to the transformation of the Kushanas from a 
nomadic Central Asian tribe to a very formidable settled polity. The new 
perspectives of the persistent debates on the possible date of Kanishka has 
also been taken into consideration. Appendix II deals with the remarkable 
inscriptions, mostly-but not exclusively-Indic, discovered from the 
island of Socotra near the Horn of Africa in the western Indian Ocean. 
The inscriptions have been deciphered and meticulously studied by Ingo 
Strauch and his colleagues. Dated to the first five centuries of the Christian 
era these inscriptions highlight the seafaring activities of the people of the 
subcontinent. The inscriptions have not only had very significant bearing on 
the early maritime history of the subcontinent, but raise important issues 
on social and cultural practices (including the myth of incurring pollution 
by undertaking voyages across the sea) and the epigraphic culture. Both 
the appendices address several technical issues, especially pertaining to 
primary sources. That is why the appendices are presented with footnotes 
which are otherwise avoided in the rest of the book. However, keeping in 
view the format and purpose of the book, the two appendices present broad 
overviews of the topics under discussion without getting into intricate 
details associated with both the topics. The Bibliography has been updated 
also keeping in the light of the important publications that came out in the 
last five years. As the manuscript of the third edition was being prepared 
the excellent overview of south India, entitled A Concise History of South 
India, edited by Noboru Karashima reached me. I wished very much to 
incorporate some of the salient aspects of this book into my text, but that 
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would have delayed the production of this book by several months more. 
I ha_d to relu~tantly refrain from using Karashima's book, especially the 
sect10ns therem on early medieval south India. 

Th~ Index to the third edition has been kindly prepared by Ms. Preeti 
Gulati and ~r A~himanyu, both currently pursuing M.Phil. degree in the 
Centre_ for H1stoncal Studies, Jawaharlal Nehru University, New Delhi. My 
most smcere thanks go to them for their help and cooperation. 

I ha:e tried my best to keep the book as error free as possible. In case 
of any maccuracy cropping up in the book, I would ask for the indulgence 
of the readers. I shall feel rewarded if this book is able to arouse curiosities 
and interests in the history of Early India which can be enriched by fresh 
exploration of the field. 

Centre for Historical Studies 
Jawaharlal Nehru University 
New Delhi 

RANABIR CHAKRAVARTI 

Preface to the First Edition 

It is a matter of relief for the author that this broad overview of early Indian 
history is about to see the light of the day. I would like to record my sincere 
thanks to Macmillan Publishers India Ltd. for approaching me to take up 
this project, but more for their interminable and exemplary patience with 
a recalcitrant author like the present one, who missed many deadlines. The 
proposal came from Macmillan Publishers India Ltd. in 2004-5; it took a 
~uch longer time than what was originally estimated to complete the book. 
I must own up the entire blame for the delay in bringing out this book. 

A special note of thanks goes to the cartographer, who had taken 
considerable pains to prepare the maps for this book. A large number 
of photographs were made available to me by the kind permission of the 
Archaeological Survey of India, New Delhi; I would like to acknowledge here 
my sincere thanks to the ASI. The photographs of the coins in this book 
are published with the kind permission of the National Museum, New 
Delhi, to whom also I am sincerely thankful. I must record here my sincere 
appreciation to the anonymous reader(s)/referee(s) of the manuscript; 
the suggestions and comments from the reader(s)/referee(s) were indeed 
valuable. I have tried to incorporate these suggestions to the best of 
my ability and made modifications to the original manuscript wherever 
necessary. It is with immense pleasure that I would like to record here my 
thanks and appreciation to Digvijay Kumar Singh and Asish Kumar-both 
pursuing M.Phil. programmes in the Centre for Historical Studies, JNU for 
ably preparing the index. I received sustained cooperation from the staff of 
the Central Library, JNU and also from the staff of the library of the Centre 
for Advanced Study of the Centre for Historical Study, JNU; I acknowledge 
with gratitude their help in the production of this book. 

I would like to dedicate this book to the memory of my beloved uncle, 
Uma Prasad Chakravarti. His passing away in 1996 left a void in my life that 
is impossible to fill up. That he breathed his last with my name on his lips, 
while. I was away from home, is an inestimable grief which I am unable to 
overcome. Though terminally ill, he firmly instructed me not to hurry back 
home, but to attend first to my academic assignments in 1996. By dedicating 
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this book to his memory, I do the minimum to say that I miss him so very 
much every day ever since he departed. 

Two pers_ons are pr_esent in every word written in this book: they are 
Tutul, my wife _and Maiaru, my son. Upright, straightforward, focussed and 
r~solute, espeoally when the chips are down, they have set for me a very 
high standard that I try to emulate, but which are also elusive milestones for 
a person of my calibre. Mere words cannot illuminate their contributions to 
the making of this book. 

New Delhi 
RANABIR CHAKRAVARTI 

Author's Note to the Second Edition 

The author would like to offer his sincere thanks to Mr Amitabh Nagpal, 
Chairman and Managing Director, Macmillan India and Mr Naval Shukla, 
Senior Vice President and Business Head, Higher Education Division, 
Macmillan India for their valuable support to publish this revised second 
edition of the book. I would also like to record my appreciation of the 
u11stinted and sustained cooperation I received from Ms Keerthi Sudevan, 
Jr. Commissioning Editor, Higher Education Division, Macmillan India. 
Mr Digvijay Kumar Singh and Mr Ashish Kumar, both doctoral students 
under my supervision at the Centre for Historical Studies, Jawaharlal Nehru 
University, helped me enormously in making the manuscript of the second 
edition as error-free as possible. To them go my very sincere thanks. My 
apologies to readers for the errors and misprints which remained in the first 
edition of the book. 

Centre for Historical Studies 
Jawaharlal Nehru University 
New Delhi 

RANABIR CHAKRAVARTI 
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Introduction 

Time present and time past 
Are both perhaps present in time future 
And time future contained in time past. 

-T.S. ELIOT, 'Burnt Norton', The Four Quartets. 

The Introduction of a book gives its author both opportunity and space to 
, spell out the aims, objectives and plan of the book. The present work attempts 
to provide a broad sweep of the early history of the subcontinent, beginning 
from the period of the emergence of human beings in the subcontinent to 
c.AD 1300. Recent decades have witnessed a growing interest in early Indian 
history as a curricular subject at undergraduate/postgraduate level, as a 
subject attracting informed general public and as a specialized field of in
depth research. The increasing awareness of the subcontinent's remotest 
past encourages a historian to delve deep into the subject and present an 
overview of various facets of early Indian history by drawing upon the 
works ofa host of historians of both older and recent generations. Needless 
to explain that this book has to attempt at synthesization of the existing 
knowledge about the subject. Taking into account the vast body of published 
scholarly works on multiple aspects of early Indian history was indeed a 
major learning experience for the present author, who in this process was 
able to improve upon his own readings of early Indian history to overcome 
many of his lacunae of understanding and to develop a clearer perspective 
of early Indian history. It also gives the author an opportunity to comment 
upon the production of knowledge of early India in recent decades. 

At the risk of stating the obvious, it should, however, be emphatically 
stated here that the historical space treated in this book is not equivalent 
to the present nation state of India, but it deals with what is most 
conveniently expressed as the Indian subcontinent. On many occasions, 
areas now included in the modern nation states of Pakistan, Afghanistan and 
Bangladesh, prominently figure in our discussions. By this, we never intend 
to project an image of what, in a particular political perception, is promoted 
as 'akhand Bharat' (unified India). This is a problem and contradiction of 
historical methodology. While the most common practice of selecting a 
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spatial unit for historical studies is a modern nation state or part(s) thereof, 
the chronological span of a historical enquiry may take the historian to 
pre-modern times when there was no nation state. In our present case, the 
aspiration for and the emergence of the nation state of India goes back to the 
late nineteenth and twentieth century; but the history of this land takes us 
several millennia ago. To treat the past of these millennia in the parameters 
of a modern nation state it will not only be inaccurate and anachronistic, 
b~t also methodologically wrong because the emergent historical image 
will appear as a frozen one. The essential feature of historical studies is to 
identify and explain significant changes in a given people's history and also 
to suggest its impacts on subsequent times. Thus the spatial unit India here 
stands for the subcontinent. This may be a reason of convenience. But there 
is also a logic of historical geography. 

While it is impossible to treat the area of the Indian subcontinent as a 
unified, undifferentiated area of a pre-modern state, it is also clear that as 
a landmass, this region has a remarkable historical entity. The two well
known ancient geographical epithets of this country-Bharatavarsha 
and Jambudvipa-generally signified the vast area of the subcontinent 
bounded by the Himalayas on the north and the sea on its other thre~ 
sides. Bharatavarsha is so named in the Puranic accounts after Bharata the 
name of a Rigvedic tribe. The earliest known definite use of the ter~, as 
shown in Chapter 5, figures in a first century BC inscription. But at that 
time it denoted not the subcontinent, but a portion of the Ganga valley 
lying possibly between Magadha in south Bihar and Mathura in the Ganga
Yamuna doab. The term Jambudvipa, first appearing in an inscription of 
Asoka in the third century BC, is likely to refer both to a country and the 
Mauryan realm, in the latter sense, therefore, recognizing a geo-political 
entity. In the Puranic cosmographical and geographical concepts, the earth 
consisted of seven islands (saptadvfpa vasumatf), separated by seven seas 
that resembled concentric circles. Jambudvipa was one of the seven islands; 
it was further divided into various quarters or varshas. One such varsha was 
Bharatavarsha. It is also true that in Puranic ideas, the names Jambudvipa 
and Bharatavarsha covered an area, in which were occasionally included 
places that are now situated in mainland or maritime South-East Asia. 
This cannot be seen as a justification of what was once termed as 'Greater 
India'. The intimate and sustained contacts of South Asia with mainland 
and maritime South-East Asia paved the way for this Puranic practice of 
including these extra-Indian areas into Jambudvipa/Bharatavarsha. 

Significantly enough, three non-Indian appellations of the subcontinent, 
India, Shen-du and Hindustan, in their initial phases denoted a relatively 
small area, the lower Indus valley and the Indus delta. But the three names 
subsequently stood for the vast South Asian subcontinent. When Herodotus 
in the sixth century BC first used the word India, he denoted by it the lower 
Indus valley. By the time of Megasthenes in the late fourth century BC the 

Introduction xxi 

term stood for an area having the mount Imaos (Himlayas) in the north and 
stretching up to the Pandion (near modern Madurai) in the south. Greek 
geographers like Diodorus, Strabo, and Ptolemy, albeit ~ot free_ fr~m errors 

d inaccuracies used the term India as a vast terntory. Similarly, the 
~:inese term Sh:n-du originally denoted the lower Indus valley, obviously 

named after the river Sindhu or the Indus. That the name or its variants 
::bsequently embraced vast areas of the subcontinent is best evident from 
the seventh century AD travel accounts of Xuan Zang. He included in the 
country In-du the north-west frontier area, Kam~~upa (in_ the Brahmaputra 
valley), Saurashtra in western India and Kanchi m Tam~l Nadu. Contrary 
to the popular notion, the name Hindustan was not corned by Arab and 
Persian authors in medieval times. The earliest use of the term goes back 
to AD 262, figuring in the Naqsh-i-Rustam inscription of Sasanid ruler 
Shahpur I, who denoted by the term Hindustan the lower Ind~s valley. The 
term indeed gained greater currency in the Ara~ic and Persian acc~unts 
of subsequent times. Thus, the famous geographICal work, Hudud al- 'Alam 
(c.AD 982) considered the river Mirhan (Indus) as the north/north-western 
marker of Hindustan and included in it Kamarun (Kamarupa) and Kanza 
(K;nchipuram). The same image is also available from the celebrat:d 
accounts of Hind left behind by Al Biruni in the eleventh century AD. There is, 
therefore, a long historical tradition of recognizing the vast subcontin~nt_as 
a distinct historical area that undoubtedly contained in it immense vanetles 
of languages, cultural and social practices, economic pursuits, ethnic gr~ups 
and political experiences. It must be kept in mind that there were few fixed 
frontiers which even if they existed, must have been porous. That the 
subconti~ent had a number of regions within it was clearly recognized by the 
traditional idea of its fivefold or sevenfold divisions, seen in Brahmanical, 
Buddhist and Jaina texts. The distinctiveness of such divisions were often 
signalled by natural landmarks like mountains, forests an~ rivers. . 

A brief discussion on the chronological label early India may be m order 
at this juncture. The previous notion of treating the entire period from the 
Palaeolithic culture to AD 1200 as 'ancient' is largely given up of late. Recent 
historiography strongly impresses upon us that the many significant ch~nges 
occurring in Indian history till AD 1300 cannot satisfac~ori~y b: ap~recia~ed 
by treating it as an undifferentiated ancient phase. Penodiz~tl~n i~ I~~ian 
history has been a controversial issue. The ill-used penodic divis10ns 
of Hindu, Muslim and British have been given up. The most common 
alternative periodization is to think of ancient, medieval and mo_dern. 
Recent decades have witnessed scholarly doubts over the nearly umform 
use of this tripartite division of time over any given area. This system of 
periodization first appeared in European historiography and then cam~ t~ be 
mechanically applied to any other area, especi~lly t~ non~E_u~opean s~e1et~es. 
It has been recently argued that this flat tnpartite divis10n of histon~al 
time in any given culture is in fact an indication of the impact of colomal 
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Europe over non-European societies. Alternative scheme of periodization 
for specific historical cultures, including the history of the subcontinent, 
has been proposed, though not unanimously approved of. From 1960s, 
greater awareness of the possibilities of changes in Indian history paved 
way for the termination of the ancient period of Indian history around 
AD 600, since there were significant mutations in political, socio-economic 
and cultural life after AD 600. The phase from AD 600 to AD 1300 is variously 
called post-Gupta, late ancient and early medieval period in Indian history. 
:he _last. expression-early medieval-has gained considerable currency 
m histonography and scholarly circles. This chronological label occurs in 
the present text too. The ancient and the early medieval periods in Indian 
history cover up to AD 1300, which is generally taken to mark the end of 
Early India, an expression that is considered more useful and comprehensive 
than ancient India. The present author has used this chronological label in 
this sense. A chronological subdivision within Early India is early historical 
phase, an expression that has received wide acceptance. The early historical 
phase in Indian history is generally located between the 'pre/proto-historic' 
period and what is often termed as the 'Classical' phase. The early historic is, 
thus, a period of nearly nine centuries from c. sixth century BC to AD 300. The 
markers of the early historic phase are the emergence of territorial states, 
urban centres and the consolidation of stratified societies: these changes 
are often studied from the point of the emergence of the state society. The 
early historic material culture is often associated with the proliferation and 
specialization of crafts, especially the growing use of iron technology, and the 
beginning of coinage. These typical features of the early historic phase are 
best evident in the Ganga valley, more precisely in the middle Ganga plains. 
There is little doubt that these changes were of immense significance and, 
therefore, justified the designation of this chronological label. However, in 
recent years, some historians and archaeologists have drawn our attention 
to the problem of using this expression as a generic label. The historical 
experiences typically associated with the early historic in and around 
sixth/fifth centuries BC are more relevant to the formation in the Ganga 
valley. The peninsular experience of the early historic came much later, not 
earlier than the second century BC. If the early historic in north India often 
coincides with the increasing utilization of iron technology, iron age and 
early historical phase are distinct chronological/developmental phases in 
south Indian context. The use of such chronological labels is, therefore, not 
without regional variations. 

Interestingly enough, in some other recent works on early Indian history, 
one may note the conscious efforts to avoid the use of expressions like 
early historic, classical, ancient and early medieval. The cases in point are 
Romila Thapar, ed., Recent Perspectives of Early Indian History (1995) and 
Romila Thapar, Early India from the Origins to c.AD 1300 (2002). In the first 
work, there are chapters like 'North India during the First Millennium BC', 
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'Trade and Contacts', ' State and Economy AD 400-1200' (for b~t~ north 
India and south India). The first two chapters relate to the penodIC _label 
early historical, while the period 400-1200 correspon_ds to early m~dieval. 
In her magisterial survey of early Indian history, Rom1la, Thap~r_designates 
the period from AD 300 to AD 600 as 'Threshold Times , av01dmg_ the use 
of problematic terms like Classical or Golden Age or the G~pta penod. Th_e 
method here is to indicate a chronological bracket as a vahd temporal umt 
of historical study, since during that phase demonstrable historical changes 

and processes are possible to locate. . 
The present work has an apparent thrust on references to pnmary source 

materials. This has been done for two purposes. First, the aut~or ~ee~s 
that citation of relevant evidence is crucial to substantiate the h1stonan s 
observations on the past. Second, it helps the reader to understand how 
historians construct the past on the basis of sources. It is also important 
to place before readers how different approaches to sources could generate 
contesting views of the past and leads to historiographical ~ebat~s. For 
instance, the same Asokan edicts have been read by some histonans to 
perceive a highly centralized, unitary, pan-Indian character of the Maurya 
empire and by some others to consider that the Mauryan re_a~m w:as far fr?m 
being unitary, and at the most experiencing lim~te~ poht1cal i_ntegrat10n 
in the Ganga valley. The juxtaposition of prescn~ti~e/n~rmat1ve textual 
sources (e.g., the Brahmanical sastras) and de~cnpti:e literary accounts 
(creative texts, accounts of non-indigenous wnters) m many cases offer 
images of deviations from seemingly inflexible social a~d cultura~ nor~s. 
Attempts have been made to integrate field archaeological matenals with 
textual/written sources; and field archaeological sources are not seen as 
merely confirmatory to the textual sources. The work also tries to dis~el the 
notion that field archaeology is useful only for the study of the pre-hte~ate 
phase of Indian history. We have tried to highlight the importance_of field 
archaeological research in understanding settlement patterns, especially the 
formation of urban centres, when textual and written sources abou~ded._ 

The book has seven chapters, each chapter catering to the h1ston~al 
scenario of a particular phase of early Indian history. Each chapter begms 
by situating that particular period in terms of historical developments. The 
preliminary section of a chapter often discusses the relev~nt sour_ces ~or the 
study and also gives an overview of the principal histonogr~phic~l iss~es. 
Barring the first two chapters, other chapters have an extensive dis~uss10n 
on political condition and polity. This is usually follo~ed b: sect_10ns on 
different aspects of economic, social and cultural hfe. D1scuss1ons. on 
political, socio-economic and cultural life have incorp_o~ated multi~le 
experiences in different regions. The treatment of pol~tICal, economic, 
social and cultural history in different sections does not imply that these 
are seen as watertight compartments. That these aspects of history ~nter~ct 
with one another has been a focal point in our discussions. A case m pomt 
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in this context is the well-known acts of patronage to Budhhist and Jaina 
establishments by a wide variety of non-royal donors during the period 200 
BC to AD 300. A substantial number of such cases of patronage are located in 
and around urban centres, which proliferated in an unprecedented manner 
during this period. Urban spurt was closely linked with the spread of state 
society, especially 'secondary' urban formation in peninsular India. The 
period also witnessed a remarkable growth in diverse manufacturing crafts 
and a rapid expansion of long-distance commerce. Craftsmen and merchants 
were among prominent donors to Buddhist and Jaina establishments. As a 
result of this sustained patronage, there emerged celebrated cultural centres 
including centres of architectural and sculptural productions. The donors b; 
their acts of patronage seem to have been able, at least on some occasions, 
to improve their actual status in the society, although their ritual status, 
according to the normative treatises, may not have matched their actual 
status. Without combining these diverse aspects, it will not be possible to 
appreciate the importance of the changes visible during the period 200 BC

AD 300. 
The author has tried to pay due attention to regional features and 

differences in dealing with a particular period. It needs to be emphasized 
here that the study of social and economic life of early India has not been 
rrese~te~ ~erely in the light of normative literature. The gleanings from 
descriptive category of sources-e.g., inscriptions, accounts of non
indigenous writers and creative literary texts-on social and economic life 
have been given due consideration. In cases where practices differed from 
precepts, these are not seen as aberrations/ deviations from a strict code of 
c?nduct. ~t the end of each chapter is given a select reading list. This 
list contams only the name of the author and the title of the publication. 
The complete reference to the readings used in the book will be available in 
the Bibliography at the end of two appendices. 

This overview does not certainly claim any final historical truth 
re~arding early ~ndia. Engagements with the study of the past may 
brm~ ?ut _some hitherto unknown facet(s) of past life, thereby requiring 
modificat10ns of the current understanding of a particular aspect of the 
past. His~ory is a tool to explain the past; and there are and can be multiple 
explanat10ns of the past. Certain new possibilities may emerge from time 
to time to our ways of looking and understanding the past. That is why the 
s~udy ?f history is inseparably associated with debates and issues among 
historians who keep the subject alive. If readers of this book offer fresh 
insights into the understanding of early Indian history and contemplate 
new problematics of the subject, the author of this book will feel rewarded. 

,... 

CHAPTER 1 

From the Beginning of Human Presence 
to the First Civilization 

(up to c.1500 BC) 

The subject matter of History is the past, remote as well as recent. History 
offers explanatory tools for understanding the past. The study of History 
not only makes the past knowable, albeit imperfectly and in a fragmented 
manner, but also looks for changes in the past and identifies the possible 
causes and effects of those changes. In other words, the understanding 
of the past is intimately connected to comprehending the present-even 
the contemporary situation. The constant dialogue_betv-::~~1\J~-J?~~-~t-~nd 
present is an integral aspect of, ~-~story, a~ ~.H-:-Carr ae!!l_gnstrati!-9-- The 
s'tud:y'orfhe-pa-st,--however, is~directed to the activities of human beings in 

relation to their given surroundings. 
History does not have _t9 address the issues._of the 'p~s( of anything_ a.nd 

I ) ) y-- 'd~~~ryt_hing;f_Qr-examp~ crea_tjon ~f t_b.~~~se is n~_t:__~~1-1,!)ject_m_g_tter 
of History. It can be postulated by philosophers, theologists, cosmologists, 
asfronofuers, physicists and mathematicians. The account of the making 
of the earth, the habitat of hu~§I.JlPkings belongs to the realm of Geology __ 
a~d not HislQJy. I-Ii~t:;~y-i~-irrtimately~onnected with and draws frolll the 
natural and earth-sciences and from philosopfacal ~peculations; bu_t _its 
out~tanding feature is the ~nquiry into human_ activities. However, History 
does not and cannot deal witha s'ingle, isolated, individual person; when an 
individual is judged by History, it is done so in relation to that individual's 
society and times. For Mar~_Bloch, His~o~y ~~s s<:ie~~ of_mep)}lJim~ (the 

~ tei:_rr
1 

'men' is obviously used here as a sY1:onym forhuf!lan __ beings and 
'{' ~rtainly n()~ gender~SJ)&iffcr··commenting on the futility of attempting 

r·, \(y- -~- - the history of a lone individual (or more precisely, of a loner), Ashin Das 
z{) \ Gupta onc~_!.Q!,~ _ _!hat one could attempt al,il:~~lig_~o_1;1, }3"ut ::i_c:i_t_t~e 

-~ ~istor::LJ'---q~: What we now_ und~rstand a~ Histo:~ is a subject that tn_es 
to study human activities by situatmg these m speofIC temporal and spatial 
contexts. Although the term Itihasa, known in I,?-dia since the days of th_e 
Atharvaveda_j§ now a_c_l,l,i.i::~iit synonyrr{ of _ _fil~!9D'in_ the ~-e.~- I_l?:~o_:-_Ar_yan 
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lang11~~~L T~_i~q_s_a and History are not thesa._me. The term Itihasa is derived 
from _iti ~!!__iisa (so it verily happened in the past). Romila Thapar's sustained 
studies have clearly underlined the d1si:frictiveness of Itihasa (or Itihasa
Pura,:za) tradition from History. 

The human beings of the past and their activities-the subject matter of 
History-are never folly knowable; except thaftinyfragments of the proof 
of their existence and life (called evidence) are available to those who study 
the past at present. Put differently, the production and accumulation of the 
knowledge of the past is a very recent endeavour of the historian. Needless 
to explain, the degree of difficulty of recovering the past enhances as one 
probes into the very remote past, when only a handful number of artifacts 
and no written documents are available. There is little doubt that written 
words and documents of the past are invaluable for the construction and 
assessment for the historian. In fact, there is a strong tendency to locate the 
beginning of history with the advent of writing and/or the availability of 
the written documents. The _period preceding-t:_he advent of written evidence 

I is often labelled as 'pre-historic'. s;111e schola;;·;;~~;t~~f;rt~-h 
\ 

'' 1 '• 1 _h___ ' h ' " t e term pre- istory , since anything belonging to the past should become a 
, ·. subject matter of History, which is only imperfectly understood in terms of 

r written words. The antiquity of writing in the world cannot be pushed back 
before the Bronze Age, which in terms of the long history of human beings, 
is of a relatively recent origin. It is, therefore, impossible to limit the study 
of human beings only to the world and practice of written words long before 
which the human society had already gained some visibility. The alternci,tjye 

-;te~~~_!:~jJ_E~_history' _is t}:i_7c.._freHt~r.a.t.~J2!1.~_s~ __ ()f human historl: _ _gaining 
_!ncreasmg acceptance among anthropologists and archaeologists. There 
is little doubt that the preliterate phase that precedes the ag~ of written 
records, vastly outnumbered the years of the experience of literacy in human 
society. For understanding the nature of preliterate human society and 
culture, archaeology offers the only window of knowledge; the importance 
of archaeology however, hardly diminishes even when literacy gains ground 
in a particular society at a given temporal situation. In Indian society, with a 
strong emphasis on oral culture, the advent of a literature or a literary style 
may not automatically point to literacy. Th_e~arJiest of Indianli.tera!.m:~,_tl;ie 

JUgveda, is steeped in orality and is the product of a scriptless society as we 
shall find in a subsequent chapter. The study_()f the remotest past of India, 
like ~hat in ma~y_o~l:i~~~_c:>llntries, is entirely-basecron archaeology. 

Archaeology alone cannot offer many clues to the earliest human beings 
and their surroundings. Sustained cooperations among archaeologists, 
anthropolo_gist2 ~~9logists-;-Zoologists and botanists-are-absolutely esse~tial 
for the understandfriiof human beings oTffie _remotest possllile--Hmes. 
Such a study attempts to trace the gradual evolution -;;f the human species 
to what is called the Anatomically Modern Man (AMM), also known as the 
Homo Sa_piens.; in other words, the evolution of~physica.lfeatures of the 

.. 
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species called human beings over tens of thousands of years is also a major 
aspect of the earliest human history. Such enq~iry as this largel_Y belongs to 
the realm of physical anthropology. The physical anthropologist looks. for 
the evolution and traces of the typical physical features of a human bemg: 
bipedal (two-footed) m_oveJ.Tie11ts, the evolution of the forel~mbs in~ an~s, 

-""a straigli! a!!_~yertical ver~ebral column, a large bra_iil_:Sf-~th ci, ~1.11?~~D-ttcll 
cranial capaci~easured in cubic centimetres or cc), stereo~~~.!:~':.:les a,!:!?_ 
~ppos_able £il"~m_!?~emains of human bones, skeletaI remains,_ fragments 
orthe skull, traces of the denture, etc., present vital but partial clues to 
the extremely long and slow evolution of the earliest human species to ~he 
'modern' anatomical shape. This history of the making of the human bemg 
runs closely parallel to another singular human attribute-the ability of 
humans to make culture. Culture here does not stand merely for tll<=p_()p~lar 
notion of literary creatio~, fine and visual arts, dress and food. I_tdenotes, r >--'--/' t1 

~specially in anthropological terms, all hum~n activiti~s that are beyond_ the 
primarily biofogi.caITuii:C:tl()ns; 1HZe eaHiig, breathing or sl<=ep~11g: In gther.. 
words from the earliest and crudest stone implements to the most complex 
super~o_n:iP:t:t_t_er::~-:::--;ill human creativitycomes under the p~r-view ~fcuTfure. 
Culture here stands for the adaptive ability of mankind m relat101:1 to.the 
gfoen environment and surroundin,g. Culture is unique ~o human bei~gs. 
Thus the anthropologist's tracing.of the remains of the earliest human bemgs 

"t1J. • h 1 · k" d 1 involves both the search for the physical traits of t e evo vmg man in,= as <· 
well as th~thanges and <:OJ:?:tit1uities in ~.!,lltt1re. i=ulture,_ therefore,_ is ari ~ 
expression ~uman being's respons~~atural __ su_£roundin~ One 
of the earliest cultural activities of mankir1d :."_'1-5 t~~~3?ol~.; t:._ 
human-belng is not merely a·tooi~using animal but ~_!ool-maki~nimal. A 
toons explained as an extra-corporeal agency by the archaeologist. a~d t~e 
palaeoanthropologist. Human beings need tools to manage the de_fi_c~~ncies 
or shortcomings of their bodies or limbs. A human being, for example, 
fashions a lo~st:Tcko~t of the branch of a tree to pick up some fruit from 
a considerable height where his hands cannot reach; the fruit may also be 
at such a height that it could prove difficult for its human procurer to cli~b 
the tree without danger. The stick in this case almost acts as an extension 
of a human arm. The stick of an intended length and suppleness to pluck 
the fruit from the ground is not available in its natural condition. It is to be 
fashioned by a peculiar combination of hang, eye <l:nclbrain coordina~ion: 
In other words, the shape, length and suppleness of the intended sticklias 
already been perceived, conceived and planned in a ment~ proc~ss,. muc? 
ahead of the actual fashioning of this tool from a raw matenal, which m this 
case, is a branch of a tree. This ability_of rn~king_a_!()olis unique to hu~n rc:c f 
beings and is distinct from the process of usmgan ad hoe tooL . 

Anthropologists have informed us of the ability of apes to break off a 
branch or twig and use it as a weapon during a fight among themselves. 
Though the twig here turns into a weapon, it is not a fashioned or 
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manufact~red tool, but an ad hoe one.l!!,~~diti~_11 to _the_too!n:iaking:1:bility, 
!1:_uman._ berngs _ are_ also_. endowed_with ano~Jier fascinating feature---their 
abilityt6-communicate with speech. This has been instrum"e~tal t;:;-i,'.;count 
and pass on past ex'perlences o(rnankind from earlier generation(s) to a 
more recent generation-once again a unique human attribute. Tracing 
the earliest human beings, therefore takes two routes: the search for the ----· __ ::, ____ .. .. . . ··-·--. . ... - ----·------

rema!:r_is of human body and/or the remains of cultural artifacts. The latter 
could be manufactured o~ly by-h~~an beings a~d therefore is an indicator 
of human presence even when physical remains of human beings are not 
recoverable. Dating of the earliest physical remains of human beings and 
the artifacts created/manufactured by them is done by various methods. For 
exa~ple, !9 sit_uate the evid~fl~~_i_n_g_~logical~~~-z.~ologic_,~J-~g<::_s~mo~ 
lummes~~ce_ test,_ dendroch~~:1.?~?Kf, pollen grain analysis 9:!!Q carbon 14 
tests are being conducted. Of crucial importance is the general application 
of the geological law of superposition in archaeology/anthropology. In other 
words, it recognizes the fact that artifacts and human, animal and plant 
remains found in deposition at a lower depth in the soil are more ancient 
or primitive than those discovered from an upper level of the soil. Thus, the 
topmost layer of the soil, which is now being inhabited and settled, is also 
the most recent; the greater the depth of the soil that yields evidence for the 
archaeologist, the more ancient it is. 

II 

So far, ~~-- eErl!~$J l{lloWJ) remains of human spedes_ have been discoyered 
. from East Afnca, in 011ll~~i_Q()Eg~-(Sereng~t_i_ JJgj:ri_s, nwt.h~_g__}:~nz~~a), 
which is clc1,ted !Q_3.,_8_Iniflion years BP _(Before Present, not to-oeconfosed
with BC, the presenL~_!ing-i~~ated i~ 1954), thanks to Louis Leakey and 
Richard Le_akey_. The earliest human beings belong to the ~llstn3)9pjtbednes 

3ecies .. -=··-
The remains clearly suggest that it was a biped_~ecie.., thereby establishing 

its true hominid character. From Ethiopia was discovered the fossil skeleton 
~ a young girl~ .. gJ:v,~Il-• F~~-Il~I!?:~~ •~~&,~-;hi~h-had° aii-impressive c~anial 
~_}'.>_a.city of 400s_c (although the cranial capacity of an AMM is much larger, 
1250-1450_g:): the large cranial capacity was seen as a marker of her hominid 
character. The skeleton of 'Lucy' is dated to 3.2 million years BP. Other 
specimens of the Australopithecines with a slightly higher cranial capacity 
(500cc) are recovered from South Africa, dated to 2.3 million years BP. 

Somewhat junior to these specimens are the remains of the Homo Habilis, 
~e~_between 2.6 3:t1d 1.7 million }7~_a!s BP, with a larger cranial capacity 
_Q_0Qcc,}, found from East and South Africa,The larger brain case-of the Homo 
Habilis is indicative of its greater inteIHgence and the ability of making stone 
~!?},:_1,triking one stoneagainsf another. Orie _such tool is !he pel,!Jle to~l 
.,~~f··,~·,· -- ·~· 
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with cutting edges around a core (also_ called_~re_ to.91); along with that there 
is the debitage o:fstonechfpitffiat is technically known as the flake. 

The Homo Habilis is also closely linked_~ththe more or less cop.temporary 
Pithec~nthropus E~tus (also]~~;0ii-~s-:_iQ~_)ava. a,p_d the Pe_king/Chou_ku 

. tien :t\fanY, the latter-so called, because of its erect posture and attend~nt 

bipedalism; the Pl_~~~C.~~~li~c_>J)US __ Ere~tll~-11:~~-ct~r_ain_~cl~~-?!.1,000c~_c~J>~<=!!Y· 
The evidence from China clearly suggests his/her ability to use and control 
fire:_:__a major event in the evolution of mankind. The Pithecanthropus 

fuectus must have been able to ro~t meat rather than eating it raw. This 
brief survey underlines two points:1 first, the genesis of hmnail beings took :;;-, . i
place ~~~!:~~~! ~o_re precisely in_}~;~t .. ~~~~-!eading anth~opolo_g~sts to (J J 1_ < ~ 
propounatlie'ouToDffncatheory. In other words, h~I!lan bemg or13-gmated 
in East Africa and then gradual.Tymqved to_pJge_r_parts of the glob~econd, 
th~-~h;~~~logy of hum"an origin clearly establishes that human beings as a. 
species, arrived much later in our planet than many other zoological species, 
it i~ aiso likely that the arrival of human beings in India took place in course 
of the movement/migration of our ancestors from Africa, though the process 

of this movement is not clear. 

III 

Unlike the African situation, fossil remains of the earliest humans are not 
easily and readily available in the Indian subcontinent, making it difficult 
for the archaeologist/historian to accurately date the first advent of human 
beings in the subcontinent. However, the presence of human beings in the 
subcontinent in a very, very remote past is visible through the remains of 
the tools used by our ancestors. The earliest known stone too!~J11_the Indi_an j 
subcontinent go back to 2 million years BP. These came_trQm the P_otwar' 
plateau in Pakistan, 1l}}h:Joa1:_Y--aJl_ey_i,:1:1J{.~~hrr1i:r;_Mos!lr~:6:opper chopping_' V 

peo6Ie-toofs': these lithic implements were made and manufacturedk · 
the Homo Habilis and the Home Erectus in)ndia. Closely following these 
in ctaf~~pp~;~~g--to~!~veri~. fr~m _ the Siwalik ~ills .,in 
Himachal Pradesh,_assigned to 1.8 million years BP. In th<:_~<:>_a:11: valley the __ 
tools fou~Iand axes (!\.cheulia~.alongwith th~c::hgpper_choppi:Qg 
tools, assigned to a period between 700,000 and 500,000 years BP. These are 
among the earHe_s~JB.?~-!'~.a~qlithic tools found in India: The discovery of 
the Soan culture by de Terra and Patterson in 1939 also pomted out that the 
northernmost part of the subcontinent came within the scope of glaciations 

during the geologj~al ~1.~-i~tocene epoc::h. r( _ 
However, the greater part of the subcontinent did not expenen_ce 

glaciations. Raymond Allchin and Bridget Allchin suggested th~t the 
subcontinent, like the greater parts of Africa, passed through :eluvial and 
inter-pluvial ages, instead of glacial and inter-glacial phases, thereby 



7 

. (' 

6 Exploring Early India 

indicating the alteration of prolonged periods of profuse rainfall (pluvial), 
punctuated by phases of relative aridity and warm climate. That the Homo 
~re_ctus began to spread over wider areas of India, during the ~ddl~ 
Pleistocene epoch (730 000-13_ 0 000 years BP) ·11· b 'd. --•f··--·• · ·' h . , . , , WI e evi ent rom t e 
discovery of_hand axes (Acheulian) from the peninsular parts of India; e.g. 
from Hungsi valley (Karnataka), Attii:ampakkam ~nai). Nevasa 
(Maharashtral and Di<l.:':_~~~ (~<ljasthary_~ave also yi~ld~d .Pal;e~lithlctoors
datable to 350,000 and 390,000 years BP. _A~ evolved skull of th~ H~~o 
~rectus comes from Hathnora in the Narmada valley, dated to 130 oo·o···· · o f h . .- - . . , years 
BP. . ne ~ t e most tellmg evidences of human-piesence in central India is 
available m the_B~I.Inbetk~caves~_I3hopal (Madhya Pradesh), discovered 
by S. Wakankar. ~he Bhi~b:tka caves were occupied over successive periods, 
the t~aces of which are visible in the subsequent floors. The earliest floor 
has YI~!d_~d Acheulia_!!_.Jgo!§,. thereby pushing the antiquity of the human 

, presence to th: Lower Pala~ol_ithic pha_s~:_Jhese caves also bring to light 
subsequent !'-'lid~le Palaeolithic tools, consisting mostly of thinner and 
smaller flake "bfaaes. There is absolutely no doubt that mankind at th· 
stag: entirely depended on hunting and collecting fruits and roots for the~; 
survival_ and nourishment. Under such circumstances, there was no scope 
of creatmg regular settlements. Human beings lived mostly in the open. 
However, rock shel_ters like the Bhimbetka caves and the Sa,!)gh~~ (in 
north-wester~ PakistfalTI), were the preferred areas for living. The Bhimbetka 
cav:s are particu_lar~y no~able for rock-paintings of hoary antiquity. Though 
datm? these. pamtmgs _ is controversial, these depict ~c-~nes of hunting, 
associa:ed with a huntmg-gathering society and not a pastoral 0 ; food
producmg community. S_cenes of hunting could have been painted inside the 
caves as part of ~ituals, ensuring success in hunting expeditions. 

The principal marker of the shift from the lower to the middle and 
eventually to the Upper Palaeolithic lies in the increasing preference for 
and the use of flake tools, while the Lower Palaeolithic implements were 
l~rgely ~ore tools .. Th_e flake tools _~~!.~ lighter, sharper, fine~--and more 
ad_:7~nced th~~ !Il'Q::;~ of the. L<:>wer Palae~!ithic,p~riod. The mo-stfrequently 
found and typical tool_yv-cts !he blade. Flake blades, typical of the middle-and 
U_p12_e~~~e9Hthic pha~es!,_ha°lle been.Tound fmin Nevasa.·m··:rvfaharashtra 
an~ Didwana i-1:_B,ajasthan. The Middle Palaeolithic to~l~fr~~ Gujarat and 
RaJ'a'stli"an are dated on the basis of Thermo-Luminescence tests to about 
56,800 years BP. Archaeologists and anthn:>E_Ol()_gists suggest that around 

__G_Q,Q_QO_!ears BP, arrived the Anatomically Ivlgd~rE Man (AMM) hi·-the 
!~~~2_1:tme.1:i:~: Ian Tattersall has drawn our attention· to anthropological 
nn~mgs a~out the pre_va~ence and spread of the AMM or the Homo Sapien 
Sapiens with other existmg human species, now extinct. There i·s a str 

·b·1· h h ong possi i ity t at t e present day existence of the AMM or th H s · s • e omo ~~n 
apiens as the only one human species in the planet was the outcome of 

much slaughter of the other and pre-existing species by the AMM. 

l 
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The AMM is characterized by th~Jc1.!_g~forehe<:1-~ and a gEctcl,llctl ~li!!!-l!l~on 
of thesupra-orbital ridge; ~y the -~lovv- disappearance ofth_e heavyjaw and 
the appearanceofa-sharpe;~e~tical lin_e of the fa.ce and chin; by_increasing 
gracility (thinning of thebones) that contrasted the more robust species 
of the preceding times. One of the earliest known human skeletal fossils 
from South Asia has been fou~c:l from the Fahien cave in Sri Lanka. This 
human skeletal fossil is dated to 34,000 _y~?r'tBnhe Upper Palaeoltihic 
sitesin India are widely distrib1.1t~da~d;-a;yi~:date. This suggests that the 
transition from the Lower Palaeolithic to the Upper Palaeolithic was not 
uniform or unilinear, but varied in different parts of the subcontinent. Thus 
Upper Palaeolithic sites at Renigunta (Chittoor district, Andhra Pradesh), in 
Shorapt1Tdoab (Karnatc1.ka) and at Bagh~r (middle Sonv~:y) belc>ng to the G fQ ,,Y 

period from 25,500 to 10,500 years BP; m the Belan valley m Uttar Pradesh, 
similar sites are dated during the period 18,000-1,6,000 BP~ On the othei 
hand, Upper Palaeolithic artifacts made of fossil wood from Tripura and the 
eastern part of Bangladesh belong to a relatively more recent period: 11,000-

4,500 years BP. 

IV lr:cl' 
It J\ o 

Geologists locate the advent of the 'recent' geol()gic_al ph<1s~_m9loc;ene) 
around 10,000 years BP, which mark the ena.·l'.>(the preifractea- ke Ages of 
thePTeistocene epo.ch and the beginning of the relatively warmer phase 
that continues in our times too. Archaeologically speaking, South Asia at 
this juncture enters its phase of microliths that marks the abundance of 
and preference for miniature stone tools. These are tiny implements, none 
bigger than 5 cm. and hence termed as microliths. 'Qi~ microlith tools largely 

consist of blade, burin,.1.wiu.ts, scrapers, cresceaj:s, bl~~-These 
appe~~-t;; h;;e ;;;;fved ~'of ·and/or ~-continuatio~,-of tne.blade industry 

of the Upper Palaeolithic stone technology into the Holocene epoch. There 
is an appreciable change of raw materials for making the new implements: 
from the pebble stones to stones like quertz, chert, agate, chalcedony, etc. 
The latter was easier to flake, and the use of flakes was essential for the 
fashioning of microliths. It is quite clear that such tiny we_ctJ>Ons could not be 
used on their own for hunting; they had to be attached to or hafted on other 
tools~-i~ this ;;y, th·e~;.-olith~ ;ere mostly co:mpo"site,tools ·1:hat.speal< 

·-~{~onsiderable complexity and devefoprr{~~ti~·technolo·gy Irorri the blade 
technology of the Upper Palaeolithic period. As the microliths stand between, 
as it were,_!J:i~_lJpE_er Palaeolithic tools and the iml'_lements o~~he Neolithic 
phase (in the Levant around 9000 BC), these mark the MesolitllJ:c ph._c1.~e 
~~South~Asia~-~~~haeology. As the very term Mesolithic (m~;.. 
lith=stone) suggests, it is considered_a transition from the _Palaeolithic to 
t~g_li,thi.c..phases. The Mesolithic period in South Asia is important not 
merely for the advancement of stone technology, but for a major social 
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transformation. This_}~ the phase, which for the first time ytelds evidence of 
domest~c~tio~ o~m:als. ~llriiki;~d·g~th~-~-i;g ;~~~;;;g·i~~: 1:1.P~but 
from this penod~~~ntmg of animals began to be supplemented by pastoral 

_ p11~s_1:1~ In fact, by the beginning of the Mesolithi~ phase, human b-eings 
in South Asia began to show greater reliance on animal rearing than on 
hunting-gathering activities. 

Before one embarks upon the study of the Mesolithic culture in the 
subcontinent and of the domestication of animals-leading eventually to 
pastoralism-a few general observations may be in order. The domestication 
?f animals involves the prCJcesses of caEtlffing, taming ancl hreed:f:ng wild 
anj_~~- in captivity. As Sandor Bokonyi points out, wilcCa11imals meant for 
domesticati011:are· to be separated from their natural habitats and provided 
with food and shelter. The process certainly involves intimate knowledge 
about various animal species-anatomy, biology, physiology and behaviour 
of wild animals-which must have been accumulated over a very long period 
of hunting activities. The choice of animals fit for domestication arises out 
of the following conditions: . - · -- -

1. provision of food for these species easily available through human 
beings - -

2. d<;>mesticated species of SOII1e use-:-e.g. ~~c1_ilc1bility of meat, milk, wool 
..QI.any other pl,!rpose -- --

3. _ci_rii_lllals not tCJo agg~~s~ive_ 

4. the pack of domesticated animals, kept in captivity.and/ or under tamed 
condition, capable of easily moving from pl!J:~e to place -- --

But ili~ princ;:!I'._aj llrge for domestica~ animals must have been to 
ensure the reserve supply of food, in-~ase-hunting operations i;If;d or pr;ved 
inadequate. It would also naturally and logically follow that th~-adveni: 
of domestication of animals and pastoralism was not only an extremely 
slow process, but it did not bring about a sudden break from the hunting
gathering activities; in fact, it was the hunter-gatherer's minute observation 
of the animal species over generations that enabled the accumulation of 
knowledge about the choice of animals to be domesticated. In the long 
history of domestication of animals, the earliest anim.fil.t9_he_dQmesticate.d 
~according to_y\Tenke, the dog (12000 BC),followecl.b}!..the-~be_ep--{S_SQO 
_BC), the goat (7500 BC) and the pig (?0Q_()_Ilc):·While these animals were 
domeshEafea 'first in West -and South--Wesf~sia, ..the....wat.er._huffalo __ wa,s 
domesticated first time in aboutJh_eJifth mH1e11i:i:tl!!!l.!!~..by the_p_eople of 
Mehrgarh (now !B Pakistan). The horse was not domesticated before 3000 
BC; one <:J.fthe last animals to be domesticated was thereindeer (1000 BC). 

__ \J --=-Kha~'.:LnQ:V presented fiv_e broad and important·a.;:~;;~t~;i;tic f~atu~es \ --~V"() -----• ------- -
) defining the economic essence_Qf pastoral nomadism (gener~lizing on· the 

archaeological data mostly from Central and West Asia): (12 Pastoralism 
was the predominant fgi:rn of economic activity; in ot_h~i: words, p;st~~~f 
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groups depended less on hunting-gathering !~r-~11bsistence;_ (2) The herd 
was maintained aJTtlie-year round ori a system of free-range grazing without 
stables; (3) Periodic m~bility~obs~rved among pastoral groups in accordance 
with the demands of the pastor~ ~CQnOIIlywithin the boundaries of specific 
g~;~ing ter~itories; thus theirperiodic I11o~i_lit:y is _<1isti~-~!_fr:_()Ill Ill:ig;ra~~or:i:; 
(4) All members or the majority of the_p_;i~!_()r:_a:1._group would participat:_in 
pastoral m()~Qlty;_a.gd (5) The resour:_~_E:_g_~I?-_erated in ;i_p~~to,:r:~ society)s to 
meetthe-r~quireII1e~_t~gf _s_ubsJ.s..t~n.c.e; put differently, the capitalist ranch or 
dairy farming~ftoday cannot be considered a pastoral activity. 

We can now look specifically at the situation during the Mesolithic times in 
the subcontinent. The Mesolithicrnltl![~in the subcontinent are marke~ by 
the growing use ofiiiicroliths:Th; e;lie~t k-;;_;~·-;;i~~oliths from SouthAsia 
have come from ilie Fahien°"cave in Sri Lanka, yielding Mesolithic tools going 
back to 34,000 year~~-Th{g_eo~~i:ric microl~ths fro1:1-~a-~a_dom~~~-~? 
Sri Lanka closely follow in date: 28,000 years BP. Another Sri L,mkan s~te, 
-B~li L~;;, shows the evidence of charred grains, which are dated in between 
i2:C5oo;~d 9,000 years BP. This however, does not speak of the beginning 
of regular agriculture in South Asia at so early an age, as these belong to 
wild, and not cultivated variety of grains. It may indicate the consumption 
of wild grains, collected but not grown, in the dietary practice of the island 
in a remote antiquity. One of tlie earliest Mesolith!~site~ in India ~.L 
Nahar Rai in the centralparts_oLUt~·ar_Prade_s4--:.Pated on the basis of C14 

tests to "10,000 years BP, Sarai Nahr Rai has yielded human skeletal remains 
(recovered from burials), bones of animals and microliths. These microijths 
are tools, principally based on parallel-sided blades; no less significant is the 
availability of arrowheads of bone and flint. The latter strongly indicates 
the use of bone tools in addition to stone tools. Moreover, the arrowheads 
cannot but speak of the use of bows and arrows as hunting implements. 
The burials at Sarai Nahr Rai demon.§!:I<1.t_e the _exi§ten_c:eof strongly built, 
robust human b~ings with large b~nes. The mean height of adult male 
ske!efo-ns there is 180 cm., while the mean adult height of female skeletons is 
170 cm. and above. Bones of animals recovered from the site demonstrate 
the faunal resources available to the hunting group: zebus (Indian humped 
ox), buffalo, sheep, goat, stag, pig, rhinoceros, elephant, tortoise, turtle and 
different birds. The people knew the art of roasting meat in fire. But there is 
no evidence of either domestication of animals or agriculture. 

The other site, Mahadaha, from 'the same region has also yielded skeletons 
in b~rial. A study ofthe skeletons shows that the average life expectancy of 

liuman beings was rather short: the average age of death of thirteen deceased 
persons was between 19 and 28; only one specimen shows signs of living 
above 40 years, but none beyond 50 years. The practice of burial at Sarai 
Nahar Rai and at Mahadaha are clear indicators of the belief in and practice 
of rituals, especially in the belief of the supernatural. At Mahadaha are seen 
bone ornaments and bones of slaughtered animals interred in the grave. 
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, '- This possibly has something to do with the belief in life after death. One 
c, \ ~!t~e :tvl~~_olithic sites demonstrating an early evidence of domesticati;n ~f 

~nimals is_ Ad~m~~rh,. ~o_shangabad district, Maharas]1tra(8000 years BP) in 
thei<ra(m~davalley. Alongwft:liblades, paralielsidedofadEis:ourins and awls 
of noticeable variety, bones of domesticated dog, zebu, buffalo, sheep and 
pig have been discovered from here. But the people of Mesolithic Adamgarh 
continued with their hunting practices as will be evident from the bones 
of wild deer and porcupine. That hunting continued to be the mainstay 
of livelihood will be apparent from the rock paintings of hunting at the 
Bhimbetka caves, the earliest painting from here being dated about 6000 BC. 

. A:tentio~ may be focussed to two 7::'.1:s_o_li~~ic si~:s:--Bago_: ~.~~~lw~ra 
d:':.;1_c:t, -~aJast~a:1! and the cluster"ot sites a! Koldihwa, Chopdani and 
~~-~~~r~J~n_t.!!_~ ~elan valley, Uttar Prad~~!:0- The sites are significant fur 
showing the transition from hunting~gatliering to pastoral pursuits. Bagor is 
the largest Mesolithic habitation site known in India and the most securely 
dated of all Mesolithic sites based on the C14 tests. The total thickness 
of the habitation deposit in trenches is about 1.150 m., which possibly 
indicates occupation of the site for nearly 4,000 years. The earliest period 
at Bagor ranges in date from 5000 to 2500 BC, yielding profuse number of 
microliths and animal bones, remnants of huts with stone-paved floors and 
burials (with the dead-bodies usually heading to the east, that is according to 
a distinct orientation). V.N. Misra's meticulous recording of the bones (total 
226 in number) shows that 72.29 per cent came from phase I, 19.06 per 
cent from phase II (2500-1000 BC) of period 1 and the rest 2.65 per cent 
from period 2. According to Misra, 60 per cent to 80 per cent of these bones 
belonged to the domesticated variety of sheep and goats. What cannot 
escape our attention is the large number of bones of domesticated animals 
and the gradual shrinking of the number of wild animal bones as the people 
of Bagor took more and more to pastoralism. The greater the dependence 
on animal rearing, the lesser was the incidence of hunting-in other words, 
graduating to domestication of animals. The reliance on animal breeding at 
Bagor could have led to a relatively more settled life-though not having 
a permanent habitat-than that of the hunting-gathering groups. This 
explains the remains of stone-paved floors of huts at Bagor. 

Now to the other interesting sites of Mahagara, and almost opposite to 
it-the site of Koldihwa-both located in the Belan valley in the Allahabad 
district of Uttar Pradesh. The site of Mahagara has an irregular oval shape 
measuring over 8,000 sq.m. Within this area, particularly notable is a section 
measuring 1,622 sq.m., from where remains of 20 huts have been recovered. 
Though the superstructure of these huts do not exist any longer because of 
perishable materials, the floors and post-holes speak of the existence of huts. 
At the eastern fringe of the site have been found 20 post-holes of varying 
diameters (ranging from 10 to 15 cm.), distributed over a rectangular area 
(12.5 m. x 7.5 m.). The entire area looks like an enclosure; this assumption 
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gains firm ground as the area has yielded clear hoof-marks of animals. In 
other words, the area enclosed by 20 post-holes was a cattle-pen. The cattle
pen was located in a stretch of land, which was closest to the approach of 
the river. This further indicates that the choice of the site of the cattle-pen 
was a deliberate one, as it was conducive to the grazing_of the ca~tle close 
to a source of water. It is quite clear that the cattle-keepmg pursmts of the 
people of Mahagara endowed them with a greater security of livel~hood. 
The huts at the site undoubtedly speak of a quasi-permanent h~b1t~t of 
the cattle-keepers. The site of Koldihwa has yielded, along with m1crohths, 
handmade and cord-impressed pottery. The use of pottery certainly points 
to the requirement of the storage of food, the supply and procurement_ of 
which must have been facilitated by domestication of animals. Accordmg 
to G.R. Sharma-the excavator at Koldihwa-the pottery contains husk of 
rice. Archaeobotanical examination of the husk points that the rice was not 
wild but of the cultivated variety. Sharma and his colleagues have dated the 
specimens of these cultivated variety of paddy on the basis _of_ C14 test: to 
seventh or sixth millennium BC. The excavators claim that this 1s the earliest 
known evidence of the cultivation of rice, not only in the subcontinent, 
but in the entire world. Though the findings have been approvingly used 
by Irfan Habib in his Presidential Address to Indian ~istory ~ongress 
(1982), he himself now doubts the antiquity of the _specu1:en of nee fr~m 
Koldihwa excavations, as several archaeologists consider this to be t~o h~gh 
an overdating. Even if the claim for the earliest evidence of p~d~y cul:1vat10n 
from Koldihwa is disputed, it is quite clear that the Mesohth1c penod s~w 
significant changes-the introduction of pastoralism gave a greater :ecunty 
to material life and facilitated quasi-permanent settlements; the penod also 
witnessed technological advancements in the form of microliths. Better 
livelihood probably paved the way for decorating the burials of the deceased 
with grave-goods, including bone ornaments. 

V 

The stage is now set for a general survey of the Neolithic cultures in the 
subcontinent. The term Neolithic p~~i?d literally denotes the new ston:_ 
age, distinct f~the old (palaeo) and mi~dle~~-stone ages. The 
pertocfunder review was mitially-consiclerecf dIStl~Ct, as It brought about 
further advancement in stone tool technology, leadmg to the use ofs_li~_r:£.l:Ec.. 

-~gio_other and finer stone tools th.c1:11: .!~ose of the pr:vi~us t~mes. It was V .i 
V. Gordon Childe, who saw with the commg of the Neohth1c penod, vast ~nd . ), 
s~eeping social changes, the most important being the begin,ning;,?ff~rm1~g / 
in Syria and Pale~!}:r:1E:12ariously called 'the mo_:~~ric~-~-1:~,,~':~~!nd_th: Fertile 
Crescent'. The beginning of domestication of plants and regular ag:1c~lture 
18 traceable in the archeological records from sites like Tell Mureyb1t (m_ th_~ 
middle Euphrates valley in ~ria), Abu Hureyra (Syria), Beidha and_?er1:~~--
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(Jorcl?,!1), _I(arimshahar, Shanidar and Tepe Asiab (in Iran), Halaf Hassuna 
~ ---·--- • ·-··--~·····--·--- ,~-· 1 

Samarc! anclJJ"baid (in Ir~The foundation of agri-~\"_;_iture as the mainstay of 
life brought unprecedented security and steadiness to material life to those 
groups which practised it. Human societies began to transform from hunting
gathering to food-collecting and finally, to food-producing stages, though not 
in a uniform and unilinear manner, but with considerable diversity. In many 
cases, the domestication of animals and plants are mutually related and not 
opposed to each other. A sound understanding of the available wild plants 
and animals is a precondition for the beginning of agriculture. It has been 
argued by experts that density of population and ecological changes since the 
beginning of the Holocene compelled human societies to tap the subsistence 
potentials inherent in plants and animals so that these would become useful 
for human beings in a sustainable manner. Once certain cereal-yielding 
plants, especially wheat and barley were domesticated, then, over several 
centuries, the improvements of agrarian techniques further facilitated the 
generation of excess agrarian products. This excess agrarian production 
could then be used to sustain the non-agrarian and non food-producing 
social groups, like the specialist craftsman, the merchant, the ruler and the 
administrator and the professional soldier. The advent and development of 
agriculture holds crucial clue to the emergence and consolidation of complex 
and stratified society. As land assumes the most important social wealth 
in ~n agricultural society, the possession and control over land ultimately 
decided upon social and political pre-eminence, particularly since the 
Bronze Age. The advent of agriculture is instrumental in the long run in 
breaking up the relatively simpler and less sharply differentiated societies of 
the pastoral and hunting-gathering groups. This is the reason why Gordon 

>; ~.~co!Jcsidered the Neolithic period as a 'revolution', thereby highlighting 
the enormity of changes triggered by the new developments. It should be 
pointed here that Childe's overemphasis on diffusion to explain changes in 
human cultures and societies has met with sharp criticism from many recent 
archaeologists and anthropologists. 

In the Indian subcontinent too, the Neolithic phase brought in extremely 
significant changes since the seventh millennium BC. While the term 
Neolithic generally connotes an age unacquainted with metal technology, 
the greater part of the subcontinent began to experience cop_per and bronze 
technologies along with the stone tools. The simultaneous use of stone and 
metal (non-1ron) tools in the context of the subcontinent renders the history 
of this period a distinctiveness_:_}:l_1~phase therefore was termed as Neolithic
chal_~o!!thic by -~r-_~clg~! Al_lchin and Raymond Allchii:i, t;he terrn_ chakoliJhic 
~enotin~!_cul!11r~ ~~9,l!~!~fed witl::Jhe use i::>f bo~ll_st:_~ne ?-_i:icd c91mer/bronze 
t~ i~ true that while Neolithic-chalcolithic sites were pretty c;~~~n 
over greater parts of the subcontinent, some areas-notably the western 
part of Pakistan_'._~~hmir valley and some parts of south Indi~ showed the 
existence of what may be called 'pure' Neolithic cultures, as sites in these 

From the Beginning of Human Presence to the First Civilization 13 

areas did not yield any evidence of the use of copper/ bro~ze technology. ~he 
discovery of new sites and the re-examination of the av~ilable archaeol~gi~al 
data have naturally resulted in changing the perspectives of t~e. Neo~ithic
chalcolithic period in Indian history. Considerable regional vanat10ns m_ the 
Neolithic-chalcolithic cultures have attracted the attention of archaeologists. 

· b · f t t ·th the oldest Neolithic site in the The followmg ne survey s ar s WI ~----- _ _____ ------:-----· 

subcontinent, r,iamely M~_Egct,!!1: in __ ~;i_l<istan, followed by the flowermg of 
-- -- · ·- -- ~ic=e· lie Tndiis basin This sets the stage for the study of --farmmg commumLies m . . 

the Harappan civilization, the largest of the Bronze Age civilizations, which 
saw the first urban development in the subcontinent. The contemporary 
Neolithic and Neolithic-chalcolithic cultures of Kashmir, the Ganga_ vall~y 
and eastern India and the peninsular India will also be taken up _m this 
survey. We shall begin with the site of Mehrgarh and then exa~me ~he 
succeeding cultures in the Indus basin. This will be followed by a discu~si~n 
of the mature Harappan civilization, and finally, the survey of t_he Neohth~c
chalcolithic cultures in the Ganga valley, eastern India and penmsular India. 

Mehrgarh 

The discovery of Mehrgarh in Kachi district of Baluchistan province in 
Pakistan by French archaeologists, especially Jarrige (1977) has b:en a~ 
event of momentous significance for the understanding of the subcontment s 
history. AN eolithic deposit of 10 m. was found out at Mehrgarh, im~edia~ely 
showing a very long occupation of the site since the seventh millenm~m 
BC if not as early as 7000 BC. The very prolonged occupation at the site 
ca~not but point to the sedentary nature of the settlers, the bulk of ':horn 
therefore, must have been farmers. Otherwise, the protracted occu~pt10n at 
Mehrgarh cannot be explained. The site has yielded indisputable evidence of 

crop production. 
The earliest occupation at Mehrgarh goes back to the phase 7000-5000 

BC. From this phase come remains and impressions of the two-row hulled 
barley (Hordeum distichum), six-rowed barley (Hord€um vulgare and H. 
vulgare var. nudum), einkorn wheat (Triticum monococcum), ~mmer wheat 
(Triticum dicoccum) and bread wheat (Triticum durum/aestivum). These 
securely dated data on grains leave little room for doubt that the Mehrga_r.~ 
people were not only ag!ic_~lturists, but g!p_gJ:2lg.Qf_g~11~rati?g-:div.ersified_ 
aricrdeveloped cereals._Moreover, querns, mortars an? grmdmg stones 
a~ttest to theav~ilability of crops grown at Mehrgarh. An mtegral part of the 
farming lifestyle at Mehrgarh was certainly the domestication of animals. 
This will be evident from the bones o_f _hum__Q~Q ox~g,_gQ_<!!:~nd ~)J_e_ep., Some 
bones of wild animals with cut marks suggest that the earliest settlers_ at 
Mehrgarh continued to practise some hunting, tho~gh i~ d~ndled with 
the consolidation of a farming economy. Another firm mdicator of the 
sedentary life at Mehrgarh is evident from the remains of dwelling houses. 
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; C:.hese reside~tial structures were made of sun-dried bricks of a regular 
.. n ' size and consisted of small rooms with assigned places for fire. Neolithic 

tools like chipped_ stone blades and bone tools speak of the principal crafts 

at Mehrgarh. T~:s_ pha~e at_~<:!1:!g_a_r_h__t~ ?c~~I~mic, _i.~'.! .. ~th~~LE?~~ery. 
Ornament-makmg had already entered the lifestyle there even at the i;;ItI;;.l 
stage of settlement; ornaments like beads of steatite and bangle of conch
shells appear on skeletons in burials. Two points emerge from this. First, the 
~c~-shell was not a local product. The use of this non-local material T~~ 
ornament-making may speak of some exchange-related activities in exotic 
objects, possibly of ritual significance. The custom of burying the dead with 
grave-go~ds not only hints at the belief in life after death, but is a marker of 
~he relative prosperity of som_e pers~ns in the society. A farming community 
is ge~erally mo:e complex with sooal differentiations than a pastoral and 
~untmg-gathermg group. Such social differentiations are often manifested 
m burial practices and rituals. 
. Mehr~arh's further advancements in material culture are writ large 
m th_e fmds from the subsequent phase II, ascribed to 5000-4000 BC. 

Co~s1derab_le developments took place in agriculture. This will be borne out 
by 1mpress1_on~ ?f var~eties of wheat and barley recovered from this phase. 
~ut mo~e s1gmficant 1s the discovery of a large structure from where clear 
1mpress1~ns of large number of grains of barley and wheat were found . 

. . l One particular compartment in that structure also contained two sickles in 
:xce_llent condition; the sickles had three bladelets hafted in a slanted manne-;: 

,_,
1
m bit~men. These sic~les or sickle bl_c1~e_s_are the earliest known harvesting 

· _,tools _m the subcontment, an undoubted commentary on the improved 
agran~n techn~logy at Mehrgarh II. The structure is certainly larger than 
an _or~mary residential one and therefore has been identified as a granary. 
This 1s also th: ~arliest known struc_ture for storing grains-:__a forerunner 

_ 2!.~-~-r.'.1-1:c1ry-:-:-:-m!he~~E"C.()1?-_tinent. !he construction of the granary speaks 
of a_ syste~ of storage of grains, which were produced much in excess of 
the_ 1:11med1ate~y r~quired quantity. It is also a marker of a complex socio
poht~cal orga~1za~10n'. which oversaw the collection and storage in and 
possibly the, d1st~1~ut10n of the stored grains from a non-residential (and 
therefore a public) structure. The construction of impressive structures 
may also suggest the availability of a labouring force. Outside the grana 
b .Id" l" f ry m mg 1es a ireplace,_ containing several hundred charred grains. Among 
these were found remams of cotton seeds (Gossypium species), datable to 
4000 BC. T~e people_of_l\1~hrgarhwexe pgrhcips the earlig_s_t.to_haye_cultivated 
cotton for its oil or for its fibrous properties or both Th 1· t· _ _ .• . . e ear 1er no 10n 
that the Harappans in the third millennium BC were the earliest growers 
of cotton, therefore, needs to be corrected in the light of this evidence of 
cotton cultivation from the fifth-fourth millennium Mehrgarh. The farmers 
of Mehrgarh m~st ~~ credited for growing both cereals and non-edible crops. 
There are also s1gmf1cant developments in the crafts scenario. For the first 
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time at Mehrgarh pottery appeared: Mehrgarh II onwards, the site_enters its 
ceramic phase. The first pots were indeed crude and handmade, with ba~ket 
marks. These were made by putting a lump of clay one upon another m a 
basket smeared with asphalt or bitumen, the basket obviously being used 
as some sort of mould. At the very end of Mehrgarh II (4000 BC) emerged 
the first wheel-turned pottery, the technology probably having arrived 
from West Asia, where the wheel technology had appeared about 5000 BC. 

This phase has al~o brought to light what is termed as a craftsman's grave. 
A man was buried with a sophisticated Neolithic axe, three core tools of 
flint, nine geometric flint microliths and 16 chipped blades. The _orname~t
making craft continued unabated: beads of turquoise, lapis lazuli, carnelian 
and shells were manufactured and used as grave-goods. Most of these raw 
materials, especially lapis lazuli are non-local; it is likely that these were 
procured as exotic and precious items through some exchange network. 
Mehrgarh, though essentially a sedentary agricultural society, was gradually 

becoming more complex than a rural settlement. . 
Growing complexities are visible in the social and cultural h~e ~t Mehrgarh 

III ( 4300-3800 BC). Mehrgarh grew during this phase four vanet1es of wheat, 
barley and oat. The most important craft was indeed that of the potter. The 
Mehrgarh III ceramic tradition is fully wheel-thrown in monochrome and 
bichrome styles. Pottery of this phase is found strewn over an area of 75 
hectares: this surely speaks of a remarkable expansion of the site. The pottery 
appears to have been mass produced. This is the phase when Mehrgarh 
experienced regular metal technology. Though copper slag _had ~lready 
been noticed in its phase II, copper smelting became common m penod III. 
However, the extraction of copper from the copper ore is a difficult process, 
although it certainly speaks of advancement in smelt~ng technology. ~s 
only a small quantity of copper is available from a relatively large quant1~ 
of copper ore, the continuity in the use of stone t~ols at ~ehrga~h III 1s 
only natural. The sustained making of beads (of lap1s lazuh, carnel~an and 
turquoise) cannot escape our notice, especially in the light of the deb1tage of 
raw materials at what may be called local factory sites. Period IV at Mehrgarh 
(around 3500 BC) is marked by dwelling houses with small, low doors and 
open spaces. This period for the first time yields elegant polych:ome pottery 
with geometric designs in red, white and black, surely an evidence. of the 
considerable development in pottery-making. One also cannot miss the 
proliferation of terracotta female figurines, which were likely ~o have been 
mother goddess images, related to fertility cult. Mehrgarh IV 1s also noted 
for the advent of seals made of terracotta and bone. This is another marker 
of change-a seal is generally an administrative mechanism, associate_d 
with the function of authenticating or approving some acts. Seen from this 
light, the seals from Mehrgarh IV may indicate the presence ?f some kind 
of administrative authority. Though the nature of the authonty cannot be 
ascertained, it shows that Mehrgarh was becoming increasingly complex 



16 
Exploring Early India 

from an erstwhile farming settlement. Periods V and VI at Mehrgarh point 
to its interactions with areas in the Inda-Iranian borderland. It continued as 
a mass production centre of potteries and terracotta figurines. Just before 
2500 BC, Mehrgarh became integrated to what Rafiq Mughal considers the 
'Early Harappan' culture and then the site was abandoned. The antiquity of 
Neolithic culture in the subcontinent has been pushed back to the seventh 
millennium BC by the startling discovery of Mehrgarh. The remarkable site 
of Mehrgarh thus demonstrates continuous habitation and presents the 
evidence of the changing contours of the settlement. Mehrgarh clearly shows 
how the ground was getting ready for the emergence and efflorescence of 
the mature Harappan civilization from 2600 BC. 

Early Harappan 

Mehrgarh, though the pre-eminent Neolithic site of the north-western part 
of the subcontinent, is however not an isolated instance of the emergence 
of a Neolithic farming community. There are several other Neolithic
chalcolithic sites in the region, albeit none is comparable to Mehrgarh in 
terms of complexity and extent of the settlement. A case in point is Kili Gul 
Mohammed in the Quetta area in Pakistan, the antlquity ~f the site going 
back to the fourth millennium BC. Originally a Neolithic settlement, the site 
soon became acquainted with copper technology and subsistence farming. 
Similar_s_ites flourished at Damb Sadat, Damb Buthi, Kot Diji, Kulli, Mehi, 

-_~rn!!!_Nal and Nundara (all in Pakistan). These si~ejieid~d--th~i; 
distinct pottery traditions, but all share tlie commonalty of an initially 
crude, handmade pottery graduating to a wheel-thrown ceramic tradition. In 
spite of their distinctive decorative designs on the pottery, these Neolithic
chalcolithic potteries show a preference for stylized representational motifs 
(including leaves, birds and animals) on the outer surface of the wares; these 
potteries were also decorated with excellent geometric motifs (straight, 
curved, parallel, diagonal and circular lines), showing the capability of the 
craftsmen to delineate abstract ornamental designs. The use of copper 
began to spread in course of time at most of these sites; this will be evident 
from the manufacturing of copper weapons, copper fish-hooks and copper 
mirror, the last item certainly intended for extra-utilitarian purposes, The 
copper mirror is likely to have been used by the more affluent members of 
the society, Towards the close of the third millennium BC, these sites also 
experienced a considerable proliferation of terracotta figurines, mostly female 
forms. These were probably associated with the cult of the mother goddess 
whose importance in farming communities can hardly be overemphasized. 
Like Mehrgarh, these sites too yielded terracotta seals, which speak of the 
presence of some administrative mechanism and organization. A large 
number of Neolithic-chalcolithic sites have now become known in the 
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Cholistan desert, the Bahawalpur district and Jalilpur in Pakistan, largely 
due to the efforts of R_a,fi_q ]YIµghal. . _ . 

Th chief significance of the discovery of these sites hes m the better 
under:tanding of the process of the emergenc_e a_nd cons_olida~ion ~f a 
complex urban society and culture in the Ind us plams m the third millenmum 
BC. The_~e_N_~.9lithic;::-chalcohthic settlements were precursg:rs toJ:he._mature 
Harappan civiliz:.:ttiqn_ __ . . 
-The landmark development of the Bronze Age is of course the first urban 

civilization in Ir1dian s_1:1bcon:tinent, yariou_sly __ qilled as t~~- ~nd~s Vall~y 
Civiliz~ti;p~ · the Indus Civilization and th~ __ l:lagp_p.:l,!1 <:::1111:!!~_a_:1:!~~- _The 
'· · ·--··· · h r-d· e earlier branded Neolithic-chalcolithicp:1-lt:µE~,S.O_f nort -~t:_Stern rn ia_wer_~-::···· .. ::cc-_-:::,o-::,.cc,-.-c•,,,. 

as~H~~~l?P~J~fi~~ing Rafiq Mughal, Kenoyer, Meaaow and Iqbal, 
the preferred labelling of these cultures now is early Harap~an, The new 
terminology speaks of the changing perspectives of archaeologists. In recent 
decades South Asian archaeologists attach less importance to the con_ce~t 
of diffu~ion for the explanation of the rise of urban civilization in India m 
the third millennium BC. A diffusionist position, often taking the cue from 
Gordon Childe, recognizes that the idea of civilization diffuses from ~ne 
particular centre or region to faraway p~aces,_ th_e~eby o~ten ~verlookmg 
the possibilities of indigenous factors behmd sigmficant histoncal changes 
in a given area. Of late, greater reliance is placed on the processual model, 
current among anthropologists in North America who often stress on lo_cal 
formations, and not diffusions, as holding crucial clues to the underst~ndmg 
of complex, urban and state societies of pre-modern times. By pref~rn~g the 
label 'early Harappan' to 'pre-Harappan', many leading archaeol~gist~ imp:y 
that the 'mature' Harappan civilization grew out of the local situat10~s i_n 
north-western part of the subcontinent as a continuous process. The pomt is 
driven home especially with the recent excavations by Kenoyer and Meadow 
at Harappa itself (situated on the banks of a now dried up ch~nnel ~f the 
river Ravi) where clear evidence of an increasingly complex sooety pnor to 
the advent of the mature Harappan civilization has been unearthed .. 

In this context, the site of Kot Diji, about 50 km. to the east ofMohe~Jodaro, 
demands our attention. Kot D_iji___is mar_k~c:lby a massive defensive W§lll 
made of mud bric~) and ~E,1_E!Stone rubble (lo~-~-~9_1,1rse). The 
def;n~e system was possibly necessary to ward off the calamity of a floo_d 
or an incursion from elsewhe~e or for both tp.e purpo~g,s. Within the "1alled 
area excavators discovered an occupation deposit as thick as 5 m., surely 
indi~ative of a prolonged occupation of the site. This, in its tu~n, furth~r 
suggests the regular presence of farmers at Kot Diji. Stone blade mdustry is 
quite prominent, some blades bearing a sickle like gloss; the ~atter therefore 
clearly speaks of agricultural practices. The prevalence of agnculture among 
the Kot Diji settlers will further be evident from stone querns and pestl_es. 
Wheel-thrown pottery, decorated with plain bands of dark or browmsh 
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paint, has been reported. Bichrome pottery with cream slip and red/sepia/ 
black painted design is another characteristic ware from Kot Diji. Some of 
the decorative designs on the pottery have some affinity with the more 
evolved ones on the mature Harappan wares of the subsequent times. Kot 
Diji bears tell-tale marks of two massive conflagarations (dated respectively 
around 2750 BC and 2520 BC) after which the excavators noted the onset 
of Harappan culture. According to the Allchins, one cannot rule out the 
'suggestion of violent overthrow and conquest' during the transformation 
from early to mature Harappan culture. 

Recent excavations at Harappa by Kenoyer and Meadow, taking the 
cue from Mughal's fundamental researches on 'incipient urbanism' show 
two distinct phases of developments at the site of Harappa in the 

1

fourth 
millennium BC. -~n ;_996, excavations revealed what are known as the Ravi 
and ~~t Diji phases of occupation at Harappa. The two phases are datable 
~e~rectively to ~300-2800 BC and 2800-2600 BC. Th~-;~ttlem~nt at Harappa 
ctunng the Ravi phase marks Period l. The settlement covered the northern 
edge of the present mound AB and north-west corner of the mound E. The 
earliest habitational structures at this site consisted of huts, which had 
wooden posts and walls of plastered reeds. The huts were constructed with 
both north-s~uth and east-west orientations. The Ravi phase at Harappa 
has not yet yielded a complete mud-brick structure. Earliest potteries from 
this phase are entirely handmade with a variety of decorations. Towards the 
very end of the Ravi phase (Period lb) appeared for the first time wheel
turned pottery, which certainly points to the introduction of the potter's 
wheel-a marker of significant changes. 

Noticeable changes of far-reaching consequences occurred at the 
succeeding Kot Diji phase at Harappa. Already known since the 1996 
excavations, the Kot Diji phase settlement at Harappa is now better 
understood after the horizontal excavations were undertaken there during 
1998-2000. The growth of the settlement is unmistakable: it measures 
25 hectares; this cannot but suggest increasing population at the site. 
Appreciable diversities in crafts productions have been recorded. Not only 
wheel-turned pottery tradition is fully established during the Kot Diji phase, 
but th:se are gi~en a red slip and decorated with black painted designs. 
Ceramic decorat10ns range from horizontal bands to geometric and floral 
motifs; peepal leaf and fish motifs also appear on potteries. Such motifs 
as these would become common and regular on potteries of the mature 
Harappan civ~lization. This phase also marks the use of copper and gold, 
the latter obv10usly for non-utilitarian purposes. Bead-making was a major 
aspect of the crafts economy; beads of glazed steatite particularly speak 
of the advancement and specialization in bead manufacturing technology. 
Large number of bangles have also been discovered, including those made 
~f shells, a non-local item. Marine shells were possibly procured from 
littoral areas, which lay at a distance of 860 km. from Harappa. In other 
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words, one notes the presence of exotic items that were likely to have been 
required by the better-off residents of the site. The possibility of growing 
exchange network looms large in the light of the appearance of inscribed 
seals and standardized weights in the Kot Diji phase at Harappa. Inscribed 
seals and standardized weights were among the hallmarks of the mature 
Harappan urban milieu since 2600 BC. Harappa in its Kot Diji phase, had 
therefore, experienced these features two centuries ahead of the mature 
Harappan culture. Excavations reveal early attempts at a planned layout of 
the settlement: first traces of streets with both north-south and east-west 
orientations are visible at this phase. For the first time, the settlement had 
a perimeter wall of mud bricks; large mud-brick platforms also appeared in 
the Kot Diji phase. Harappa as a settlement assumes a greater complexity 
than a mere rural area; it is indeed marked by incipient features of urbanism 
during the early Harappan stage. Excavators have noted that mud-bricks at 
Harappa during the Kot Diji phase were manufactured, following a distinct 
ratio of the breadth, width and length ofthe, br,i~l<.(~,2_:_ 4LS.1:1:ch__a, gtio as 8 [I, { 

this wouldbecome s"tand.~1cf[{ecl1n·1::he fuat~~~ u~;~ppan c·ivilization. There 1 'V ·, 

i; littl~ doubt that Harappa during its crucial two centuries of the· Kot Diji 
phase (2800-2600 BC) signalled the advent of a complex social and political 
organization, though the exact nature of the polity cannot be ascertained. 
The elaboration of a social hierarchy will be evident from the diverse 
types and sizes of buildings constructed during the early Harappan phase. 
The incipient urban society not only comprised specialist craftsmen and 
merchants, but also accommodated agriculturists, pastoralists, hunters and 
fisherfolk. Thus, Harappa during the Kot Diji phase seems to have emerged 
as a regional centre that integrated its immediate hinterland with distant 

resource-gathering zones. 

<&Tiv .- I 1 ~:o VI 

Mature Harappan Civilization (2600-1800 BC) } . 1, 't,,\ 
The study of this civilization, since _ __i!~._c!~s-~_~very in 1922, has become so 
iarge·a-ndc:omplex that it may be considered to have developed into a distinct 
discipline within the rubric of South Asian studies. It is well-known that the 
discoveryQf. Mo}:i~p.j_<:Jdar_o (in modern Pakistcin2?Y Rakhaldas :§~neE_E__ le~ to 
a maj~~- ~hange in the study ~f South Asia's past. Not only the remains of a 
third millennium BC culture were discovered, thereby pushing the antiquity 
of Indic culture beyond the Vedic age, but the possibilities of urbanity in 
South Asian cultural ethos were recognized, which has been invariably 
associated with a seemingly changeless ruralism. The earliest known u_rban 
society in the subcontinent is one of the _!.~E_e_~.g~at Bronze Age ci_yili~~_!i~ 
tne others being the Egyptianaiiif'theMesopo_~aIDian ci~lizati9ris. With the 
discovery of many new sites, espec1a1lysin'.ce-the 1960s, the hi~!oriograthy c.; 
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Map 1.1: The Harappan Civilization Zone 

of_this civilization rar:ly_ re~ains static, and new insights are constantly 
be~ng_ ~~ded_ to the existmg mformation. The changing nomenclatures of 
this nvihz~t10n are one indicator of the changing perspectives of historians/ 
archaeologists. 

\)- As the t~o best and earliest known sites, Mohenjodaro and Hara a 
: are located m the Indus vall ( · p k. ~-~,- . ___ .. PP-· . =--- ---· - •······ ·. · .... - e½.__t1Q.y_ir1 i:l__]St~n;,_!!ie nviuzat10n was first 

na~ed a~ th~ In~us Valley Civilizatio11 by Marsqall, ~ ;o~enclature though 
dated, still contmues in many text books and books fo 1 d h • r genera rea ers. 
T e di~covery of several sites sharing the typical features of Harappa and 
~o~e~Jodaro,_ but not confined to the Indus valley, led to a slight but 
significant shift in the nomenclature: . the Indus Civilization coined b 
Wh_:~ler. In such labelling one may dis~ern a recognition that 'the earlies:-

/ ! ' .v V ' ( ! ' ·, I. 'J ) 
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Indian civilization was, like its Egyptian and the Mesopotamian counterparts, 
also a riverine civilization. Many more sites have been unearthed since 1950 
in both India and Pakistan, covering a very large area. There is a marked 
preference among recent scholars for the label, Harappan Civilization, to 
other previous nomenclatures. The reasons for this are that the extent of 
the civilization spreads far beyond the Indus valley, and that it should better 
be named after the first type site Harappa. futrappa in fact was visited in t!ie 
second half of the nineteenth century by Sir Alexander Cunningham. He was 
aware oHJie.seals foundfrom the ~te, but did not pay adequate attention to 
these,as··i;I; primary interests ;:i,nd.p.l'iorityJ?-Y with BudcihisJ:_monuments. >::-· 
Harappawas also the first site to be excavated (by Dayaram Sah_ni), at_!:he 
time wnen Raliliakfas J?_~!l~Jji fo~nd glJLthg rnins. gfivf~h":gjs>_~~_r,~i; spite 1. ~ l ~;. 
ofthe v:,fele -acceptahility and currency of the label Harappan civilization, ,_ 
~1:1other nomenclature was c9ined in the late 1980s'. The label is Sarasvatl- -
Sindhu civilization. The name Sarasvati figures in the f-igveda as a sacred 
ailctaseagoing river. Whether it was really a mighty sea-going river has 
been contested by several historians, who consider the Sarasvatl nothing 
more than a seasonal river within the Indus basin. The remains of the once
mighty Sarasvati are suggested to have been found in the dried up channels 
of the Hakra or the eastern Nara rivers. It is true that many settlements 
of the Harappan times have been discover~ne vicinity of the dried-llJ) 
cha{mels of the Hakra, Ghaggar and Chautang. 

Suraj Bhan, on the other hand, doubted whether the proliferation of sites in 
the G haggar-Hakra valley imp lied that it was the core region of the civilization. 
Romila Thapar argues that the crucial point in using a nomenclature for a 
particular culture should not be merely the number of sites in an area, but 
the nature of sites. The sites in the north-western part of the subcontinent, 
especially in the Bolan area, strongly bear out the gradual changes from 
the pre-urban to the urban phase and offer more widespread and sustained 
evidence of the evolution of an urban culture than the cluster of sites in the 
Ghaggar-Hakra valley. In the coinage of the nomenclature Sarasvati-Sindhu 
civilization, many historians and archaeologists further suspect an attempt 
at imposing a 'Vedic complexion' on the pre-Vedic Harappan civilization. At 
the present state of our knowledge, the label Harappan civilization remains 
the~~st acceptab).~, satisfactory a~ effective description of the m.i~ure 
Harappai:i civiliz;ation that will now be taken upJ2!:_~~i_s~:iis.sJ.2.12~ 

The geographical extent of the Harappan civilization covers a huge area. ~
The northernmost site is Manda in Jammu, though the northernmost 
outpost ~f the civifization1s situated at Sh~rtughai in the Badakhshan 
region of Afghanistan. The civilization never penetrated beyond the sub- . -r-\~ 
Himalayan foothills. Its westernmost limits are marked by the Makran cQa,llJ:. 
iff~;:i.\uchistan~_ere stand two sites,_Suktctgeri Dor ~!:1-~ Sotk~_l\_oh. _I'~E:. .. 
easternmost site is Alamgirpur, lying to the ~ast of Delhi. Several Harappan 
sites have been located in the pres~i:rt: Hary;na, but not in the Ganga valley. 

~: (,\· 'r, · I 
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I~ the south, Rangpur in Gujarat, or even Daimabad in Maharashtra (230 
km north of Mumbai), has been considered as the southernmost extent of 
the Harappan civilizati~~- In the 1960s and 1980s, new lights were thrown 
after the discovery of sites in Gujarat, including the Kutch area (especially 
Dholavira). The area thus covered is nearly 700,000 sq. km. or half a million 

sqµare miles.1~~ H~!_a_ppa11 ~i~liz;i!ion was t1t1d()ub~~c:lly th~ la:rgest ig.~--~~Jent 
~mong the Bronze Age civilizations. Most of the sites are urban in nature 
ci:msisting.very.large· cities and smaller towns. From the configuration of 
cities, an estimate of population has been suggested, ranging between one 
million to five million. Of this, the total urban population is suggested to 
have been 250,000 of which the residents at Mohenjodaro and Harappa
two premier centres-counted together approximately 150,000. Habib 
cites that during the nineteenth century de-urbanization in India, the rural 
population was nine times higher than the urban one. On this count, he 
estimates that in the third millennium BC, the rural population would have 
been more than fifteen times and, therefore, estimates the total population 
of the Harappan civilization at 4,000,000. According to him, the density of 
population was likely to have been six persons per square km. 

Harappan Economic and Social Life 

There is little dispute that the economic and social life of an urban culture 
would be much more complex than that in the rural areas. Though the city 
is usually populated by craftsmen, professionals, merchants, administrators 
and religious personalities, the city must have had a secure supply of food, 
since the bulk of the population in the city did not grow food. But for a 
strong agricultural economy, the Harappan towns and cities could not have 
exis~ed. '!:_~e Harappans grew a wide variety of crop~""'h~.'~·!, 12~:r-l_ey, pul~es, 
lentils, linseed, mustard, bajra, ragi, jowar, sesame and cotton. Rem.ain:s 
~frice have beefi-found orily from Rangpur and LothaI;~bot:fi{~-G~farat. It 
is not clear whether paddy cultivation in Harappan Gu3arat was a regular 
feature or it emerged only during the late Harappan times (after 1800 BC). 

The diversity of crops is truly impressive: it co"\Tered both khati_t(~eds sown 
in monsoon and reaped !n autumn-e.g. rice, bajra, rnJton_and sesame) · 

-~~~ ral>i (seeds sown in winter, harvesting in spri1:1gl_e9:rly summer: wheat, 
pulses, barley mustard, etc) crops. It is likely that cultivation was facilitated 
by the possibility of higher rainfall during the Harappan times than the 
current rainfall. This is indicated by the evidence of a long wet phase (5510-
2230 BC) on the basis of Gurdeep Singh's pollen grain analysis from the 
~~sthanJakes. The Harappan civilization has a distinctiv~f~;1:~~~-i-;:;_-the 
widespread use of wells, which helped access water from underground. 
Flood water in the Indus basin seems to have been utilized by what is 
known as inundation irrigation. Scholars generally agree that the traditional 
system of bunding water in the stream by blocking it with large boulders 
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, \/, ~abarband) in lower Indus valley and Baluchistan was also prevalent 
r\<l.J > 

1 

.,,, tiduring the Harappan times. The familiarity of the Harappans with plough 
') ,, v '· cultivation is conclusively proved by the discovery of terracotta models of , t· ~ 
\; ploughfrom Banawali (Haryana) and Jawaiwala (Bahawalpur). That plough f

1
-' 

had arrived at Kalibangan in Rajasthan even b~_fo_I!_the mature Harappan . 
£!ias'~, is d~monstrated by a·pioughe"dfieldfrcn,; a 'pre-Harappan' l~vel. This V , (, :.C·':,y•; 

awicultural field bears clear furrow marks, both vertically and horizontally. 
The system of simultaneous vertical and horizontal ploughing acro:s the 
plot is still practised in Rajasthan to grow peas, sesame and mustard m the 
same field. It is possible that the same practice was prevalent to grow more 

than one crop in the third millennium BC. 
That the Harappan civilizatio~ was capabl~ of generating sufficient ~rops c (i · 

for its rural and urban population as well, lS proved by th:,J~rananes at \. r , 1 

Mohenjodaro and Harappa. ~(!th the granaries were located i_n the upper " 
to_;n ~.;:citadel of the two cities and were impressive brick-built _struc~ures. 
fhe ·structure afHarappa measures 9000 square feet, more or less of the 
same size as the one at Mohenjodaro. The granary at Harappa has two rows 
of platforms, each row having six platforms (50'x20'); in other words, there 
were twelve such platforms. The two rows of platforms are separated by a 
passage, 23' wide. Air ducts were provided with a view to keeping the ~rains 
dry a1:1d free from moisture. This granary was located close to the dned up 
channel of the river Ravi. It is likely that crops meant for storage was brought 

to the granary by the river. 
To the south of the granary at Harappa stood a large platform with circular 

pits (diameter from 10' 9" to 10' 11"). Wheeler repor_ted the _discov~ry of 
hay, husk, wheat and barley grains from within these orcular pits,_ wh1c~_he 
interpreted as pits for threshing grains; the platform was therefore 1dent1f~ed 
as a grain-pounding platform. To the immediate south of the poundmg 
platform can be seen two rows of tenements. These are one-room or two
room dwellings, meant for the residence of people who are poorer than the 
residents of larger structures in the city. Wheeler identified these houses as 
coolie barracks, earmarked for workers employed for pounding grains close 
to the granary. According to Wheeler, there existed a granary complex rath~r 
than isolated and disjointed structures. Brid_get .A.ll~~in and Raymond ~:ch?:, 
also consider that the granaries probablyfu__?ct10_ned as cent~~l b_a_J:]}5£ wnere 
grains were collected~ Recently, however, Kenoyer has 
.. contested the identification of the structure at Harappa as a granary as he 
doubts the existence of grains in the pounding platform. There is little room 
for doubt that the Harappan civilization was capable of generating profuse 
amount of crops, much in excess of the immediate need of the cultivators, to 

sustain the large urban population. 
Intimately linked with the agrarian economy was animal breeding._Bones 

of cattle and oxen, both humped and humpless varieties have been found. 
The humpe~-"6-_~so figures regularly and prominently on Harappan seals. 
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The water buffalo appears on the seal, but no bones of the water buffalo 
• f _ h~s been discovered. 13ones of sheep and goat point to their domestication. 

~S0 ~ -~ 1 ,There has been some controversy whether the horse was known to and used 
\'',,_ 

by the Harappans. Some bones from Surkotada were identified with those 
. of horses; this has been contradictedand th~e bones are of the wild ass 

(onager): In the late 1990s, N. Rajaram claimed to find a representation of 
the figure of a horse on a Harappan seal. Michael Witzel and Steve Fanner 
exposed that Rajaram's claim was a deplorable act of downright forgery on 
the figure of.il.JJllicorn on a Harappan seal, long ago published by Mackay, 
which was deliberately doctored in a computer 'to produce the image of a 
horse. There is little, if any, possibility of the prevalence of the horse during 
the Harappan times; it is difficult to find any concrete evidence of the horse 
prior to the emergence of the speakers of Indo-Aryan in the subcontinent. 
What is beyond any controversy is the existence of a large number of 
pastoralists who were active beyond the settled society of city dwellers and 
villagers. 

Needless to elaborate, the hallmarks of the urban material milieu lie in 
the crafts production and commerce. The Harappan civilization belonged 
to the Bronze Age and also sustained the chalcolithic tradition, the onset 
of which have already been ~-in tne-contirt~fth;-~-;.ly Harappan 
farming communities. The Harappan craftsmen continued with the stone 
blade industry. Rorhi and Sukkur in the lower Indus valley seem to have 
been the principal source of the raw material, the grey flint or chert stone. 
Bridget and Raymond Allchin inform us of a possible working site of stone 
blades near Sukkur. The factory site is determined by the Allchins on the 
basis of the remains of the raw material, carefully prepared cores of excellent 
quality and finished, semi-finished and unfinished blades. Further, they also 
demonstrated in the factory site a cleared area where possibly the craftsman 
sat cross-legged amidst his raw materials, tools of production, prepared 
tools and debitage. No less significant are the locations of most of stone
blade 'factories' close to the Indus; the choice of sites close to the river seems 
to have facilitated the transportation of finished products by riverine crafts 
to Mohenjodaro and other places. 

<. J . ,· \ Major advancements in metallurgy are evident from the proliferation of 
\ 

1 
,, bronz~ 0Q!~. Bronze is an alloy of copper and tin. _Bronze vV~s mostly used 

for making better knives, axes and chisels, though bronze utensils were. 
~so in vogue. The bronze mirror was certainly a luxury product. The use 
of copper tools also marks an appreciable increase from the previous times. 
Copper implements include weapons, tools of production a,nd house-hold 
goocls:· razors, knives, chisels, fish-hooks, saws, chisels, axes (unsockete9-) 
and sickles. It is reasonable to assume that those who used bronze and 
copper utensils besides fragile earthenwares, were affluent persons in cities. 
A clear testimony to the excellence of the brazier is borne out by the famous 
figure of the nude female dancer from Mohenjodaro. To this must be added 
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Fig. 1.1: Specimen of Harappan pottery with p~inted geometric motifs and 
figures of leaves and ammals ::- C, L 

the four bronze animal fi~1:1:res f!:_~_!!: Daimabad, ass_igned to 1760 BC by Sali: 
. . . . f------k-~.---------- 11· hariot-like carnage, (2) an elephant, (3) (1) a pair o yo ed oxen pu mg a c _ . 

li
:::,:........_ - nd (4) a buffalo Superbly crafted, these bronze pieces are 

a r moceros a · h b 
'too heavy to be toys. It is difficult to ascertain what purpose t ese ronze 

images served. h 'f ld 
A typical urban craft was that of the_~!~~_in3:~~f3:~_!~:I:!_~· 'f ell m~~~ ;he 

. . the use of bricks both mud and fired bncks, fits m we Wl increase in , 
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i~age of burgeoning urbanism in the mature Harappan phase. Kilns for firing 
br~cks are _also known. This undoubtedly speaks of major advancement in 
bnc~-~n? technol~gy. fired bricks were specifically used for impressive 
pubhc ~uildmgs, drams and residential structures of the rich, while the 
~ud-~~ick ~as more.Prevalent for building common dwelling houses. What 
is strtkmg is the mamtenance of a distinct ratio of the breadth width and 
length of the fired brick (7cm x 15cm x 28 cm, i.e. 1: 2: 4) ove: a vast area 
and for nearly seven centuries. 

~he cultivation of cotton _plant was conducive to the textile industry 
durmg the ma~ure Harap~an times. The discovery of spindle whorls certainly 
speaks of textile productwn. ~oher1jQggro has yi~lded_rn_!!}llte fragments of 
_dyed wiow-en doth; these are the earliest known evidence of the manufacture 
of co~ton do~ in the world. The impressiv:e trefoil motifs on the wrapper 
; 0 ~ermg_ t~e -=~i1ge of the famous male figurine ( usually labelled as the 

_ pnest-~mg) po1_nt to the presence of embroid·erers, who mo.si: likely had 
worked m close lmkages with the textile workers. 

_O_ne ,of the salient fNt11res _ of the mature Harappan -crafts was bead
~<1.km~, a craft that had appeared as early as Mehrgarh. The H~;;pp~n beads 
we~e made of gold, copper, shell, lapis lazuli, steatite, faience, ivory and; 

"yanety of semi-precious stones (crypto crystalline silica) like agate jasper 
,· ., Ll _chalc~dony and carnel_ian. Etched carnelian beads are a typical H~rappa~ 

craft-item. Archaeologists have identified bead-makers' shops on the basis 
of ass~mblages of unfinished objects. Onesuc1:lwoi1<sliopwast6urid.outby 
R.S. B1sht at Banawali. It was a fairly large structure that had a hearth and 
~a~y _tiny weigh_ts. f~r minute objects. The structure yielded many beads 
m fm~shed, sem1-fimshed and unfinished conditions. Most beads are of 
c~rnehan, but some gold and lapis lazuli pieces have also been observed. 
B1sht co~ently identified the structure with a bead-maker's workshop. 
. No d1scussio_n o~ Harappan craft can be complete without referring to 
~ts p~ttery, which 1s profuse in number and diverse in nature. Pots were 
mvariably wheel-turned. Most pieces have a thick wall well-bak d t d Th • . f , e ore . 

e ~aJonty o t~e pieces are for utilitarian purposes: e.g. storage jars, 
cookmg vessels, dishes and bowls, dish-on-stand, containers, strainers. 
Some pots ~nd cups were given a red slip and decorative designs in both 
repr~sentat10~al and non-representational motifs were painted in black. 
Speoal pottenes were manufactured for funerary purpose. Kilns for firing 
~ottery have been discovered. Harappan pottery was mass-produced with 
httle pref:rence for ~ew and innovative shapes and designs. An innate 
conservatism, accordmg to many archaeologists, permeates the mature 
Hara_ppan potte? _tra~ition. This survey underlines the rich variety, 
cons1derabl_e spe:1al1zat10n and technical excellence of Harappan craftsmen. 
Gordon C~1lde nghtly considered the Harappan crafts 'technically the peer 
of the rest .among products of the Bronze Age. Concentration of craftsmen 
can be seen in large cities. Thus, Nayanjyot Lahiri considers Harappa as a 

~ ·,< 1 
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major centre of crafts operations. Chanhudaro was another such c~ntre of 
crafts production and maintained dose linkages with H~appa. !(alibangan 
in northern Rajasthan was particularly noted for the making of bangles, and 
{ii:-fact, so named because of the large number of black bangles found from 

there. 
The movements of crafts and agricultural products in the extensive 

zone of the Harappan civilization required a complex commercial system 
and organization. The diverse crafts of the Harappans . also needed 
communications over long-distances to procure raw matenals, some of 
which were not locally available. Shereen Ratnagar has suggested that the 
Harappan long-distance trade was considerably prompted by the urge t~ 1 • r · 
procure raw materials. ~C>pper, for instance, _could have come from the Khetn 
mines in Rajasthan, but also from the Oman peninsula .. A~t~, <:11alcedony 
and carnelian were procured fro~h.tr?- and western India. Th~_1,ource 

0
~j_i,s_certainly th~c1~a.l<lis~a~_re~!.':~. in_~!9hanistan wher~, 

significantly enough, was situated the Rarapan outpost of Sh~rtughai. 
Wherefrom tin, an essential ingredient for bronze manufactunng, w_as 
procured, is uncertain. The most renowned source ~~ou~h~~1>!_ As]:;<!,_ ... 
with which Harappans had little known and direct contacts. The only kn~wn 
source of gold in India is the Kolar gold-field in Kamataka; the other poss1bk 
supply zone for gold could have been Afghanistan. Shell and chank, regp,larly 
used for making bangles and other ornaments, must have beeTl brought 

from coastal areas of western India. 
The extensive trade contacts of the Harappan civilization with areas 

beyond the subcontinent are evident from archaeological artifacts._ T~e m~st 
significant evidence comes from the Harappan seals that were admm1strat1ve 11 

and trade mechanisms. As early as 1923, C.J. Gadd drew our attention to ,~, 
about two dozens Harappan seals, o,r a close copy of these, found from Ur in -, '{? 

Mesopotamia. One can safely infer not only conta~ts between ,the Indus and 
the Tigris-Euphrates valleys, but also a possible settlement of H~rappan 
merchants in Ur. Although the Harappan script is yet to be deCiphered, 
Mesopotamian tablets in cuneiform scriE.!_ have been read, the latter throwing 
significantlight on Harappan trade. These cunei~orm tab~ets often refer to 

·the arrival of ships ~_M~luhEa, Magan a11d 2~_::1ll11(!2.i!~~~!.:.\t~e po~t 
~:f Agade under the ~adian ruler Sarg-0n. Scholars are sharply divided m 
their p~~posed identifications of these places. However, most_7chgl?,.rnJ:end -\_) 
to locate Meluhha in the lower Indus region._Maga11_v\T~spre'110l:1,~~~ught ~ ·1 

tobe identifiedwfi:Iil1ie10lal<ran~o~~t}?)3aluchlsfan. But following Shere~n 
ItatnagarTtis bei:terhelo~~ted in the Oman peninsula. Magan appears m 
Mesopot:mian document as a region rich in copper, which is locally ava~lable 
in Oman. Ratnagar has also pointed to the availability of Harappan art1f~cts 
in the Oman peninsula. Tilmun/Dilmun, according to most archaeolo 1sts, 
corresponds to Bahrain i; an in !~-~~ian Gulf. Romila Thapar's atte~pts 
t~ 1ocafittvfagan and Tilm un/Dilmun within India were criticized by Govinda 
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Kutty and During Caspers. It is evidently clear that the Harappan civilization 
participated in a maritime trading network in the Persian Gulf. This further 
gains ground if one accepts the identification of a dock at Lothal in Gujarat, 
following S.R. Rao, whose position has been contradicted by Leshnik. 

However, the discovery of button seals, typical of the Persian Gulf at 
Lothal, cannot but speak of the contacts with the Persian Gulf region. Two 
Haiappan outstations in the Makran coast-Sutkagen Dor and Sotka Koh, 
are also likely to have played a role in the sea-borne communications and 
commerce. The Harappan maritime network will be further illustrated 
by the representation of water-crafts on seals. The major destination of 
this trade from coastal western India was Mesopotamia. Tosi has recently 
discussed a cuneiform tablet, which depicts a seated person who apparently 
was a chief or an administrator. On his lap is seen another seated figure of a 
short person. Further, two other male figures seem to have been engaged in 
conversation with the chief/ administrator. The accompanying legend in the 
seal speaks of a person named Su-ili-ssu who is described as an interpreter 
of Meluhhan language. Tosi suggests that the short person on the lap of 
the administrator was none other than Su-ili-ssu. The very mention of an 
interpreter of Meluhhan language certainly speaks of intimate contacts of 
the Mesopotamian ruler with Meluhha or the Indus valley. 

A reading of Shereen Ratnagar may impress upon the significance of 
maritime commerce in the Harappan economy. This is a point contested 
by Dilip Chakrabarti, who highlights the external overland contacts of 
the Harappans. Sarianidi has discovered Harappan artifacts from Bactria 
(north-east Afghanistan) through which Harappan commerce could further 
have reached Iran. This possibility gains ground with the finds of Harappan 
items from Tepe Yahya and Shahr-i-Sokhta in Iran. From Susa in Iran has 
been found mature Harappan seals. Altyn Tepe in Turkmenistan has yielded 
three typical Harappan ivory pieces. 

The impressive and far-flung commerce of the Harappan civilization was 
ably sustained by a uniform weights and measures system. The basic unit (1) 
of weight corresponds to 13.63 g., which went upwards on a binary pattern: 
1, 2, 4, 10, 20, 40, etc. The heaviest weight is of 10.9 kg. The astonishing 
standardization of the weight system facilitated commercial transactions; it 
is also an index of growing urbanism. Closely tied to commercial networks 
is the issue of transportation. Harappan overland carriages can be inferred 
on the basis of model carts unearthed from sites. For transportation of 
goods two-wheel carts with broad frame were largely used. A four-wheeled 
cart with a spoon-shaped wooden frame was probably also in vogue. The 
third variety is something akin to ikka type vehicles, carrying two to four 
passengers. There is little possibility of the use of spoked wheel in the 
Harappan civilization, as the model carts were fitted with solid wheels. 
Cart ruts found at the early Harappan level measure 1.07 m.; this suggests 
only modest size of carts. Harappan water crafts (river vessels) have been 
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d 
ls but no miniature model has so far been found. These 

represente on sea ' d . h t 1 bin 
1 d f tl.mber lashed by ropes and fitte wit a cen ra ea . 

vesse s were ma e o , 

Harappan Urban Layout 

Among the maj?r distinctive features of Harappan urbanism two point: 

d d 1. . ;:.._ First there is a pattern in the urban layout, though th 
nee un er mm);,. ' . . 1 tern of urban 

attern is neither invariant nor ng1d. Neverthe ess, a pa~ . . . 
ia out is discernible; shiftwrom this pattern in the cases of md1vidual sites 
will be taken into accounC$econd, there is clear hierarchy of ~rban c~n!resd 
The prime examples of Harappan urbanism and urban plannmg_ are m e:n 
Mohenjodaro (200 hectares) and Harappa (150 hectares) which had 

estimated population of 85,000 and 65,000. 
"f nd towns generally have two distinct sectors: the upper 

Harappan Cl ies a d d the lower town 
city or citadel raised on a massive man-made moun 'an i 
The chief distinction between the two sectors is that while the _uppe~ to~ 1 
citadel has impressive public buildings, the lower town aboun~~m r;s1:en~; 
structures. The citadel is generally located in the western s1 e o t_ e c1 , 
while the lower city-occupies the eastern, south-easter~ part of t~e tty. !:~ 
citadel was usually rectangular, noticeable not only m MohenJ~ aro . 

H
. but at Lothal and Kalibangan too. Typical examples of 1mp~ess1ve 

arappa, G B h · MohenJodaro 
ublic buildi~gs in the citadel area include the reat at m ' 

~he granaries at Harappa and Mohenj_odaro and the large assembly hall at 

Fig. 1.2: Mohenjo-daro-SD Area drain with curved corner 
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,Mohenjodaro. Large public buildings were usually constructed of fired 
bricks. !he Great Bath consists of a rectangular tank (12m. x 7m. x 2.4m.) 
which was made waterproof by a 3 cm-layer of bitumen. The tank could 
be approached by. two flights of staircases from opposite sides. Around 
the tank, there was a gallery with brick-paved colonnade. Seve~al rooms 
adjoining the Bath were also built. The Great Bath was certainly meant for 
very elite people among the urban dwellers. Close to the Great Bath stood 
the very large structure of the granary; its si~ilarity with the one at Harappa 
has already been noted. I_n the southern pa_r-t of the cit~del in Mohenjodaro 
stood a large pillared hall. Tv\Tenty pillars, arranged in four rows of five each 
are ··seen. Covering an area of 750 sq.m., this structure was not meant for 

resiaential purposes and expectedly, was situated in the citadel. The pillared 
hall was possibly meant for an assembly of persons during some ceremonial 
occasions. !he citadel in Harappa had two gateways, in the north and the 
wes5! though the west gateway was subsequently blocked. The gateways, 
like the fortification walls, are typical features of an ancient urban centre. 
The fortification wall at Mohenjodaro was repaired on several occasions . 

. \\l Fortifications are also visible in the upper town at Dholavira (total area 60 
f:Y hectare~)- D:pa:tu~e: fro1:1 the usual urban layout are visible at Dholavira. 

~ ____ !he entire city 1s divided Into three (instead of the usual two) sectors: the 
,ll:pper city, middle city and lower city. In no other Harappan city this tripartite 
division of the city lay out is repeated. Behind the northern gateway of the 
Dholavira citadel was excavated a large tank (12.80m. in width) which was 
connected with a channel (24m. long). The middle town, like the citadel, at 
Dholavira was fortified. Kalibangan (11.5 hectares) shared with other major 
Harappan cities the system of dividing the urban area into the citadel and 
the lower town. But only at Kalibangan one finds that the citadel itself was 
divi~ed into two sectors, the northern and southern ones: this is once again, 
a urnque feature. At Lothal, the citadel stands not to the west of the main 
town, but to the south-east of the lower city. If one considers Lothal as a 
port-town, then its unusual lay out may be appreciated. 

The lower town, as we have already said, was the main residential area of 
the Harappan city. Some houses in the lower city were large. At Mohenjodaro, 
there was a residential building occupying an area of 300 sq.m., with a 
courtyard around which were as many as 27 rooms. It was indeed a palatial 
structure belonging probably to an affluent person. Another large house in 
Mohenjodaro with a stairway was surely more than one-storeyed. 

R.S. Bisht unearthed a residential structure in the lower town at Banawali. 
It had a sitting room paved with mud brick. As it yielded several seals, a few 
weights and a large number of jars-embedded in the house floor-Bisht 
considered it to be the residence of a wealthy merchant. This house also had 
~ toilet with a wash basin placed at some height _ir1 a co-;;,-i;.er near a drain," 
which carried off waste water. In general, most residential houses in lower 
towns invariably had a courtyard around which were constructed living 
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rooms. An outstanding feature of Harappan urbanism_ ':'as _the elaborate 
d · tern and the use of water for washing and punficat10n. The Great 
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ramage sys . • • h f 
Bath at Mohenjodaro is a prime example. But no less mterestmg 1s t e act 
that in the lower town in Mohenjodaro, there were as many as 700 wells for 
nearly 2,000 residences. At Harappa however, one comes across fewer we:Is, 
but every dwelling there was provided with a latrine, clearly demonstrat1~g 
the excellent civic hygiene arrangement. The elaborate drainage system m 
the Harappan cities is unparalleled in the then-mate~ial c~lture elsewhere, 
whether in India or other Bronze Age civilisations. Mam drams were covered 
and connected with individual drains from houses. It speaks _of the great 
achievement in municipal organization and maintenance of high st~ndard 
of public health and hygiene. The lower town at Harappa, Mohen?odaro, 
Kalibangan and Chanhudaro (4.7 hectares) also demonstrate the existence 
of main streets-usually running north-south- and smaller roads, lanes and 
alleys, which were usually oriented east-west. The lower city ther:fore often 
assumed a grid-like appearance and was divided into blocks. It 1s expected 
that much more data on urban layout will be available as and when the large 
site of Ganeriwala (80 hectares) will be excavated. 

The Harappan urban lay out astonishes archaeologists because of the 
maintenance of a distinct urban order and impressive cultural commonalty 
over a very protracted period. The seeming cultural uniformity was howe~er, 
not bereft of local features, which were active beneath :h_e overarch1~g 
Harappan system. This could have been achieved by an effment econon:11c 
system managing land, labour and water resources by an authonty 
of an impressive kind, though the nature of this authorit~ eludes ~ur 

d t nding. While Harappan cities lack monumental architecture (hke un ers a -- .. 1/ 
the pyramid in Egypt) or clear evidence oi.£~rr1::pous __ ~ere:r_ria._i:ii~ _mo;r_t~ary 
rituals (like the cemetery at Ur), the construction of large public bmldmgs 
in the· dtadeiar~a wo~ld ~~ve~theless require the employment ~f- a large 
labour force deployed by an authority that was capable o~ orgamz1_ng and 
controlling labour. This is particularly relevant to the_quar_Ymg, ~ressmg and 
transporting of stones for building. Recent excavat~ons ~n GuJar~: show _a 
remarkable spread of Harappan urbanism and prohferat10n of _cities. This 
is a clear case of the Harappan urban tradition reaching out to distant areas 
towards the south from its core areas in the Indus basin and the north
western part of the subcontinent. The urban formation and_ the attendant 
social changes in Gujarat took place with an almost dramatic s~ddenness, 
as archaeologists observe. There is an opinion that the geographical spread 
of urbanism and considerable cultural commonalty over a wide area cou_ld 
have· been the result of conquests. The image of a military conquest 1s, 
however not consistent with the availability of relatively few weapons. T~at 
Mohenj~daro and Harappa were twin capitals of a large Harappan empire 
has been suggested by several archaeologists (notably by Piggott and the 
Allchins), but such a perception has not found unanimous acceptance. The 
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Harappan _citie~ wer~ also not like the subsequent autonomous city-states 
of ear~y hist~ncal times (since sixth century BC): the analogy does not 
s~~nd m the !ight of the very clear differences in the planning and layout of 
cities belongmg respectively to the first and second urbanizations in Indian 
history. But the complex nature of the political organization can hardly be 
do~bted. It was indeed far removed from and more complex than chiefdoms, 
which could have been prevalent in the farming communities. Material life in 
the ~hie_fdoms is marked by the family labour and clan labour employed for 
cultivat10n. In other words, the possibility of the presence of non-kin labour 
is minimal in chiefdoms and farming communities. On the other hand, the 
very large and complex urban society could not have flourished without 
ha~ng access to non-kin labour. There is little dispute that the Harappan 
sonety was a sharply differentiated one. At the top of the social ladder 
~ere ~ro~ably t~e priests or priests-rulers, if the analogy from West Asian 
situat10n is a gmde. The urban society is likely to have accorded considerable 
em~nence to ~erchants. Next can be considered the large number and 
vanety of artisans, craftsmen and professionals. Much poorer than the 
above groups were the workers and manual labourers, whose small dwelling 
areas_ sharply _contrast the residences of the better-off urbane community. 
Ou:side the nty area, but of crucial significance to the city life, were rural 
residents, mainly cultivators. Beyond the pale of the sedentary society, 
there were many nomadic and pastoralist groups who supplied livestock and 
beasts of burden for the settled people. Maintaining a balance among the 
urb~ne, rural and pastoral groups may hold crucial clues to the urban process 
durmg the mature Harappan times. 

Harappan Cultural Life 

The Harappan civilization, besides witnessing the first cities in the 
subcontinent, ~lso marks th~.fi~ipt and the earliest known use of 
~t~ne as a medium for the_aE~_of sculpting. These two features, along with the 
Harappan religious beliefs ana-practices, are salient features of the cultural 

" life ~f the Harappans. The Harappan script has not yet been deciphered 
despite many attempts and numerous claims. Most of the writings appear 
on the rather circumscribed space of seals. Tji.e largest Harappan inscription 
':_OIIl!~ from Dholavira. As it has large-sized letters, it has been considered 
as a signboard. Harappan script was prevalent during the period 2600 to 
2000/1900 BC. !t is indeed one of the four most ancient scripts in the wold. 
There are about 4,000 short inscriptions on seals with five characters on 
an average on each seal. Latest researches by Asko Parpola and Iravatham 
Mahadevan have established that the script was written from right to left. 

'fhe Harappan script therefore, has little connection with Brahmi the 
1:1other of most of the current Indian scripts and which for the first ~i~e 
surfaced in the edicts of Asoka in the third century BC. There is little to prov: 
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that the Harappan script was the earliest form ofBrahmiand meant for writing 
Sanskrit language, in spite of some recent attempts to paint this culture with 
a Vedic hue. A logical surmise would be that _the language of the Harappan 
script was non-Sanskritic. Though all opinions on this vexed subject are 
largely conjectural, it is not entirely_imJ;>ossible that the Harappan language 
belonged to the Dravidian group of languages. That Dravidian languages 
could have been spoken and used to the north of the Vindhya mountains in 
hoary antiquity may be indicated by the survival of Brahui (belonging to the 
Dravidian group of languages) speech pocket in Baluchistan. Epigraphic and 
palaeographic studies have also indicated that theJ:lgrappan script was not 
merely ideograms: it consisted of both pictographs and i1eograp~s: Hence 
the Harappan script has of late been ~~£~_syllabic. As the script 
app~ars mostly on Harappan seals, it is safe to assume that the language 
and script had an official character and was prevalent among administrators, 
priests and merchants. The uniformity of this script over the vast area of 
Harappan civilization must have contributed to the cultural commonalty 
in the Harappan civilization. One may also logically infer that with the 
system of writing, the Harappans also engaged in what Childe termed as 
the 'exact sciences' in the first civilization. Enlisted in the exact sciences 
are mathematics, especially geometry and astronomy. Though it is difficult 
to specify on Harappan ideas and practices of mathematics and astronomy 
because of the paucity of written evidence, the construction of large public 
buildings cannot but speak of the Harappans' proficiency in surveying and 
geometry. Similarly, the unquestioned success of the _Harappans in cultivating 
both rabi and kharif crops is an indirect statement of their understanding of 
climates, varying seasons and also possibly some basic astronomy. 
. The Harappan civilization is marked by the first stone sculpture in the 
sub~ontinent. Along with stone,_ terracotta was widely used for sculpting. 
The tradition of metal sculpting (in bronze) also began during the Harappan 
times:,Though there is no monumental sculpture, the Harappan artists' 
~astery over the modelling of both human and animal figures is startling. 
The powerful modelling of the nude male torso brings out the artist's skill 
;;:delineating muscularity. This red sandstone piece, though only 9.3 cm in 
height, imparts the sense of a robust chest, rounded shoulders, a smooth 
back, with a pleasantly contrasting soft belly and a deep-set navel. Sockets 
provided for the head and two arms clearly show that these would be attached 
separately with the main figure and enabled movements of the head and 
two arms. While there is no known precedence of stone sculpting in the 
subcontinent prior to the Harappan times, this time the sculptor achieved 
a remarkably mature degree of imparting both plasticity and roundness of 
forms along with imparting a flowing linear rhythm in the compositions. 
The ability of the Harappan artists to impart movements in a human figure 
i; amply borne ·out by the modelling of the ~s _ Dancing .Girl figure, __ , 
especially in the bend of her left knee and the right arm in akimbo. A sense of 
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linear rhythm seems to have been heightened here by elongating her limbs. 
The feeling for a powerful form is perhaps best expressed in the :\2rnnze 
figure of the buffalo, elephant and the rhinoceros from Daimabad of the 

. late Harappanphase~ Thitphysical str;;gth-oi:'these ani~;l~ is wo~derfully 
portrayed along with the graceful roundness of forms. These bronze figures 
of animals and the famous figure of the Dancing Girl are all sculptures in 
full round and not relief sculptures-a point that further underlines the 
achievements of the Harappan artists. 

More numerous than stone sculptures are terracotta figurines of females 
. (goddesses), birds and beasts of various types. The modelling of the godde~s 
images shows a continuity from the early Harappan tradition, but now with a 
greater degree of ornamentation. If the terracotta figure of the humpless bull 
strikes the onlooker with the compactness and muscularity of the form, the 
elephant figure is delineated with the sense of massiveness and yet with the 
flowing rhythm of the trunk. This contrasts nicely with the lightness of form 
in the case of the figures of flying birds. The ability of the artist to endow the 
animal figure with a sense of humour is perhaps best demonstrated in the 
toy figure of the monkey. The portrayal of animal figures on a restricted and 
compact space of a seal is another eloquent testimony to the competence of 
the Harappan artists in modelling the desired forms. Particularly notable is, 
once again, the bull figure on seals. The strength and virility of the animal 
are plainly visible in the modelling of its fore and hind limbs. The details of 
the arrangement of the dewlap in several meticulous layers or folds and the 
simple flowing length of the tail are clear examples of the mastery of the 
sculptor. The soft and prominent hump and the sharp crescent-like pair of 
horns enhance the aesthetic appeal of the bull-figure. Similarly, the plasticity 
of the heavy frame of the elephant, along with its flowing trunk and a pair 
of crescent-shaped tusks, give an impression of roundness of form in relief. 

A salient aspect of the cultural life of Harappans was certainly their 
religious beliefs and practices. The Harappan civilization is remarkable for 

Fig. 1.3: Seals with figures of unicorn, Mohenjodaro 
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its conspicuous absence of a temple or a large-scale religious shrine .. Large. 
number of terracotta female figurines have been found. These are usually 
described as mother goddess figurines and/or linked to fertility rites in 
~ew of their pronounced breasts and prominent hips. These figures are 
almost routinely decorated with an elaborate headdress. Designs of diverse 
ornaments, especially several strings of necklaces and a girdle, adorn 
these female figurines. The widespread presence of these figures has led 
archaeologists to infer that she was a household deity. Much attention has 
been paid to a male figure, seated cross-legged, ithyphallic, his two arms 
touching the pair of knees. The figure has a prominent and trident-shaped 
head-gear and is shown with at least three faces. Several animals are shown 
surrounding him. The most frequent identification of this figure is with a 
proto-Siva deity, a precursor of the Pasupati (lord of the beasts) ~spect of 
Siva of the later brahmanical pantheoii. The identification with Siva or a 
proto~Siva cult rests largely on the assumption of the yogic seated posture 
of the figure. The assumed identity of the head-gear with the trisula, an 
implement associated with the iconography of Siva in later texts, is another 
factor in this identification. The third point is the yresence of animals 
around him, attempting to link the male figure with Siva Pasupati. In recent 
times, the worship of such a male figure has been cited by some scholars as 
an evidence of the Vedic character of the Harappan religion. Contrary to this 
well-entrenched view, the identification of the male deity with a proto-Siva 
cult has not gone unchallenged. The cross-legged seated position, it has been 
pointed out, has little relevance to a yogic posture, since similar posture 
is visible in the depiction of the hooved bull-deity on proto-Elamite seals 
belonging to the period 3000-2750 BC. The Harappan motif could have been 
drawn from the proto-Elamite sources. Tl.ie term pasu in Sanskrit stands for 
domesticated cattle, while the animals shown on the Harappan seal are ~he 
tig~;,· elepha~t a~d rhinoceros-in other words, wild animals. This casts a 
doubt on the straightforward identification of the male deity with a proto-

Siva-cult. 
What is beyond any doubt and controversy is the Harappan tradition of 

venerating various animals. Many such animals figure on Harappan seals. 
Some animals are mythical ones, the best known instance in this case being 
the unicorn. The unicorn resembles a humpless bull with a single horn shown 
coming out of it;·f~rehead. The unicorn figure is invariably represented in 
the seal with a three-tiered manger in front of the animal. According to 
Iravatham Mahadevan, the bull (but never the cow) figures in as many as 
95 seals; this may sugg~st that the bull was venerated by the Harappans. 

--'The~~~ ~f propitiating a real animal along with a mythical one can be 
seen here. Some figures of composite animals have also been found: e.g., 
the sculpture of a· ram-buQ-elephantJr.QJll Mohe,nj.oda-ro and the l~ure of 
a bull-el~hant-tjgIT on a seal from_Mohento.daro .. Another seal depicts a 
~tiger covered by a female horned spirit. The Harappan belief system 
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certai~ly include~ _the veneration for the pipal tree (the Indian fig tree) and 
the p1pal leaf. _P1pal-leaf designs were commonly applied on pottery too. 
O~e seal portrays a pipal tree with prominent leaves along with a pair of 
un_1co~n he~ds. An elaborately carved seal from Mohenjodaro presents a 
deity m ~ p1pal tree ~th a fish sign and a large markhor goat. A kneeling 
human figure to the nght of the deity probably represents the worshipper. 
At the bottom of the seal, seven women (suggested as seven priestesses) are 
shown standin_g in a queue. Some scenes on the seal may have some parallel 
to ~esopotai:iuan mythology. Similarly, the male figure grappling with a pair 
of tigers r~mmds one of the Gilgamesh motif. A horned deity with the legs 
and ~he ~ail of a bull closely resembles Enkidu of the Gilgamesh epic. The 
svastzka-hke cross symbol mark as an auspicious symbol also figures in some 
seals. 

. The well-known alabaster male figure from Mohenjodaro shows the bust 
wit~ one shoulder covered by a shawl-like wrapper, decorated with trefoil 

_ designs. The man is portrayed with a half-shaven face and a fillet around 
his head. That the figure belonged to an aristocrat is generally accepted. The 
half-closed eyes, suggesting that the person was meditating, are taken to 
mean that the person was a_priest or a priest-king. 
. The existence of the Great Bath at Mohenjodaro, the profusion of wells 
m Harappan cities in general and the regular presence of baths in residential 
hous:s cannot but impress upon the importance of water for purification and 
abl~t10n. The remains of a few oval structures containing ash were found at 
Kahbangan. These structures were made on a series of high brick platforms 
construct~d in the citadel :rea. A well and bathing places also stood close by. 
The Allchms suggest that this complex must represent a civic ritual centre 
where animal sacrifice, ritual ablution and some sort of fire ritual featured'. 
~o~ever, t~is c~nnot establish that Harappans worshipped fire and there 
1s httle bas1~ ~o mdic~te the prevalence of the cult of Agni (fire god) and the 
cult of sacnfices (ya;fi.a) of the f;?..igveda during the Harappan times, as has 
been erroneously claimed in recent times by some scholars. 

_ -,('· ;~e ~rincipal me~hod of the disposal of the d~ad in the Harappan 
c- r/'. ~1vihzat10n was bunal. s::_e_meteries have been found at Harappa (two 
\) 9 J cemeteries R37 and H), ~!_l:§1 and _!Sctgbangan._}he general practice was 

~_!i_e fully extended burial with the head to the north ai:id th.e body lying on 
2ts back. Grave goods, consisting of potteries and sometimes of ornaments 
were also deposited. At Harappa, traces of a coffin burial with reed shroud~ 
hav: been reported. Sometimes graves took the shape of brick chambers o: Cists, as on~ would encounter such a practice at Kalibangan. Lothal has 
?'.:1,eldecl._ the evidence. of the queer practice of a burial and a doubleounal 
the ~atter ~onsi~ting of skeletons of a male and female in a single grave, sid~ 

. by side. _Pit bunals were also practised: this custom required deposition of 
bones of the deceased in special pits. A special type of pottery seems to have 

From the Beginning of Human Presence to the First Civilization 37 

been associated with the burial rites at the cemetery H (late Harappan) at 

Harappa. 

Decline and End of the Harappan Civilization .~1 ', · c 

Radiocarbon data, presented by D.P. Agrawal, show that the mature Harappan 
civilization came to an end around 1750 BC after a protracted existence since 
26-00 BC. The possible explanations of the decline and end of the civilization 

-have created major debates among experts. ~o_inting to the several repairs 
of the city wall at Mohenjodaro and finding traces of mud in the wall, Dales 
and Raikes suggested that the city was devastated by repeated flood of the 
Indus, on which the city stood. It is possible that the city of Mohenjodaro 
~ould have been threatened by floods. But the flood theory for the decay of 
the civilization has been criticized on the ground of insufficient data and 
flood(s) unlikely to have caused havoc for the entire civilization. 

On the other hand, the role of major environment changes has been 
highlighted as a potent cause behind the disappearance of the flourishing 
civilization. Studies of the palaeo-climate suggest that the long-lasting wet 
phase in the Near-East and South Asia came to an end around 2200 BC. This 
brought about increasing aridity, which was hardly congenial to the agrarian 
milieu of the Harappan civilization. To this natural phenomenon can be 
added man-made situations further aggravating the problem. Jhe regular 
use of burnt bricks for buildings in urban centres necessitated the availability 
of fuel, which was provided largely by the existing forest and vegetation 
cover. The steady tree-felling over several centuries could have ultimately 
paved the way for a drier and more arid climate and lessened the moisture
retention capacity of the soil. The possible desiccation could have threatened 
the agrarian foundation of the civiliia:tion. Long ago, Wheeler noted that 
even before its actual desertion, Mohenjodaro was gradually wearing out of 
its landscape. Scholct:rs have also drawn our attention to the shrinkage of 
the _thriving c;;;;_;;;erce between the Harappan civilization and Mesopotamia 
afte; 1900 BC. Trade was indeed a vital ingredient to the sustenance of the 
urban society of the Harappans. A slump in long-distance trade could not 
only have adverse effects on commerce, but also on the crafts economy. 
The desertion of Harappan cities may speak of the declining relevance of 
manufacturing and trade which, could have jeopardized the existence of 
cities as centres of artisanal and commercial functions. Archaeologists have 
noted that Mohenjodaro, during its last phase, bore the tell-tale marks of a 
~aning civic standard (e.g., use of old bricks for construction) and resembled 
a slum. In view of the decline in long-distance trade, the resources of urban 
centres· could have been adversely affected. ~er inferred a period of 
troubles in the very last phase of Mohenjodaro and _£9.il!_ted to the possil>µJty 
of a massacre of the city-people on the basis of skeletons left haphazard 

. /'d I ''v· '!I! \ 
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in the streets of Mohenjodaro without proper burial. _The skeletons also 
bore injury marks. Wheeler then proceeded to conjecture a major external 
incursion, which finally sealed the fate of Mohenjodaro. 

By citing the Rigvedic hymns on the destruction of purs by Indra, he 
acc~sed the 'Aryans' and Indra especially of destroying the last remnants 
of Mohenjodaro. His hypothesis of an Aryan invasion has been strongly 
critiqued and it is difficult to find sufficient evidence of the wrecking of the 
Harappan cities by the Inda-Europeans/ Inda-Aryans. The term pur in the 
l;?.igveda hardly refers to large fortified urban settlements. These problems 
have been discussed in greater details in the following chapter. The theory 
of a massacre at the last phase of Mohenjodaro has few takers nowadays 
in view of the paucity of data. A monocausal explanation of the collapse of 
the Harappan civilization is neither logical nor adequate. The fall, like the 
emergence and growth of the civilization, was the result of the combination 
of different factors active in different regions of the extensive Harappan 
cultural zone. What is beyond doubt is that urban centres faded out around 
1800-1750 BC. Along with the cities, seals and script disappeared from the 
-cultural scenario. Cities would reappear after nearly a millennium in the 
subcontinent, but largely in the context of the Ganga valley. 

VII 

Neolithic/Chalcolithic Cultures in Other Areas of the Subcontinent 

The Harappan civilization, the most extensive of the Bronze Age 
civilizations, saw urban centres in the western and north-western part of the 
subcontinent. This does not mean that the greater parts of the subcontinent 
experienced urban society, economy and culture. Outside the zone of 
Harappan civilization, there were several Neolithic/Chakolithic cultures, 
':':7hich were contemporary to the Harappan civilization and continued with 
their distinctive regional features during the heydays and after the end of 
Harappan urbanism as well. These cultures did not experience urban life. 
In other words, urban centres disappeared in India with the collapse of the 
Harappan civilization, but there was no major crisis in human societies in a 
pan-Indian context. A brief survey of these non-urban Neoltithic/chalcolthic 
cultures should be in order here. 

At the site of Harappa, emerged a distinctly new culture, labelled as 
Cemetery H culture. It is so named after the burial culture at the site. The 
people associated with the Cemetery H culture built a settlement over the 
ruins of the former structures in the acropolis of Harappa. The structures 
are poor in comparison to the mature Harappan ones. The pottery tradition 
is clearly different from the Harappan one-the fabric of the Cemetery H 
pottery is thinner and finer than the erstwhile Harappan ware; the former 
is noted for its dark red tone. The burial custom also marks a departure 
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from the Harappan tradition; at the initial phase of the Cemetery H, dt~e 
body orientation in the grave is different from the mature p~as~ a: ::i 
h 1 ter hase only fractional burials are seen. The change m t e ur 

t e ~ pd th'e attendant change in the ceramic tradition may suggest 
practice an h A as 50 
shifts in the belief system during the post 1750 BC p ase. s r:a;y th 
sites with cultural features typical of the Cemetery H are reporte rom ~ 
Bahawalpur district, which had, during the mature Harappan phase, a tot 
of 174 sites. This may indicate a contraction of settlements. ~eedless to add, 
the use of seals and writing is nowhere to be encou~tered m_ the C~~eter~ 
H culture. More or less, a similar cultural pattern is seen 1~ PuhnJa an 

h 1 t H pan culture Hulas m Sa aranpur 
Haryana of India, known as t e a e arap ~- . . ' .. J 
district is an interesting site, yielding barley, gram, le;~lsd ~a~ tat er:: 
and rice jowar, ragi and cotton (kharif crops). But no a e rhIC s rue . ' 

' 1 t . found there At B agwanpur m 
typical feature of an urbane sett emen 'is ·=·----····---·---
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!"faryana, one comes across burials within the habitation area of the site· this 
~s a marked departure from the Harappan system of the disposal of the dead 

'"'- m the cemetery outside the residential area. 
'o' 

, " !(~sh_mir experienced during this time what is known as the northern 
I:-Jeohth1c culture. TEe two representative Kashmiri sites a~JJJ:zahom and 
GufkraL The earlier Neolithic phase (2800-2500 BC) is aceramic. The later 
par~ of the Neolithic period witnessed the introduction of pottery. The 
earliest ~ottery was, as expected, hand-made, with impressions of mat and 
cord, which must have been used as some kind of mould. Subsequently there 
emerged painted pottery. Ground stone tools are also seen. Domesti~ation 
of cattle, sheep, goats, buffaloes, pigs and dogs is evident from the bones of 
thes~ animals. But hunting was not given up and it continued side by side. A 
huntmg scene depicts the killing of a stag by two men, one with a bow and 
arrow and the other with_a spear. The use of these two hunting implements by 
:he peo_ple of Burzahom 1s, therefore, confirmed by the pictorial depiction. It 
1s ~n~y 1~ ~he late Neolithic phase that agriculture made its first appearance. 
This _is :1s_1ble from the remains of rice and a harvesting knife. The Kashmir 
~eohth1c 1s conspicuous by the absence of copper technology that was used 
m. many other areas of the subcontinent. The other distinctive feature of 
this culture is th~adition, in the place of constructed houses 
.for habitation. The disposal of the d~as done by exposing the dead body; 
the left out bones were then gathered and buried with the applirntion of red 
ochre. The application of the red ochre possibly suggests the belief in life 
aft~r death. Burzahom has yielded skulls with holes made into them, not 
aco~entally, but by design. This method is called trephining. It may indicate 
the first known attempt at brain surgery in India, though it is impossible to 
assess _the effects of this curative process on the patient. 

Takmg a broad overview of the chalcolithic cultures between 2500 BC and 
1~00 BC, one discerns the cultivation of diverse crops in the subcontinent. 
~~e production is encountered at sites in western Madhya Pradesh, 
~aJ~sthan,_ western Uttar_ Pradesh, the plains in Punjab and Kacchi plains. 
R~g: _or rrn~et w~s grown in Guj_arat, Maharashtra ap.d South India. This 
comoded with the spread of copper technology over greater parts -of the 
:ubcontinent. In the Ganga-Yamuna doab and upper Ganga valley (largely 
m western Uttar Pradesh) appeared a culture-marked by the use of Ochre 
Coloured Pottery (OCP) and copper tools. Copper use is also reported in the 

----Bana,rculliire_ ofRaj~sHian, where the locally available copper source (e.g. the 
copper deposit at RaJpur Dariba) must have been exploited (3000-2800 BC). 

From there, the u:e of copper technology probably spread to Kayatha culture 
~?~0?-180?_~~) m Ivl~dhya Pr_ai1:s_1::_ The copper appeared in Maharashtr;--· 
m the Malwa _rnlt~re W300-1400 Be). It is likely that copper technology 
penetrated the penmsular parts of India through Maharashtra. 

. T_he most impressive finds of copper tools c~~e from the 'copper hoards' 
i? northeastern Rajasthan, western Uttar Pradesh, yielding various types 

r 
I 

' 
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of weapons (swords, ~aggers) and ritual objects (e.g. the anthropomorphic 
figure). The copper hoard culture is closely associated with a new pottery -(~ r ( 

traditioi;,- ~hich is termed as the Ochre Coloured Pottery or OCP. Typical 
representative sites of this culture are Jodhpura and Gag~~h:wa,rjn Rajasthan 
~nd Atranjikhera (Uttar Pradesh) and Lal-Qila (in Delhi), datable to a period 
from 2800 in 1500 BC. At Sarpai and Atranjikhera, OCP occurs with the use 
of burnt bricks and mud-bricks as well. However, the use of burnt brick is 
a rarity in the copper hoard culture, which yielded very handful number of 
bronze items. Balathal in Rajasthan (3000-2000 BC) is a fortified enclosure 
of about 500 square m. The mud-wall here has an impressive width of nearly 
Sm. Residential structures and huts are of varied shapes and sizes. This may 
be indicative of the different status of the dweller in these structures; in other 

( 

words, the difference in housing may be a marker of social differentiation. ,., ,-, 
Rajasthan also witnessed the flowering of the Banas culture (3000-1300 BC) \ ": ' 

with two major sites, Ahar and Gilund. J'l1_e typical pottery oTTliis culture is 
the Black-and Reef Ware (BRW)wff!iwnite painted designs. While copper 
smelting and manufacturing of copper tools are seen in Ahar (possibly using 
copper in the Rajpur Dariba mines), Gilund has a flourishing stone industry. 
The adjacent region of western Madhya Pradesh is noted for the chalcolithic 
Kayastha culture (2400-2100 BC), which is associated with a distinctive 
pottery style. This takes us to what is known as Malwa culture, spreading 
;;;··f~r ea~t as Eran and Tripuri (near Jabalpur in Madhya Pradesh), and 
also distributed over Maharashtra in the Deccan. The distinctive ceramic 
tradition in the Malwa culture is a black-on-red ware with highly stylized 
paintings and geometric patterns decorating the pottery. One of the most 
characteristic wares is the channel spouted vessel, especially that recovered 
from Navdatoli. 

A large number of excavated Neolithic sites are located in Karnataka, which 
probably had cultural linkages with the Neolithic-chalcolithic culture of 
Maharashtra. The representative sites are: Utnur, Kopgal, Kodekal, Pallavoy, 
Brahmagiri, Sanganakallu, Piklihal, Maski and Hallur. What is remarkable 
is the-absence of any evidenceof crop prnd.JJ.<.:.tion in the soutb.e_rn Neoli!hic 
sites during th;p;~iod from 3000 BC to 2100 BC. Charred grains of raggi and 
horse-gram appear during the phase 2100-1700 BC. This implies that the 
farming communities, which are closely connected with Neolithic culture, 
emerged rather late in the south. The southern Neolithic culture in the 
initial 1000 or 900 years, depended on domestication of animals, especially 
cattle-keeping. Raymond Allchin, therefore, aptly described them as the 
Neolithic cattle-keepers of south India. This is particularly demonstrated 
at Utnur, where the evidence of Neolithic cattle-pens and hoof-marks were 
discovered by Raymond Allchin. These cattle-keepers mostly herded the bos 
indicus. At Utnur, a huge accumulation of cow-dung was burnt that left clear 
evidence of a conflagaration. The cattle-pen and stockade at Utnur therefore 
had to be rebuilt. Why did the conflagaration take place-whether it was 
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by an accident or by design (to mark seasonal festivals?)-is difficult to 
ascertain. Tekkalakotta, Sanganakallu and Hallur have brought up remains 
of circular huts with hearths on the floor which was coated by mud. Large 
pots were buried in the ground up to its neck; these were used as storage jars. 
In the later phase of occupation at Tekkalakotta and Hallur can be seen horse 
gram and raggi. It is likely that agriculture was undertaken in tiny plots by 
terracing the hills. Among stone implements, mention may be made of stone 
blades in large number and ground stone axes. Small number of copper and 
bronze objects appear in the later phases of the southern Neolithic. What is 
significant is the availability of gold in Tekkalakotta; this provides us with an 
early evidence of gold mining. This is an area rich in mineral resources. 

Large areas in eastern India also experienced Neolithic-chalcolithic 
settlements. That farming communities became well-entrenched in Bihar 
and West Bengal will be amply borne out by excavations at Chirand and 
Pandurajar Dhibi. From Chirand I (2100-1400 BC) charred grains of rice, 
wheat and barleynave been found. R~mains of huts made of wild ~~eds 
have been noticed. The presence of semi-precious stones suggests the 
prevalence of the craft of the bead-maker. The earliest potteries, as usual, are 
handmade; later wheel-turned wares became visible. Chirand in Bihar shares 
certain features with Pandurajar Dhibi in West 13en_g_al. Prior__to 2000 BC, the 
people at Pandurajar DhibC(Period I) h~d already known rice cultivation 
and handmade pottery with cord impression. Paddy cultivation continued 
in Period II of Pandurajar Dhibi and the transformation from handmade 
to wheel-turned pottery also took place. The practice of rice cultivation in 
upper Assam is clearly borne out by the discovery of tools for pounding 
and grinding grains at Daojali Hading (north Kacchar Hills) and Sarutaru 
(Kamrup district). The Neolithic culture of Assam and farther North-east is 
likely to have had linkages with China, where rice was domesticated as early 
as 5000 BC. Thailand and Vietnam too experienced paddy cultivation and 
cord-impressed ware. The possibility that mainland South-east Asia could 
have influenced the culture of paddy cultivation in the north-eastern parts 
of the subcontinent cannot be ruled out. 

The rapid survey and general overview that has been discussed, offer 
an outline of the salient features of human life from the earliest possible 
times to the middle of the second millennium BC. While north-western 
India and greater parts of the Ganga valley witnessed the emergence of a 
literate culture from 1500 BC, many features of the Neolithic-chalcolithic 
settlements continued in different parts of India till at least 500 BC. These 
changes are narrated in the chapters that follow. 
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CHAPTER 2 

India During the Days of the 
Vedic Corpus 
(c.1500-600 BC) 

Understanding the Vedic corpus-a vast and voluminous sacerdotal 
literature-is intimately linked up with the study of India's past in a remote 
antiquity for a variety of reasons. _First, with the Vedic corpus, Indian 
society and culture enters its literary phase, a phenomenon of momentous 
significance. Jhe Vedic corpus is the earliest literary tradition in Indian 
~~story, and the "[J.igveda is also the earliest literary creation in India, if not 
possibly the earliest in the entire range of Inda-European languages. The 
second reason for making a thorough acquaintance with the Vedic literature 
is that, the Vedic tradition is lauded to have contained in it the quintessential 
ethos of Indian social and cultural life. _!t has been claimed, especially during 
the last two decades, that the very roots of Indian civilization and culture 
are firmly embedded in the Vedic tradition-to the exclusion of all other 
elements-in an unbroken and homogenous continuum. 

In other words, everything ranging from history, philosophy, mathematics 
to villages in India are seen to emanate from their Vedic sources which offer 
the images of the pristine situation that need to be emulated to retain and 
promote the Indian-ness. Such a view about the Vedic corpus and their 
bearing on the present scenario also implies the wish for perpetuity of 
the Vedic tradition and the advocacy of the immutability of Indian history 
and culture from remote antiquity. An assertion of this kind, increasingly 
becoming strident since the 1980s, therefore denies any possibility of 
change in Indian history. As history primarily records and explains changes 
in human society and culture, it naturally runs counter to this chauvinistic 
attitude to the Vedic literature, wherein a particular brand of scholars 
linguists and historians wish to locate the epitome of all achievements and 
knowledge of the entire humanity. Put differently, understanding of the 
Vedic literature and its bearing on Indian history have generated in recent 
decades immense debates and controversy. The polemics relate to the 
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questions of the antiquity, authorship, spatial _character of Vedi~ literature 
and the people figuring in it. No less content10us are the r~~dm~s of t~e 
Vedic texts on social, economic, political and cultural cond1t10n m India. 
The debates have not been raging merely among scholarly circles, but have 
distinct political agenda. The present chapter attempts to introduce the 
Vedic corpus and its component elements; we would also like to offer an 
overview and the nature of the debates. •f\o' 

The "[J.igveda, the earliest of the Vedic texts, was cornpos~d in ~la_:1-J;~age 
which was mor~ archaic than the classical Sanskrit, the grammatical structure _ 

\I{' ofih~bter Sanskrit language (bhasha)_peing set by Panini in his celebrated 
r✓~ \' A,sthtadhyayI_ (fifth-fourth ceni:uri~ BC). The ~anguage _of the ~igveda, 

S \le. therefore, carries the label of either Vedic Sanskrit or archaIC Sanskrit. Here 
( we are trying to understand a particular period in Indian history largely 

through language (field archaeological evidence is relatively le~s); langua~e 
labels and linguistic issues are of special significance. ClassICal Sanskrit 
descended from its predecessor language encountered in the Vedic corpus. 

As early as the late sixteenth century, an Italian merchant on his visit 
to Goa was struck by the similarity of Sanskrit and its derivatives with : 

7 
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European languages like Greek, Latin and German. JJie first scholarly ' ' 
statement on the linguistic commonalty betwe~:r:i-_§ar1s~ri_!_ ~n~ ~~ve~~I 
European languag~_~J!i,ired- in the-famous address_~i ___ ~ir __ ~jl~i~11: __ ~<:>1:~s __ 
a:t~Asiatic Society, Calcutta, in 1784: Then followed the monumental 
srucly,·etlirortal--Work and t~~nsfations of the "[J.igvt?cl_q ~nd other Vedic texts 
in the hands of FriedricnMax Mueller and a large number of scholars later, 
many of whom were-German, in the nineteenth and the ~wen_tiet~ c~nt~ry. 
These extremely valuable researches, especially in historical lmgmst1cs and 
comparative philology, not only made the Vedic corpus accessible to a ~ider 
world and readership beyond Sanskritists, but more importantly, established 
the commonalty among, and the ancestry of Sanskrit (and its derivatives), 
Iranian, Greek, Latin, German and Lithuanian. It was unmistakably 

0 
.. ,J 

discerned that the oldest Iranian text, the Avesta and the oldest Indian 
text, the "[J.igved~, _had striking linguistic and cultural parallels. This led to 
the logical conclusion that there was a shared cultural heritage between t~e 
people in the Avesta and those in the "[J.igveda. The Avesta often _refers t~ 1~s 
known people as Airiia and the "[J.igveda uses an analogous label, Arya. Th~s 1s 
the basis from which the coined was widely used and much abused English/ 
European word, the Aryan. On the basis of the demonstrated affinity among 
Sanskrit, Iranian, Latin, Greek, German and other European languages, 
linguists and comparative philologists have tried to reconstruct the original 
and common language family of hoary antiquity from which these languages 
of South Asia, South-West Asia, Eurasia and Europe descended. This is a 
purely reconstructed language, the currency of which cannot be evidenced by 
its being used and/ or spoken. '!'E~ _ _rec<:>_nstructed 'original' language is called 
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'Indo-European'; the language which must have been commonly shared by 
the ancestors of the Avestan and Rigvedic people is known as Indo-Iranian
the Vedic language, especially that in the l;?..igveda, carries the linguistic label: 
the Indo-Aryan. 

There is little doubt that terms like Aryan, Indo-Aryan, Indo-Iranian and 
Indo-Eur~pean are lan~uage labels and can never have any ethnic/racial 
connotat10n. Though this caveat exists right from the times of Max Mueller 
the term 'Aryan' has been terribly abused to establish race superiority and 
;ultur~ mastery of one imagined homogenous community over the perceived 
0 :her who are ~onsidered inferior and hence fit to be subordinated, if not 

wr~ed out. The Aryan' question which Romila Thapar rightly diagnoses as 
a ~meteenth centu~~ concern, has continued to be used for gaining political 
mileage, for e~ercrsmg cultural chauvinism and spreading the message 
~f hatre~ ~nd mtolerance even in recent times. In short, looking for the 
Ar~~n(s) rs as much a linguistic and historical enquiry as much as it is a 
pohtrcal programme. 

II 

Components of the Vedic Corpus 

~sou~ pri_ncipal concern here is to present an overview of the subcontinent's 
s1t_ua:10n m the days of the Vedic corpus, it will be logical to present here the 
pnncrp~l ~om~onents ofVe_dic lite_rature. The unanimous and the uniformly 
~eld opm10n rs that the f;?..1gveda 1s the earliest among the Vedic texts, as 
rt shows a more arc~aic la_nguage than that in the rest of the corpus and 
also because many Rigvedrc hymns are incorporated in other Vedic texts 
The l;?..igveda is :he earliest of the Sarhhitiis (book of hymns); it, therefore: 
belongs to and 1s the only literary source of the early Vedic period. The rest 
of the Vedic corpus are all dated later than the J:?._igveda and hence labeled as 
the later Ve_dic texts, b~longing to the later period. What we understand by 
the expre~s10n the Vedrc age or the Vedic period has, therefore, two broad 
chronological segments: the early Vedic/Rigvedic and the later Vedic. The 

)ater Vedic texts include the three other Vedic Sarhhitiis-:::---the Sam, Yajur 
0" > r1 

'' and ~t~arva. There are also a large number o( Brahma,:,.a texts, related to 
'✓' 1 , ("- c;8fPlammg the Vedic Sarhhitiis mainly for the performance of the rituals· the 

,\ \ -&[/;,:,.yaka texts, which are r~plete with philosophical speculations of sag:s in 
f e~t tracts (ara,:,.ya) and fmally th~ Upanishads or the philosophical tracts 
seekr1:g to conceptualize and establish the unity and identity between the 

,Jelf (Atman) a11d ~li~ (!~timate {J_gi,_v:er~~ ]_3_~.(J3rq_b.nwnt=.- - · ·· -- --- ·-
_:I'he Vedic Sarhhitiis are ~~id to have been r{~t-~reated by h~man beings 

_(apaurusheya), but . w~re drvm~ revelations, which were_ hec1rd (Sru_ti)_l2y_ 
seers and ~ages (r1sh1s~. As this was not a written textual rendering, it 
was essentially a oral literary tradition that was handed down from one 

r 
I 
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generation to another by a near perfect memorization of the hymns- , , 
almost syllable by syllable. '[l:1-e process of memorization of these 'Revealed' '(2i V ''. 
hy!Ilns is captured in the delightful frog hymn (bhekastuti) in the l;?,.igveda. -:, ' · 
Students were to memorize the hymns by following the lead given by one, 
exactly in the manner as many frogs croak by imitating the first croaking 
frog during the monsoons. The actual reduction to writing of these Vedic 
Sarhhittis (especially the f;?...igveda) began much later. In early eleventh century, 
the celebrated Arab erudite al Biruni reported about the writing down of the 

d d 
. ,I 

Vedic texts. The most significant commentary on the f;?..igve a was compose ~ -' \ 

7 ~i::~:~:;;:.:::~:!~:r::r~~~~t~~~f ~t::~:~j:I:::;::p:e~~t;:~~~ v 

Max Muller to prepare the edited version of the f;?..igveda in the nineteenth 
century. 

It is one of the most controversial issues to accurately date the Vedic 
corpus, especially the f;?..igveda. An absolute dating is almost out of the 
question and only relative chronology can be suggested. Max Muller's 
pioneering research suggested that the latest stratum of the Vedic corpus
the Upanishads-shared some philosophical traits with Buddhism, which is 
said to have originated around sixth to fifth centuries BC. This led him to 
believe that the latest stratum of the Vedic corpus was not far removed in 
date from the time of the origin of Buddhism in the sixth century BC The , ", 
Upanishads and the Ara,:,.yakas were thought to have been composed over at r.· 
feast two centuries and were therefore dated to a period from 800-600 BC. 

Allowing a similar span of two centuries for the three later Sarhhitiis and 
the Briihma,:,.as to grow, Max Muller assigned a date bracket of 1000-800 BC 

to these later Vedic ,texts. The earliest of the Vedic corpus,_ the 1;?..igveda, was 
placed in the period from 1200 BC to 1000 BC. Max Muller's chronology of I 1- 1 0 

the Vedic corpus is sometimes considered to be too neat and schematic to 
have been a reality. We shall later come back to the problem of dating the 
Vedic corpus. 

That the f;?..igveda is not a monolithic text and consists of several literary 
layers was demonstrated by Oldenberg, who has been followed by recent 
scholars like Michael Witzel. The 1;?..igveda consists of 1028 hymns (suktas) 
divided into ten books (ma,:,.)t1la::;) of unequal sizes. }'he oldest section of"\\ ·"-J 

the text is represented by ma,:,.cjalas II-VII, which are generally called 'family ,,,.
books' after the name of the family or clan of poets who composed these 
hymns·. Oldenberg found out that there was a distinct principle within the 
·text for arranging the ma,:,.cjalas. T}:ie ma,:,.cjalas 'have been ordered according 
to the increasing number <Jf hJmn.§..!lerbook'. On the other hand, 'hymns 
withm the bgo_k fo1i()w~ a descending order by arrangement, which relies 
~;-·d~i-ti~s': first ~gni, then Indra, thenother gods. 'Within each collection 
the hymns are then arranged', Witzel remarks, 'according to the decreasing 
number of the stanzas per hymn'. This gave the contents of Books II-VII 
a clear homogeneity and a pristine character. Witzel aptly describes it as a 
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'clever syste~', eff~ctive in a 'scriptless society, ensuring that each hymn 
to be found ~mmed1ately according to its author (family), deity and metre'. 
The next logical step would be to consider those hymns as additive and later 
compositions, which did not conform to the already established arrangement 
0

~ the length of the hymns. Such hymns were likely to have been added to the 
f!.zgveda at a later date. Closely following the hymns in the Books II-VII are the 

hymns 0t~?1°:_las ~(numbering 51-191, i.e. about 140 hymns), which v.r~re 
somewhat younger than the former (i.e. Books II-VII). The next a.cidition 
~o the text took the for~ of Book VIII, where authors w~re more promin;nt 
~han_ the metres for their arrangement: hymns numbering 1-66 are ascribed 
to Kai;i.va ~nd the rest to Angirasa. To this were added hymns of the mandala 
I, numbermg from 1 to 50. The entire mm:u;lala IX was dedicated to S~~a 
!~e famo~s inebriating drink. The surest sign that it was a later additio~ 
will be evident from the fact that the entire ma,:zr;lala was collected for the 
Samans, the priests of the Stimaveda (later than the [!.igveda) and therefore 
would have been q_uite irrelevant to the Hotars or the Rigvedic priests.~The 
~enth ma,:zr;lala, which has the largest number of hymns, clearly violates the 
frrangem~nt noted by Oldenberg. Therefore it is universally regarded as an 
mterpo~a~10n to th_e f{igveda. y\litzel considers the mE.r.i:fl,a,l[! X_ as 'the great 
appendix of the Rzgveda F B J Q · · - · · -------------- -7" ______________ . -;---------· _____ • __ . • . mper perceives a penod of five centunes 
of compos1t10n for the [!.igveda to have assumed its present shape and 
a~pearance. Though hymns were added to the kernel (Books II-VII) of the 
f!.zgveda, the text was more or less retained intact and it remained relatively 
fr~e from vast changes in spite of the fact that it was indeed oral literature. 
W1tz~l compares the recitation of the [!.igveda with a tape recording of what 
was first c~mposed_ and ~ecited 3,000 years ago. On literary, linguistic and 
~rchaeolog1cal cons1derat10ns, the [!.igveda's composition is generally located 

l \)Be m the second half of the second millennium BC. Thus, the f{igveda is dated 
<:,C u-\l by most modern scholars to 1500-1000 BC. - -- - - -- -- · · 

· T~e Stimaveda is certainly posterior to the f{igveda as the bulk of it 
con~1sts of Rigvedic hymns put to tune. 'J'he Stimaveda is in fact the earliest 
Indian text o~ music. 1'~~ ~ajurveda has two divisions, the White (Sukla) and 
t~e Black (K_rzsh,:za). T_llese are largely hymns, relating to the performance of 

, ;1tuals, par~1c~larly the sacrifi~es (ya!fi.~s). !heAtharvaveda was not originally 
, _, ,.r")' 1Ecluded w1th1~ the _fo~~ Ved1c ~amhzttis. 9ven the Arthastistrq_recogni~_ed 

1
'{'~ \. on!y_t~r~e- Ved1c _Sam~ztas (Trayz). '[he Atharvavedq_was initially knowncts 

f 1thi:11~vang1rasa,_ smce 1t had two parts, the A!harvan and the Ari irasa. The 
~oss1ble reason for its initial exclusion fromthe list of Vedic Smi-i~ttis i~ that 
1t was essentially a text on magi!; (both black magic and white ma · ) h' h 

b l' f ---,..~-.....!=!:...--- _ _ g1c , w 1c 
as a e le system_was ~ot_often compatible with thep11.1fosophy anareligion 
of the three Ved1c Samhzttis. The Atharvaveda may contain man belief 
which are pre-Vedic and 'primit~t~i~~~rp~r~i~n in-1:h~ Ve~,,.-~;;p~~ 
therefore, suggests that this text on magic was gradually given the sanctit; 
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of a Vedic Samhitti. It may also suggest that the Vedic corpus gradually 
accommodated pre-Vedic rites and rituals. 

The Brtihmanas, which are associated with the Vedic Samhittis, were 
co~rose':"'These were then created by human beings, unlike 

the Vedic Samhittis which was a Revealed literature. Further, the Brtihmanas 
were meant for offering~~planatio:rn, Qf.theJwrrms of the Sa~. Thus, 
tne13rtinma~1itexts must belong to a period later than that of the Sarnhittis. 
We have already pointed out that the Upanishads and possibly some of the 
Ara,:zyaka texts belong to the lateststratum o{theVecl.ic c~rpus (Vedanta). T!:1_:_~ 
Vedangas, literally limbs of Vedas, are generally ctsc.:ih.ed t()_~p~riojfrnm fifth 
to the second century BC. Therefore, these shc:;uld be placed to the post-Vedic 
phase, though such texts strongly upheld the Vedic tradition and heritage. 
The main purpose of the above account is to underline the fact that the Vedic 
corpus evolved over many centuries, almost for about a millennium. The 
literature therefore does not offer the image of an unchanging society and 
culture. Scholars have made us aware that there were identifiable changes 
in the polity, economy, society and cultural life of the Vedic people from the 
Rigvedic to the Later Vedic times. Though the Vedic literature essentially 
deals with religious life, rites, rituals and philosophical questions, the 
prayers offered to various divinities and the invocations to different gods 
often spoke of the mundane aspirations and wishes of contemporary human 
societies: e.g. victory in wars, long life, freedom from diseases, birth of a 
male child, availability of cattle, horses, food, etc. The Vedic corpus is indeed 
an invaluable and the most important source of information for the period 
under review (1500-500 BC). 

III 

Locating the Indo-European Speakers 

The study of the Vedic literature and the language Indo-Aryan has been 
intertwined with the question of the ancestral or original homeland of the 
speakers of the Indo-Aryan and Indo-European languages. It is unfortunate 
that the accurate expressions like the 'speakers of the Indo-Aryan' and the 
'speakers of the Indo-European' languages have often donned erroneous, 
but widely current, appellations-the Indo-Aryans and the Indo-Europeans. 
Such changes wrongly give the image that the terms Indo-European and 
Indo-Aryan stand for distinct ethnic or racial groups, while these are actually 
language labels and have nothing to do with ethnicity. As linguists have 

argued that _there was a common and ans_:stral language ~~~d,~~~~1:_~E::~.'-~-
reconstructed language) from wfocli suosequentJY. evolvedSanskrit, Iraniap"'c 
and several European1~11gii~gg$,locating the earliest habitat of the speakers 
~tlnclo~p~~n has been one of the most hotly debated issues among 
historians, linguists and archaeologists. This issue is also popularly known 
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as the-~ryan problem', which is lar el . 
the speakers of the Ind -E g y directed to locate the 'homeland' of 
d b . o uropean languages Th. . . 

e ate. Closely connected w'th . . . . is is not merely a scholarly 
• . 1 it are political is d h . 

supenonty and vain nationalglo It. . . sues an t e claim for racial 
Socialists under Hitler tried t . ry.1 is impossible to forget how the National 

. 0 imp ement the grot 
punty of the Aryans the A h esque concept of the racial 

' ryans as t e only £ d f h. 
pure Nordic race in Germany b . h . oun er o igh-culture and the 

Id as emg t e smgle c . f 
wor . This was coupled with the inhum ommumty it to rule the 
Even V. Gordon Childe a great h 1 a~ Holocaust programme of Hitler 

-- , arc aeo o t d f · 
_wrote in his book The Aryans that the At:n:n a ~-1!1ous ~arxist thinke_r, 
mental endowments and ' y were fitted with exceptional 

promoters of true pr , I 
stressed that he himself d. . d h' ogress. t must however be 

ism1sse is own research h ' 
as among the most childish th. h es on t e Aryan problem' 
I d E mgs e wrote Locati th h n o- uropean speakers was d' . ng e omeland of the 

. ' accor mg to Romila Th 
:1-meteenth century historio h apar, a concern of the 

,-r, A H . grap y. 
' ' - unganan homeland of the k 

w -- d spea ers of Indo E 1 
'J as propose on the basis of the 'b. h' h - uropean anguages 

·, the chapter in Cambridge Histor ?{-~:~ia t eory, partic_ularly highlighted in , J\ I\) 
Eur~pean worc!Torbrrch tree is bher o -It ' (vol. Il br, _ _G1!:~- !he Proto-Indo- t\_' 
Iraman (barz), Germanic (birch) B gl .' (Lsta~ds for tne birch m Indic (bhurja) 
th b' h ' a tIC atVIan berz ) d SI . ' e ire appears to have b s an av1c (bereza). As 
it was believed that the sp eken comf mhonly known to these later languages 
- ea ers o t e an t 1 I d ' 

an area, which abounded in b' h ce~ ra n o-European inhabited 
th . ire trees. This led t th 'd .. 
, e area m question with H . . o e 1 entif1cation of 

. unganan plam Th b - h h 
and reJected by Brandenste· h . . e ire t eory was criticized 

. m w o pomted t th h 
meanmg of the word bhrego wh' h d'd ou at t ere were shifts in the 
Thus, its meaning has been shift~cd in\ta~~t uniformly_ stand for the 'birch'. 
The word does not figure i G k where fraxmus refers to the ash 
1 . n ree at all Thus the f d . 
ocatmg the '.Aryan homela d' . b' . '. un amental reason of 

h b n m a irch-growmg a f E 
as een strongly critiqued B G T'l k d rea o astern Europe 

Arctic homeland for the I cl - .E . 1 a an Georg Biedenkapp proposed the 
many serious takers. n o- uropean speakers. This theory did not find 

A few Indian scholars like Triveda K 11 
recent times, archaeologist B B L 1 h' a a, Ganganath Jha and in. more 
'.A , · · · a ave argued f h h 
- ryans in India, especially the n th or t e omeland of the 

· • 1 or -western part of th b - · 
pnnopa basis of this argum t . h e su continent The 

. . en is t at the Rigved h . . 
creat10n m the entire family f I d E . a was t e earliest literary 
R' d O n °- uropean Ian . zgve a was an Indian text Th h . guages, and that the 
b t · ey ave pomted to the 1· · · 

e ween Rigvedic vocabulary on th h mgu1st1c commonalty 
d G e one and and Ira . d 

an ermanic vocabularies on th h man an Latin, Greek 
Rigvedic Aryans spread from their o:i ~:a;~· ~: has been claimed that the 
f:om where they further spread to Ce!tral n. ic homeland and reached Iran, 
first expounded in the late ninet th Asia and Europe. This theory was 
th . h een century was st 1 en it as resurfaced in the 1 t t . ' rong y contested and 

a e went1eth century. In the late nineteenth 
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century, the theory suggested that the Europeans (especially the British), 
the colonizers, and the Indians (the colonized) shared a homogenous 
and common ancestry. This suggestion found favour with the nationalist 
intellectuals who upheld the vision of a glorious past: the idea could have 
been used as a cultural defence in the days of the struggle against a colonial 
power. It also could have implied that the Indians, as the descendants of 
the 'Aryans', were also ethnically related to their European/ British political 
masters. There are a number of major difficulties in accepting this claim. 
First, in the 1:{igveda there are about 300 loan words of non-Indo-European 
origin, mostly from the Dravidian and Austro-Asiatic (Mundari) groups. 
The two language groups are not present beyond the Indian subcontinent. 
This suggests that _there were other more ancient language groups in India 
prior to the emergence of Indo-Aryan. Most linguists, for instance. S.K. 
Chatterjee, also _hold that both Austro-Asiatic and Dravidian were older 
than Indo-European. Kuiper has drawn our attention to the fact that every 
language that entered the Indian subcontinent through the north-west, 
developed retroflex sounds (hard .t, cj, rz, sh). This is a feature typically 
associated with the Dravidian and the Austro-Asiatic languages. This feature 
is strongly present in the Vedic and Classical Sanskrit too, while retroflex 
sounds are not encountered in European languages like Latin, Greek. Had 
the Indo-European spread out north-westwards from an Indian homeland 
this feature should have been present in the present zone of Indo-European 
speech family. This is, however, not encountered any where else other than 
in India and in Indo-Aryan. There are also major chronological matters (to 
be taken up later), known from archeological sources, that render it almost 
impossible to consider India as the ancestral area of the speakers of Indo
European languages. One of the most recent and serious rebuttal of the 'out 
of India' theory of the autochthonist scholars has come from Michael Witzel. 

Most of the specialists on Inda-European languages more or less agree that 
a broad division took place among the original speakers of Indo-European; 
this resulted in the emergence of Indo-Iranian in which can be seen many of 
the subsequent linguistic and cultural features associated with the Iranian 
Avesta and the Vedic corpus. A further division led to the separating of the 
Indo-Aryan in India from the Indo-Iranian. The firm archaeological evidence \ \ l)Y 

of the presence of this language comes from an inscription from Boghazkoi . .f\\L 

in Asia Minor; this cannot be dated prior to 1400 Be. Hugo"W1nckler's'\ 1 
1...i 

excavations atB'ozhazkoi in 1906 unearthea a-vast-~; of 10,000 tablets . 
The inscription in question speaks of a treaty between the Mitanni king 
Mattiwaza and the Hittite ruler of West Asia who invoked a number of gods, 
including the four following names having remarkable affinity with Indic 
and Iranian divinities. These are: (1) In-da-ra (cf. Indra), (2) U-ru-wa-na or 
Wacru-na (cf. Varu:r;ia), (3) Na-sa-at-b-ana (Nasatyas/Iraman Naonfiaitya) 

-an:ct(4fMft:lira(franian Mithra oflneSungocf, often coupled in the 1:{igveda 
as Mitra-Vari.i:r;ia). The record is to be situated in the context of the rise of 
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the Mitannis over an extensive area from the sh . 
the Zagros mountain. This Mitanni ex . ores of the Med1_terranean to 
Egyptian control of the Euphrates. Tht;ns10n le~ to t~e conflicts with the 
tablet in Hittite language dat d t h c oghazko1 archive has also yielded a 
f h . ' e O t e 1ourteenth cent h 

o w ich is the training of cha . t h I ury BC, t e purport 
f no orses ts author K"kk 1· 0 the Mitanni kingdom It c · was 1 u 1, a Hurrian 
. • re1ers to navartanni w 

mne turn of the course' (corn bl . h asnnasya, meaning 'for 
Th para e wit Sanskrit 

e document provides us with 1· k navavartane vasanasya). 
ear 1est nown specim f I d 

numerals: aika (cf. Sanskrit ek . I ens o n a-European 
panza (Sanskrit pafi.cha) or fiv/~ :~ a~~a) o~ ~ne; tera (Sanskrit Tri) or three; 
na (Sanskrit Nava) or nine Th a_ a "fans nt Sapta; Ir. Hapta) or seven and 
the basic language of the M·t e s1~m icant point to remember here is that 
f . . 1 anm was non-Indo-E b 
am1liar with certain Inda E uropean, ut they were 

Amarna in Egypt inform u~ ufropeanl vocabulary. Documents from Tell-el-
0 a ru er named Tusratt D 

onceagainiscomparablewithS k. D a or usratta, which 
. ans nt asaratha The K ·t f h 

reg10n assumed control of the Bab I . . . ass1 es o t e Zagros 
a few deities whose names find y om~n reg1~n and they were familiar with 
· h compansons with Indic Th m t e Kassite region were Sh . (S names. ese deities 
in Sanskrit). unas urya in Sanskrit) and Maruttas (Marut 

In the cuneiform tablets and texts from M . 
presence can be seen prior to eighteenth a d esopotam1a, no ~race of Indic 
other hand, with the collapse of th M· n _seventeenth centunes BC. On the 
BC, the presence of Indic vocab I e I~a~m power in the thirteenth century 
also miss that gods like Agni udarSy en s m South-western Asia. One cannot 
R · an oma-among the f d • • 
. zgveda-were conspicuous b th . b oremost e1t1es in the 

y eir a sence The arch I . al . 
presented above negates the .b ·1 · . aeo og1e evidence 
of the Indic/Ind~-Aryan langposs1f I Ity of the west/ northwestwards spread 

uage ram a suppo dl I d. 
Kassites were not speakers of th I d E se y n Ian homeland. The 
names there had Indo-Aryan af/ -~ ;h u;o~ean languages, although some 
appears to be more archaic tha~n:h. Vi~- n ~-Aryan element in West Asia 
therefore be considered as Proto-I:do~A1c/Rigve~i~ lan~uage and should 
Sanskrit. ryan, distmgmshed from Vedic 

The presence of the Indic/Indo E 
European Mitanni area on the th- ~oplan vocabulary in the non-Indo
riding people with a st;on I o ed~ an_ ' sug~ests the arrival of a horse-

. g Y noma IC onentat10n W"ll• B 
p10neering researches pointed out that the . . I ia~ randenstein's 
the Inda-European speakers (th p I d earliest possible language of 
all d) e rota- n a-European . . 

c e was associated with as It 1s nowadays 
I" I a vast steppe land away f h 
Itt e sedentary agriculture wasp t· d S h' ram t e sea, where 

in the Ural/Kyrghizia area of ;ac is~ . ~c an area was ideally located 
evidence strongly speaks of entrd Asia. The above archaeological 

a westwar migr t· f h 
Inda-European languages from th C I ~ wn o t e speakers of the 
. .1 . e entra Asian steppe Th b s1m1 anty between the Rigv d d h area. e o vious 

· e a an t e Avesta both i I 
many contents cannot but point t th h d n anguages and also 

o e s are Inda-Iranian heritage. The 
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composition of the Avesta is generally placed in the middle of the second 
millennium BC. Apart from the linguistic commonalties between the Avesta 
and the l;{igveda, the two texts also reveal that attributes of gods were reversed 
in the two texts. Thus, the Devas as divinities are venerated in the l;{igveda, 
while they are strongly looked down upon as Daeva in the Avesta. Similarly, 
the Asuras are presented as demons in the l;{igveda and as the enemies of the 
Devas; on the other hand, the highest God in theAvesta isAhura. It will not be 
illogical to infer that at some point of their shared heritage and residence in 
West Asia, there was a dissension in the Inda-Iranian scenario. In view of the 
geographical proximity of Iran with the north-western borderland of Indian 
subcontinent, it is possible to suggest the migration of Inda-Aryan speakers 
into the subcontinent, following a dissension in Iran. This paved the way 
for the presence of the Rigvedic people in South Asia and the creation of 
the l;{igveda, the antiquity of which is difficult to push beyond the middle of 
the second millennium BC. A crucial archaeological evidence in this context 
comes from the remains of horses. It needs to be repeated that the horse is 
inseparably associated with the Inda-European speakers and the speakers 
of Inda-Aryan; on the other hand,~at1ffe !:!~~a2p!\n Siviliz;i.tioJL(2§,Q0- _ 
1750 BC) was unacquainted with.tqis ;1nimaLThe presence of the horse is 
revealed 1n Ghaligha1TV (1800-1400 BC) in the Swat region of the North
Western Frontier Province of Pakistan, and also in Pirak I (1600-1400 BC) 

and Pirak II (1300-800 BC) in the northern Baluchistan region of Pakistan. 
The dated evidence of the Boghazkoi tablet does not allow us to place the 
l;{igveda anywhere earlier than 1400 BC. Even if one concedes that the 
Rigvedic language precedes the composition of the l;{igveda it is difficult to 
claim an antiquity of that language much beyond the middle of the second 
millennium BC. 

What has so far been presented and discussed does not find any 
concurrence with the recently asserted position that the authors of the 
l;{igveda were the same as the Harappans. B.B. Lal, who has strongly upheld 
this view in some recent publications, shows that he has converted to this 
idea by controverting his own findings about the Harappan civilization in 
the 1960s and 70s. The data and analyses available in linguistics have been 
conveniently overlooked. But more surprising is the attempt to attribute 
the l;{igveda to Harappan urbanism. The l;{igveda shows lit_tle familiarity with 
urbanism. The term pur in the l;{igveda cannot mean a fort or fortified area, 
as Wilhelm Rau has established; it stood for an enclosure of impermanent 
nature. It can never be equated with the fortified Harappan urban centres. 
The l;{igveda also lacks data on the familiarity with a city-oriented lifestyle; 
large scale and complex exchange system; centres of large scale crafts 
production and writing system. To the Rigvedic people, terracotta figurines, 
ubiquitous in the Harappan civilization, are alien and there is little trace of 
the fertility cult, which once again is a hallmark of the belief system of the 
Harappan people. 
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It is therefore, not possible to uphold the view that the Indian 
subcontinent was the ancestral territory of the Indo-European speakers. 
The speakers of Indo-Aryan appear to have entered the subcontinent from 
Iran through the north-western borderland of the subcontinent sometime 
around or before the mid-second millennium BC. There are traceable myths 
in the Avesta alluding to migrations from Iran to the Indus area. The arrival 
of the Indo-Aryan speakers in the north-western part of the subcontinent 
seems to have taken place after the end of the Mature Harappan civilization. 
But this should not at all connote that there was an 'Aryan invasion' in 
India from Indo-Iranian borderlands, as was once supposed by Mortimer 
Wheeler. Combining the Rigvedic accounts of Indra as purandara (which he 
took in the sense of a destroyer of forts/ fortified urban centres) with what 
he presented as 'massacre' at the very last days of Mohenjodaro, Wheeler 
gave the famous verdict, 'on circumstantial evidence, Indra stands accused'. 
Wheeler's statement got wide publicity till the 1970s. 

Sustained linguistic and archaeological researches of recent decades discard 
an 'Aryan invasion' hypothesis. Though urban settlements are not visible in 
the post-Harappan scenario (1500-600 BC), there is also no archaeological 
evidence of widespread disruptions of settlements and cultures in India with 
the advent of the Indo-Aryan speakers since 1500 BC. The appearance of 
the Indo-Aryan speakers, the people of the IJ_igveda in particular, took place 
more as a result of migration or a series of migrations. Scholars like B.B. Lal, 
who as a spearhead among the autochthonists favour the Indian homeland 
theory of the Indo-European/Indo-Aryan speakers, wrongly tends to equate 
two dissimilar processes, namely, migrations and invasions. As the IJ_igveda 
demonstrates, the material milieu of the Rigvedic times was rooted to 
cattle-keeping, and agriculture, though not unknown in the [J.igveda, was 

secondary to pastoral pursuits. A close perusal of the [J.igveda, the Avesta and 
some field archaeological evidence from the north-western extremes of the 
subcontinent indicates that the Indo-Aryan speakers migrated in search of 
pastures and some arable land, by following pre-existing pastoral circuits. 
One may once again look at the West Asian situation for a comparison. While 
in West Asia the military success of the Indo-European/Indo-Aryan speakers 
figure in the inscribed tablets, Indo-Aryan vocabularies had a precarious 
existence after a while. Romila Thapar rightly argues that conquest was not 
always the only mechanism for the spread of a language or what is called 
language change. Taking all contestant positions into account, it appears 
at the present state of our knowledge that the Indo-Aryan speakers of the 
I;?.igveda reached the north-western borderlands of the subcontinent in and 
around mid-second century BC, migrating from Iran, which they had reached 
previously from their ancestral area in the Central Asian steppes. This paved 
the way for the spread of the Indo-Aryan language first over greater parts 
of north India, and then subsequently to other parts of the subcontinent. 
It should be pointed out here that the earliest known written. form of this 
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. . f M a emperor Asoka in the 
. India figures in the inscnpt10ns o aury language m 

third century BC. d t d the nature of human life 
A perusal of the Vedic corpus to un ers a; of chronology during which 

requires us to take into account the l_on~{a1 veda is dated to 1500-1000 
the Vedic literature took shape. While e . ~ d f 1000 BC to 600/500 
BC the later Vedic literature belongs to the per10 ro~ll . m No society 

' . th s evolved almost over a m1 enmu . 
_BC. The Ved1c ~orpu~ u lon s an of time. The historical geography, 
can remain static durmg such a g dp lt l life known from the Vedic 

. . condition an cu ura 
polity, socio-economic . t d b thoroughly studying the changes that 
corpus needs to be appreoa e : d' (1500-1000 BC) to the later Vedic 
must have taken place from the Rigve ic 

(1000-600/500 BC) times. . 
1 

. f t' for this period, wherever 
The scanty field archaeolog1ca m orma ion . f the Vedic 
·1 bl ·11 b studied vis-a-vis the literary gleanmgs rom 

ava1 a e w1 e . h' · d 
corpus; there is no written source information for t is per10 . 

IV 

Historical Geography and Spread of Settlements 

. . . knowled e of historical geography is traced 
The begm~mg of our a~oe~t offers ex~ellent information about the rivers 
from the ];?.zgveda. The I;?.zgve a 11 ·nted The identification of 
with which the Rigvedic poets w~r\we -;:~~::nent.helps understand the .J 
these rivers on a modern ~ap o. t e sul The most important of these t-l:: i,\_. 
geographi~al zone of 

th
e R~:e:c ~:~s~ e~f river:E> Ct-Ja.cJzstgti), admittedly . ~ '. \ 

accounts is t~111ou~ hy .. p . d t the last stage of the formation \ ' 
l h ~X.75) As it was compose a f h 

a ate ymn . . . .. : h h mn offers a mature perception o t e 
of the l;{igveda, it is likely that t de T~ most celebrated river in the I;?.igveda 
rivers and the areas they watdere) ·h. 'led the most excellent of all rivers 

S. dh ( d rn In us a1 e as 
was th=-~~--u" __ r:11-_o" e . -e it r~a-ched the sea. While many western and 
(.ambztama, nadztama) smc d f' . the Rigveda there is no reference to 

t 'b t ies of the In us igure m · ' · eastern n u ar G d th Yamuna the two premier 
S. 'f' tl ough the anga an e ' , 

the Oxus. 1gm ican Yen ' ---~- -- ·- - - ·r once in the Rigveda, . 
. h h tl d of north India, appear on y .. . .... . . . . . . 

streams m t e ear an . h' -N···· -··gfs tnaCTlie land watered 
and that too in the Nadzstutz. T is strong y sugg h ts of the 

. d the Yamuna was less known to t e poe 
by the nvers Ganga an . b t hich the text shows a much 
I;?.igveda than the Indus nver system, a ou w 

more intimate familiarity. . f h . Indus were Harirud (Sarayu 
Among the western tributaries o t e nver d Arghandhab-

. ) S t· (H raxvati in the Avesta, mo ern 
in Afghanistan : _ara~\Ta~-:- a ) R (Pan·shir river?), Kubha (Kabul), 
Helmand riversirlAfghamstan~~ J . 1 ·ng- that its banks 

( ) S -stu (Swat the name imp Y1 
Krummu Kurram ' uva . ' - (G 1) Among the eastern 
-- d . t - ttlement) and Gomat1 oma . h were con uove o se -· . - . .. - (.J .• h 1 m) Asikni (Chenab-t e 

.b . of the Indus were the V1tasta e u ' . V -; tn utanes . ---
. :.1.~, , ,,- --r ~~ t•>rr 
\(· I. .. . 

' [~) 
{l C 
I I 
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Map 2.1: Late Vedic Zone 

Greek authors of the late centuries BC si 'f 1 
was clearly derived from th Ri d' gm leant_ y called it Akesenis, which 

e gve 1c name As1kni) p h - (R . 
known as th. e Iravati) V1'pa-s' (B ) d s' ' arus :i;i.1 av1, also 

' eas an utudri (S tI ') Th 1 . 
one was certainly-the· easternmost tribut f -~ eJ . e ast ment10ned 
and the Ma d 'dh- . . . ary o t e Indus. If the Sushoma 
M 

ru vp a are identified respectively with th S d h 
aruwardwan then the Rz· d b e oan an t e ' gve a etrays £ '1' · • h ancient Kashmir too A ·. ami ianty Wit two rivers of 

· maJor controversy amo h 1 . 
the identification of the river Sarasvati (d'ff; ngf sc o ars exists regarding 
Avesta), which is said to have b I erent rom the Haraxvati of the 
east of the Sutlej. The.Sarasv.at-ef~n an e~stehrn t:ibutary of the Indus to the 

. . - I igures m t e Rzgveda as . h . 
_n~er:_ ~he Sarasvati is now~ lost riv;r,which cl~ied u 1 a m1g_ ty_ sea-go~~f __ 

llie same as the Sarsuti, which is h . P ong ago. It 1s possibly 
of the river seems to have connec~:e;~:s:o:f~:1g~i; stream. The dry bed 
the latter disappearing in the Bahawal d e . aggar and the Hakra, 
Rigvedic account of the Sarasvati ha 1 p;r esert. A literal acceptance of the 

al
Sarasv

1 
~ti as a mighty river originati:g\k::~: :~~:~a~: t;~~~raaly the Veid~c 

so c aimed that the Sarasvat1- . 1 ' im ayas. t is 
was s1mu taneously a t 'b t f h 

and also a sea-going river Som h 1 . n u ary o t e Indus 
reach the Arabian Sea th. he hsc Ro ars consider that the Sarasvati used to 

roug t e ann of Kut h Th· h b 
major contestations, especially from Irfan H b ~ . his ~s een a topic of 
hydrological and carto ra hical a I ' w o pomts out on both 
identified with the anc!nf Sar gr~-u~ds thaht the modern Sarsuti, generally 

asva I, is a rat er small and insignificant river, 
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which originates not in the Himalayas but in the Siwalik mountains. Drawing 
on hydrographers' findings, Habib argues that a river amidst mountains, 
like the Sarsuti, hardly changes its courses. Judged from this angle, it is 
difficult to visualize the Sarasuti/Sarasvati as a mighty sea-going river of the 
Rigvedic times. The f{igveda projects, according to Habib, a mythical river in 
the name of the Sarasvati with which is inseparably associated the myth of 
the goddess oflearning (Sarasvati). If Rajesh Kochar is to be followed, the·n 
the Rigvedic Sarasvati carried the memory of the Haraxvati in Afghanistan. 
At the present state of our knowledge, it will be difficult to view the principal 
settlement area of the f{igveda in what is claimed as the Indus-Sarasvati 
system. What is beyond any doubt is that the Rigvedic geographical zone 
embraced considerable parts of Afghanistan, the NWFP of Pakistan, the 
Punjab of both India and Pakistan and the lower Indus valley. 

The f{igveda speaks highly of Saptasindhava ( cf. Haptahendu in the Avesta; 
Old Persian 'h' replacing the Vedic 'sa') or the land of the seven streams or 
rivers. This probably refers to the area watered by Indus river and its eastern 

~ries. Thus, Saptasindhava, lauded as the divine land (devanirmitadesa) 
in the f{igveda, appears to have denoted the Punjab. 

In the later Vedic literature, a much greater familiarity with the Ganga 
plains, especially the Ganga-Yamuna doab, is unmistakable. The cradle of 
the Vedic culture was Brahmarshidesa or Brahmavartta, lying between 
the Sarasvati and the Drishadvati (the Chautang). _13rahmarshidesa thus 
closely ~orresponds to the present day Haryana in the Indo-Ganga divide. 
It is quite obvious that the most exalted habitat of the Rigvedic times had 
shifted eastwards from the Punjab to Haryana during the later Vedic times. 
The later Vedic texts offer less information about the western tributaries of 
the Indus, in conspicuous contrast to the Rigvedic account. The Mujavant 
mountains appear as a distant zone in theAtharvaveda. Anga (eastern Bihar), 
~agadha (southern Bihar) and Vanga (in the Ganga· delt;a) have received 

,,\Y-scornful attitude from the later Vedic authors who viewed these areas as 
__ ,)!' \ 'impure and far away from the heartland of the Vedic culture. The Satapatha 
L' Brahma,:,.a, one of the most important of the later Vedic texts, _describes a 

journey by a brahma:i;i.a named Mathava from the banks of the Sarasvati to 
as far east as the Sadanira (literally a river with perennial water, identified 
with the Ghagffiira);-at-i:h~d of the journey he reached_ Videha (north 
Bihar). He is therefore7mown as Videgha Mathava. The Satapatha Brahma,:,.a 
further narrates that Mathava carried with him the sacred fire god, Agni 
Vaisvanara. He stopped at the banks of the river Sadanira as the area to the 
east of the river was marshy and as yet untouched by Agni. The le~Ilg.,Qf_ 
Videgha Mathava's journey implies that the land as far easti;--;orthern 
Bihar was included within the later Vedic culture zone. The description 
that the brahma,:,.a carried Agni with him is interpreted by several scholars 
(notably Sharma and Thapar) as the indicator of the eastward expansion of 
the Vedic settlement by burning the thick forest cover in the Ganga valley. 
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The eastward spread of the Vedic culture from the PunJ·ab has a d. t 
1 · h. • h rrec 

re at10ns rp wit the proliferation of sedentary agricultural settlements in 
the Ganga valley during the later Vedic times. 

?'J)J:;/
1 

A rea~ing of the Aitareya B:~hrl'!_f!:,:Z~_5Jeaks of the widening of the 
\t;}---l(\r( ' geographical knowledge during the later Vedic period. For the first time 
1 c;' t~e~~ eme_rged the concept of a five-fold division of India in that text: fou; 

d1vrs10ns m the four cardinal directions (Udichidis, Dakshinadis Pra h_d., 
and p f h-d· ') d 1 . , c I rs ra rc 1 rs an a centra quarter (Dhruvamadhyamapratishthadis). The 
~~ntral q~arter was considered the land par excellence and designated as 
Srshtadesa (habitat of the noble people). H.C. Raychaudhuri located the zone 
on the basis of the Aitareya Brtihmm:ia, stretching from Vinasana or Adarsan~ 
(near Kuruk~hetra in Haryana) to Kalakavana (near Allahabad in Uttar 
Pradesh~. 1:h~s geographical designation later evolved into Madhyadesa in the 
Manusamhzta. The later Vedic texts thus speak of the pri~cipal settlements· 
of the Vedic people in the area now covered by the Indo-Ganga divide the 
upper Ganga valley and the Ganga-Yamuna doab (i.e. up to Allahabad i~ the 

\ v) ~c!ast). More or less coeval_with the later Vedic literatu@ls-1h.e. .. ar_chaeoJ0-gical 
'--',,,,")t.S,o ultur; l;beled_as_\h;_!cl~!,l_ted G:r:e_y Wer~.JP,GW) culture (~Q!J.:?Q.Q B_c), so 
L \J name a ter a particular Grey Ware, whrch is considered as the diagnostic 

pottery of the period. 
R.S. Sharma has drawn our attention to the fact that out of the total 

number of 700 PGW (explored and excavated) sites, 287 are found in 
Har_yana. !~e concentration of PGW sites in Haryana hardly escapes one's 
notice. This rs also exactly the area of Brahmarshidesa/Brahmavartta hailed 
as the best of lands in the later Vedic texts. One has also to take ~ote of 
the fewer number of PGW sites to the east of Allahabad Thr·s · . once agam 
corresponds to the impression of the later Vedic texts that the easternmost 
p~rt of the central quarter (Dhruvamadhyamapratishthadis) came up to 
Kalakavana close to present Allahabad. 

V 

Polity and Political Situation 

Looking f~r data and~ or impressions about political life in the Vedic corpus
and especrally the J:?.zgveda-an essentially religious and sacred literature 
may a~pear_ f~tile and unrewarding. The Vedic texts are not, however, devoid 
of their political contents. The J:?_igveda is replete with prayers to deities who 

. ~ "'are expected to_ help ~umans to overcome their enemies; accounts of clashes 
· also regularly figure m the J:?.igveda. The text in question retains the memory 

of a major_ battle, namely the battle of ten kings (Dasarajfza) against the 
_ ~hara ta chief SY.d.a.s-, The battle of ten kings-will be "taken up f~r discussion 
subsequently. Though the Vedic literature does not offer any connected 
account of political events for nearly a millennium, the later Vedic texts 

I···).("-,_)\ 

- r )) ,,>' r(\_:,. 
} 
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pay considerable attention to the performance of various rituals meant for 
aspirants' political control. The Vedic corpus was also aware of the role of 
popular assemblies. In short, images of polity and political situation are not 

entirely absent from the voluminous Vedic literature. 
The J:?_igveda regularly acquaints us with terms like ga-i:ia, jana and vis, 

which all point to a group or collection of people. An even smaller or more 
primitive unit was grama, which originally did not stand for its commonly 
acceptedcoiinofation of a.village; grama too denoted a combination, a group. 
R.S. Sharma's readings into the J:?_igveda indicates that the grama denoted a 
band-like group, mainly of the semi-pastoralist group of unrelated families 
(kulas), the kula or family being the smallest unit. Above the grama probably 
stood the jana, ga-i:ia and vis-generally taken to mean· a clan or a tiff,e. Large 
riurrioer of references to Jana and vis in the J:?_igveda convinced Sharma that ]c 0 

_ the Rigvedic polity was largely oriented to clan or tribal organization. As 
¥lit many as 300 clans/tribes figure in _the_J:?.igv!da,_ ci_ccording to Witzel.-Pre= :;--' 

li:1 JC emmeiil among-the:? were a:=g!l~ction of five trib~s.L~belled in the J:?_igveda . 
aspancFia}anaand panchakrishti. These were th~urvasa, Anu, Drl.!hyu . 0 

·/ and Puru. Another clan or tribe, the Bharatas also steal the limelight in the \/ 

V 
I 

J 
:-/: 

~eir victories in war. -Commonly associated with the accounts of 1 
clashes, skirmishes and battles are the narrations of the collections of war- p 
booties, whichhcon( siste

1
d
1 

larhgely of chattledand hforses. T
1 
hat th)e J:?_igveda used (-l 

the term gavis ti litera y, t e searc or esire or catt e or go as a synonym -p 
for war fits in well with the predominantly cattle-keeping material culture of (\ 
the Rigvedic times. References to frequent clashes and hostilities between the 1, 

Aryavar-i:ia and the Dasa/Dasyuvar-i:ia occur in t~~ fjg!7_ed13.z the latter always ,f' 

portrayed as enemies of7:lieRigvediccfans: The term raja, which denotes cc::: 

a king in Classical Sanskrit, is known since the .f{igve~E_:Jn the pioneering 
researches of the Vedic texfs and the translatfons ofthe Vedic passages, the 
term rajti is almost always taken in the sense of the king. In other words, it 
was previously taken for granted that monarchical polity, headed by a king, 
existed in India right from the early Vedic times. This view has lately come 
under considerable criticism and revision. The term raja is derived fromroot 
rafzj, which denotes someone who leads, sl.'Itt'res,aiia m later lite-rature, as one 
who pleases. Given the predominance of the jana and the vis in the Rigvedic 
polity, rt will be more cogent to consider the rtija as a leader or a chief of 
the clan or tribe. It is extremely difficult to equate the Rigvedic raja with 
the head of a monarchical state, who would normally have a well-defined 
territory, a subject population and command a regular military. Sharma 
points to the conspicuous absence of royal epithets, typically associated " 
with a later monarch in the J:?_igveda. The Rigvedic raja was not known as ~ ·' ) 
nripati or narapati (lord of men), bhupati (lord of the soil), adhipati (overlord) l 10 f ·' 

1 

and mahfpati (lord of the earth). I:!e bore the epithets, g_opati (literally, lord 
~f the cattle) and vispati (lord/chief of the tribe/clan). These epithets need 
-ro be situated in tbe context of tfl'e preference for pastoral pursuits and of 
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the clan/tribal organization of the polity during the Rigvedic times. The 
agglomeration of the kulas or the families led to the formation of the jana or 
vis that was marked not by a fixed residence or territory, but by the kinship 
organization. Under such circumstances, the Rigvedic raja was likely to have 
more rese_mbled a chief or leader of the clan/tribe-with strong kinship 
bonds-than a full-fledged king at the helm of a monarchical polity. The 
principal qualities on which the raja's position rested were his abilities to 
lead in wars and to ensure collection of booties, which were then distributed 
among the clan members. 

R.S. Sharma has enlightened us with his study of the vidatha, a_popular 
assemb_ly in the l;Ugved~: 1'he vidatha was attended by the members of the 
·vis/jan:1_~1:!!itbgrajd~ike._ :rrwas-tlie pfac:e"f6:rdlscuss1ons on wa-rsanaotner 
political matters; a place for social gathering and also for recreations. No less 
significant was its role as a place where the booties captured in wars were 
distributed among the members of the clan, with a possible special share 
for the raja or the chief of the clan. The prominence of the vidatha in the 
Rigvedic polity once again negates the possibility of considering the raja 
as a full-fledged king. The recent insights into the nature of polity in the 
f.igveda emerge out of the new readings of the text and the drawing from 
anthropological and ethnographic researches as well. 

Among many references to clashes and battles, outstanding are the 
impressions of a major battle fought on one side by ten chiefs and on the 
other by Sudas-the chief of the Tritsu-Bharatas. Celebrated as the most 
significant political event of the Rigvedic times, the Dasarajfza took place on 
the banks of the river Parush:p.i or the Ravi. Sudas is said to have defeated 
the Yadu, Turvasa, Anu, Druhyu, Puru, Alina~~·;:-P~khta and Vishanin 
tribes. Sudas belonged to"t:1ie"Tiitsu-13n'araras··orffie·•Bh~rat-;-clan: ·s~ 

'1J"\ g-l~~?r ]?i_y94?-s also fig~~es i;.;-•ili~-~eda. Witzel shows that th;sharata 
,}fa clan was given a place of considerable dominance in the Family Books 

(ma,yjala II-VII). If the Rigvedic accounts of Divodas, son of Pijavana, are 
believed, Divodas as the Bharata chief has the credit ofleading his clan into 

-soulli?Gian mainland from the borderland of the subcontinent. The Bharatas 
once seems to have been attached to the Purus with whom they fought later 
on the banks of the Ravi. The impression of the growing power of the Bharatas 
is available from the genealogy of the clan and eulogies to its chiefs found 
in the Family Books of the f.igveda. Many of such accounts are attributed 
to Visvamitra, the priest of the Bharatas, who was later ousted in favour of 
Vasi$tha; Visvamitra joined the rival Puru group. Vasi$tha, the composer of 
much of Book VII, also eulogistically refers to the achievements of the Bharata 
chiefs, especially Divodas and Sudas. Divodas, for instance, is praised as a 
giver of wealth. Sudas's epithet Paijavana intends to underline his belonging 
to the line of Pijavana, an ancestor. Can one see here a very early attempt to 
present a genealogy, which often gives pedigree to a ruler and enhances his 
prestige? Two later chiefs of the post-Sudas days, namely, Devasravas and 
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. R. d Witzel draws our attention to Srifljaya 
Devavata, also figure m t~e . z!h': sa~n of Devavata; the name, according to 
Daivavata, :"'h~ was poss~~ly tween Bharata and Srifljaya'. The Bharata 
him, is ind1cat1ve of the h~k be_ r over the ten chiefs; it is the central -v I l 
chief Sudas won a resound~~g ~~to Tyh unt of the battle in Boo!< .'{!I, 

t f Dasara;na e acco -~----·-
theme of the accoun o ' . ~t-f-history' narrating the advance 

l d trates is a snapsuo o ' l . 
as Witze emons ' . h (Indus) into the present Punjab p ams, 
of the Bharatas across the Sind( u l d" the Purus) by breaking a natural 
the victory over the ten c~iefs ~nc dut~n; this was one of the earliest known 
dyke on the river. Kosambi ~urm~se af trolling rivers. The "l;{igveda 

f · Indian history or con 
instances o a war m . ho ousted all enemies in the north, west 
eulogizes the Bharata chief as one w there stood the Khai:ic;lava 

. h th there was no enemy as . h and east; m t e sou . d f Khandava forest m t e 
b . the famous burnmg own o .. 

forest. Remem ermg . . . D - , arajna helped the Bharatas to 
Mahabharata, it is likely that the victor~n as ) to the south of which was 
extend up to Kurukshetra (inf modeTrnh ~gy::;i~ accounts of the Dasarajna 

bl l t d Khandava orest. e k h t 
proba y oca e . . e reat Mahabharata battle at Kuru s e ra. 
probably offer a prototyp~ of th g_ h tt mpts of the Rigvedic poets to 

U N Gh shal discerned m t e a e h 
Long ago, . . o h b ginnings of Indian historiograp y; 
recount this momentous event the ; ila Thapar would call the Itihasa
in other words, a forerunner of w at om 

Purai:za tradition. . . nificant changes in polity, though 
: ' ,, The later Ved1c texts -~res~~t s1g fi ure in these texts. The Aitareya 

,', J;~litical events (~ike the Dasara1;:~:a~:l{tsg betvll~e.Jl-t~Qds . .(devas.) .. an<l 
J' YJu ,-( Brahmana contams a legend o d d fg _t. the hands of the demons and 

N \ ' 1 
• ) Th ods suffere e ea m h · 

\ ,,'":_ \( demons (asuras :. " e g - . an atq} was the chief factor f<?!:.!..~eir 
,~1c. ----::-'.:T··~-;atfiat1ne ansence of_a le_ader (a!_C!JE!..Jl..- -- h · the ablest 
'iJ rea11ze -.------·--h . h. f s he was the most eroIC, 

defeat. They 111a~_e !rid~a -~- ~1r ~ l~r-: ·a b the gods' victory over demons. 
ancfthe mcisfoeaut1ful; this was fo ow\

1 
y . . of kingship out of military 

Beni Prasad read in this legend the poss~ e_ o:~;ngrowing power of the Vedic 
Wh h dly escapes our notICe is A 

necessity. at ar . t is indicated in the itareya 
raja. That the chiefs were of ~ffe~ent sta us~t or ekarat. The Vedic samrat 

h h -• - was mfenor to samra . . 
Brahmai:za. T us, t e ra3a ' .or' following its meaning m 

- h ld t be taken to mean emper -or ekarat s ou no h -· - the samrat or ekarat was . . 1· t In contrast to t e raJa, . 
Classical Sanskrit itera ure. ueror than the former. 

f l th latter was a greater conq h 
more power u as e . f the first time wjj;h__t _e t.e.o:I:t. 

~he lat~r Vedic tex~~;o ~; first SE;!_; feet ~adq-4E1~aning 
janapada, 1:1=,e~_a.!-lY:".'.:.!:ere, ~~1.9!:1.ru'~~ se~tf;~~-nt. Combining the testimony 

~~_precise~ a h B ahmana, Ghoshal underlined the 
7:>ftfie Yajurveda and the Satapat __ a (~ . ance) rashtra ( dom_ ain) and 

h t l"ke ra3ya govern ' . . 
significance of t e concep s 1 -~ out that the three terms were 
kshatra (ruling~!1_?rity). He fu\tere~~~~~ l~terature, implying thereby the 
~ngeable m the la . urge in the later Vedic texts 

f the ruler The conspICuous . . 
ascending power o f h. - . - . best seen in the elaborate prescnpt10ns 
for increasing the power o t e ra3a is 
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for the performances of sacrifices (yajfi.as). The successful performance of the 
rajasuya, the vajapeya, the asvamedha yajfi.as and the consecration ceremonies 
(abhishekas) like the aindramahabhisheka and punarabhisheka rendered gr,~at 
·power and prestige on the sacrificer (yajamana), i.e. the ruler. During the 

.. Y--- sacrifice, the raja is given epithets like the eater of the folk (visamatta), the 
lord of cultivator~(cJ!q!s.h_t~{zfna?2l1 the exterminator of foes (amitra,:iam hqnta) 
and the .overlord of the world and living beings (visvasyabhui:cwya adhipati). 
The sacrificing raja was to tread upon a tiger skin; this was certainly an act 
of white magic, effective on the law of contagion, with the intention that the 
ruler would assume the prowess of a tiger when he came in touch with the 
tiger-skin. In the vajapeya sacrifice, the ruler was to participate in a chariot 
race in which he would be made a winner. The raja's position indeed became 
more powerful than his Rigvedic counterpart: while the Rigvedic chief was 
the leader of the clan (vispati), the later Vedic ruler was the devourer of the 
vis (visamatta). The later Vedic texts clearly viewed an opposition between 
the ruler and the vis, which was considerably subordinated. The mutually 
antagonistic position between the kshatriya and the vis also looms large 
in the statement that the ruler was the deer while the vis was likened to 
barley; once again the juxtaposition of the devoured and the devourer is 
unmistakable. The exalted position of the ruler is also evident from the 
notion that _l:Jy performing the yajnas, the ruler became Indra, Agni, Varm;i.a 
and Soma. The later Vedic ruler was, therefore, endowed with 'occasional 
divinity', as Spellman suggests. This does not however mean that the later 
Vedic ruler was held as a divinity or having a divine descent. The maximum 
extent of such a claim in the later Vedic text was the epithet of Parikshit 
as a demi-god (ardhadevata: Atharvaveda). Larger number of prominent 
clans came on to the political scene: the Kekayas, Madras, Kosalas, Kurns 
and suchlike, while the Panchala clan was an assemblage of several clans. 
The Kuru-Panchala combine in the Ganga-Yamuna doab area represents the 
formation of an even larger and more complex confederacy. 

All these would certainly contribute to the growing power of the ruler. 
The later Vedic texts offer more elaborate genealogies of rulers than the 
~igveda. This is a marker of greater prestige of the ruler whose descent from 
a lineage was underlined. In comparison to the Rigvedic polity, the polity 
of the later Vedic times gave greater stress on hereditary rulership, paving 
the way for dynastic succession as an integral feature of a monarchical 
polity of subsequent times. Romila Thapar draws our attention to 
elaborate gift-giving by the raja to brahmal).a and other invitees during 
the sacrifices. On the analogy of gift-giving in pre-state chiefdoms, noted 
by anthropologists, Thapar argues that such gift-giving was accompanied 
by the wish to be reciprocated with similar, if not even more lavish gifts 
in return. This is likely to set in motion a spirit of competitiveness among 
chiefs by engaging in conspicuous consumption and even in excessive waste 
of resources, something comparable with the ceremony of potlatch among 
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the pre-colonial 'Indian' chiefs in North America. While such competitive 
tftude may later manifest in political mastery of one ruler over others, 

:h: element of gift-giving (dana/dakshiJJa) during the ~a~nas _would also 
result in distribution and redistribution of resources. :his 1mphes that the 
chiefdom may not have developed the political institut10ns that enabl~d and 
empowered the concentration of resources in the hands o~ the ru~er. I: 1s true 
that the later Vedic literature was familiar with terms hke ha~, bha[ta~and 
, lk all of which in later Sanskrit texts and inscnpf10ns denoted vanous 
su a, . h b z-
-~~~f imposts, levies and revenue demanded by the kmg. ~ e ~~~-5...! 

in the ~igveda stan_~~.f.5)!' a voluntary offering given to_tpe chl~f, while the 
later¼illctexts -denoted by bali, an obliis'.1to~y payment to the ~uler .. T~at 
is why the later Vedic ruler bore tne epithet, the procurer of balz (balzhrzt). 
This cannot but speak of the growth of the power and position of the ruler. 
But it is doubtful if bali in the later Vedic texts meant a regular tax. The 

t f the bali is nowhere specified; this also may indicate that there was no 
ra e o 'd b z
proper and adequate assessment of revenue. Thapar therefore cons1 ers a z 
as a prestation, distinct from a genuine revenue deman~-- The absen_ce ~f a 
regular revenue probably precluded the formation of a m1htary o_r~an1zat10n 
as there would not be enough resources; the absence of the mil~ta~y-the 
most visible aspect of the coercive authority of the ruler-would, m its turn, 
render difficulties for the ruler to demand revenue. Despite the growth of ~he 
ruler's power the later Vedic period had not yet experienced a monarchical 
system; it was, to borrow an expression of Sharma, a proto-state, on the 

threshold of a state system. 
The growing auth?!EY of the_la_!e!_Y~~~c raja vVa~s~~~l<_ec!J:)_y_!:wo p~~-~lar 
~a and the samiti. Though the sabha and the samztz had 

assem , .--=--- . . . •• 1 h 1 ~ d' ~ 
Iigured in the ~igveda;·they ~ppeared more prominent y in t e ater e 1c Sc 

h ·d h · t t· 1 enough disappeared from the later "0-E-literature. T e vz at a_,_ m eres mg y: ______ , ------•· ..................... -----·-····----···• .. ······----·• 
Vedic text~~;yt;- fully grasp the distinctive feature of the_ two 
assemblies. In fact, once it was thought that there was only one smgle 
assembly, the samiti, while the place or seat of the a~s_embly_ was known as 
sabha. The clear descriptio~_<?f th~Jah~q_'.3-!_l.j_!be samztz as tvVIn_c!au_glite.!:§ of I 
PrajapatT~'I5i~!~;;!.9r) leaves littl~or: doub~ that J;h~sLwere 
fucfeed"two separate assemblies. Many early scholars (espeoally K.P. Jayswal) 
; ~mhusfasm to show tliat the Vedic polity anticipated some features 
~~ a modern democracy and a constitutional monarchy, tried ~o p~oject these 
two assemblies as upper and lower houses in a bi-cameral leg1slat~ve system, 
with a pronounced thrust on participatory political process. While s~ch an 
assertion as the above one is far-fetched, it seems that to t~e sabha often 
went the prosperous per~::,1!:~i:!2!!.g~,E}!E.n). 'The sabha was c_e~ta1nTy a place for 
Yecfeafionas1i"was 'a'pface for the game of dice. _The sqmz_tz W<lS a~tended ~y 
the people in general and also by t~~ ruler. _Amo~g t~e matters d1s_cussed m 
·the samiti were wars, exile of i'Ciu1er a:na:-even brmgmg back an ex~led ruler. 
Activities in the samiti were often marked by debates. A person gomg to the 
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samiti uttered_ p~ayers so that one came out as the best partici ant in the 
debate. There1shttledoubtaboutthelivelyd l"b t· h" P . 
Th e I era wns at t IS pub he forum 

ere are also prayers that members of the assembly would be . . 
in their view· t · h unammous 
. "bl ha s;n iment t at may not match the urge for lively debates It 
IS poss1 e t at ebates and exchange of views were followed b d . . . 
at t: assembly, _which were accepted by everyone through cons:ns:;51;~; 

t
phop -~~,ahssemdbhes appear to have checked the concentration of pow~rs in 

e ra;as an s. 

_Another possible check to the raja's power came from the ratnins the 
beJeweled ones) as close associates of the ruler Described as the b t ( f 
the d · h · es ower o 

om~m up~n t e ruler (ete vai rash_trasya pradatarah), the ratnins included 
~mong_ t em t e senanf (a military commander), the .bha adu ha ( --
apport10ned the s_h~re) and akshavapa (keeper oft:h~-,;lf)--SK__ onhe wl ho 
ifiocl-:l' fhat th . ------ -- e • ome sc o ars,.V Hu e ratnzns were precurso -1 th . '"' _____ .,,. . 

ol· . . rs o e mm1sters of the monarchical 
p -Ity m su~sequent times. There is also a distinct possibili that the 
bra~;;J;la pnest who offered and officiated at sacrifices on behalf:£ the ruler 
c~u a:e thwarted the ~rowth of the ruler's power. It was the brahmana 
w o ~nomte~ the ruler with a besprinkling ceremony (abhisheka) h . 
~ertam_ occas10ns :he ruler had to take a vow of ensuring just admi~i:r:~o:n 

h~ brahma?a pnest as a legitimizing authority, possibly acted as a eh k 
agamst _th~ ~!s~ of a p~werful king. There are, on the other hand, instance:~£ 
!he Ve~IC r;J~~Is~ensmg_one brahmai;1a priest in favour of another: the classic 
xamp e o. t IS_ is the virtual sacking of Visvamitra in favour of Vasishtha 

as the family pnest of the Tritsu-Bharata clan Even i"f the b -h . 
t d · ra mana pnest 

~:e~-: s~m~_co?tr?l_ over the ruler, the Vedic corpus is not clear ·whether 
co I s~ m Is md1vidual capacity, or as the representative of the priestl 
f;nmumty, or as the representative of the entire vis. The later Vedic text~ 

o er sev~ral exa1:1ples of some tension between the ruler and the priestly 
commumty, a pomt to which we shall come back later As th d 

th · f h k · e power an 
au onty o t e ing enormously increased in the subsequent mo h" al 
set up th · · d" narc 1c , e samztz isappeared altogether and the sabh - . d b 
d . ·1 a survive , ut only to 

enote pnman y the royal court in classical Sanskrit. 

VI 

Economy and Society 

It i~ a; :phill task to glean information about the socio-economic life of the 
peno rom 1~~0 BC t~ 500 BC on the basis of the sacerdotal Vedic texts 

N
becauseh, dl escnbmg sonety and economy was not the intent of these texts' 

evert e ess as h ·d b f · . . , we ave sa1 e ore, many prayers in the Vedic cor us 
especially m the ]J.igveda, relate to mundane affairs and des1·res Th uPd_ , 
texts t· ul 1 h l • e ve 1c 
rituai park~c ~r y ~ e a~er ~edic literature, pay considerable attention to 

ran mg m t e sonety m terms of the four-fold var!la order. Amidst 
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all these limitations, the Vedic corpus offer some glimpses of the socio
economic life. 

The ]J.igveda repeatedly emphasizes the importance of cattle-wealth (go). 'JC 
Th~ cattle (go) in the ]J.igveda is synonymous with wealth (rayi). A person 
rich7n cattle(goj:i,zan) is considered wealthy (maghavanr,fitfolJe a member 
of the sabha (sabhasad). R.S. Sharma has counted as many as 173 references t 13 
to go and its derivatives in the J;?.igveda, while there are about 21 mention • , \ 
about agriculture therein. The l;?.igveda, therefore, considerecrilie cattle as 
the pifricipal Ioim of soc:i~l wealth; agriculture though known and practised, 
was secondary to cattle-keeping in the Rigvedic economy. It is no wonder 
that the J;?.igveda knew the chief of the clan (v~eati) as gopati (lite_ra!IY l°-rd_ 
of the cattle); wars were rermectin-i:he l;?.igveda as gavzsh_ti (literally, search 
or desire1o'r cattle). There are several hymns in Ma;1;T;; IX where Soma is 
praised ano-i~~oked for jointly bringing with Indra plentiful of kine, many 
of which were captured as booties during wars. The go was also the medium 
of exchange in the ]J.igveda. The term gotra literally stands for a cattle-pen; 
the human habitation adjacent to the cattle-pen subsequently assumed the 
character of a distinct social group. As a result of this, the term gotra in later 
times came to denote an exogamous unit within a var!la or a jati. No less 
coveted than the go was the horse (asva), which is not encountered in India 
prior to the advent of the Indo-Aryan speaker. The horse regularly appears 
in the ]J.igveda as a coveted animal, which was often obtained as booty in a 
war. The Rigvedic people were not entirely nomadic but semi-pastoralists, 
who therefore did not experience a fully sedentary society. Meagre 
archaeological data are available to supplement the literary images. Field 
archaeological remains from Bhagwanpur~Kurukshetra district, Haryan<jt), 
I:)adheri (Ludhiana district, Punjab), ·Naggar (Jalandhar district, Punjab) 
and Manda (in Jammu)-all datable from 1500 BC to 1000 BC-do not 
demonstrate a reguTaran-d settled agriculture, nor the presence of iron tools. 
Bhagwanpura, significantly, has yielded profuse number of bones of cattle, 
goats and lambs. Archaeological data too tend to indicate a predominantly 
cattle-keeping society in north-western India during the second half of the 
second millennium BC. 

Though fewer references (21) to agriculture appear in the l;?.igveda than 
to cattle-keeping, the data on agricultural practices are significant. An 
entire hymn (krishisukti) is devoted to the praise of Kshetrapati or the deity 
presiding over agriculture (IV.57). The hymn graphically portrays ploughing 
the cultivated tract (kshetra) with the help of sunasfra, denoting respectively 
the plough (suna) and the ploughshare (sfra). The o_l:_9:e_r.:_sy:rrnnym for-1.4f
ploughshare is phala. T&° word sita stands for the furrow marks left on 
-fne held as a result of the plough being drawn by oxen. That Parjanya or 
the rain-god moistened the field with rains for agriculture also figures in 
this hymn. The account of harvesting the ripe crop with the help of a sickle 
(datralsri!lf) also occurs in the text. Irfan Habib has recently presented a 
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striking archaeological confirmation of the prevalence of plough cultivation 
in the second half of the second millennium BC. A ploughed field, datable 
to twelfth-eleventh centuries BC, with clear furrow marks in parallel rows, 
has been found from Aligrama in Swat (Pakistan). The crop in general was 
known as sasya (Avesta: hahya). One of the main cereals was barley (yava). 
Wheat is nowhere mentioned in the f?.igveda, but the Sanskrit word for it, 
godhuma and its Iranian counterpartgantuma, cannot but suggest a common 
Indo-Iranian ancestor of the crop. It is therefore likely that wheat too was 
grown by the Rigvedic people. It is not certain if rice cultivation was in 
vogue in the f?.igveda. The word vrzhz, which means rice in Sanskrit, is taken 
in the f?.igveda to denote crop in general, and not specifically paddy. Paddy 
cultivation seems to have taken root in Vedic culture with the spread of the 
settlements in the Ganga valley in first millennium BC. Apparently impressed 
by the archaeological proof of the ploughed field from Swat, Habib critiques 
scholars who in his opinion, has over-emphasized the pastoral pursuits in 
the Rigvedic times. Even with this firm and visible evidence of agriculture 
in the North-Western Frontier zone, it will be difficult to miss the obvious 
recognition of cattle as the principal wealth in the f?.igveda. It is possible that 
towards the end of the Rigvedic times, the importance of agriculture was 
being taken into account. A hymn in the Xth Mm:ujala (X.34.13)-certainly 
belonging to the very end of the Rigvedic phase-urges a person, excessively 
addicted to the game of dice, to give it up and instead, take to agriculture, 
which will yield to him many cows and wives. What is underlined here is 
that agriculture generated greater material security for the maintenance 
of a settled family life. Also unmistakable is the notion that successful 
agriculture helps the maintenance of cattle wealth, which continues to get 
the prime attention. 

One does not expect to trace many references to crafts and professions in 
text that hails cattle as the principal social wealth. Only rudimentary crafts 
figure in the f?.igveda. One of them was that of the carpenter (ta~qJ.a), who__..-
is different from the woodcutter (vrikshachhedaka). The carpenter not only 
made furniture and wooden houses, he was inseparably associated with the 
making of chariot. Chariots, driven by powerful horses, hold a crucial clue to 
the successful spread of the Indo-Aryan speakers over the Ganga valley. The 
presence of the improved wheel with spokes is noted in Turkmenistan (north 
of Afghanistan), datable to 1700-1500 BC. There is negligible evidence of 
the use of spoked wheel in the subcontinent, except for a solitary terracotta 
piece (from Banawali, Haryana) representing on low relief such a wheel. The 
Rigvedic society was well-acquainted with the leather-worker (charmamna.), 
something to be expected in a largely cattle-keeping society. Various type of 
dresses and garments are mentioned in the f?.igveda, implying the prevalence 
of cloth-makers. But the f?.igveda shows no acquaintance with cotton plants 
and cotton in general. The Rigvedic garments were likely to have been made 
of wool and/ or skin, features that would associate these crafts with a cattle-
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keeping society. Some mention of jewellery i_!_l- the ~igveda, f~r instance, the 
karnasobhana and hira,:iyakar"fia (earring), nyochanz and kurzra (ornaments 
wo;n during wedding), will point to the existence of ornament-makers and 
the jeweller. Hira,:iya or gold was used for making or~a~e~t~- To what exte_nt 
other metals were used for manufacturing purposes, 1t 1s d1ff1cult to_ asce:tam. 
It is almost impossible to find any concrete evidence of the use of iron m the 
Rigveda. The term ayas has been wrongly understood by several schola:s, 
including B.B. Lal, in the sense of iron. Iron w~s of cou:se synonymous with .. J\ 

the term ayas in Classical Sanskrit, but never m the f?.z~ve~a. T~e term a}!!!:,s ~Y1 J \ 

in the f?_igveda may signify any met~ __ iI_: ge:1er:<1_l;-~:=~~~]1~tJ;e,.1f any at all, ·1 \"·"· / 
·ardrcreolugical:-evid·ence of the use of iron in India prior t~ 1000.Bc. __ 

-Dtct-rhe Rigvedic m.ateriaTlife, oriented to cattle-keepmg, and pract1smg 
some agriculture and a few rudimentary crafts, experie~ce regular ~rade? 
There are prayers in the l;{igveda for ensuring ~afety _on Journey to d1~tant 

1 (1 56 2)· for safety against robbers on a distant Journey (I.42.2-3), and 
p aces . • , ) I · d"ff lt 
for gaining a hundred-fold wealth (satad~ana)_ as _gain (II.18.3 - ~ 1s 

1 
icu 

to ascertain whether such journeys invariably md1cated comme~oal ventures 
to faraway lands. In the f?.i[J}!~?a a1:._:p_=~r ~h~p~,:iis, noted for the~r we~lth and 
for their travels; they received scornful attitude from :he R_igvedic poets 
for their unintelligible speech and for being hostile to Rigvedic people. Th~ 
association of the pa,:iis with wealth and distant journeys led D.D. K~samb1 
to infer that they were traders, possibly at the fringe of a predommantly 
pastoral society. He further sought to see in the pa,:iis the forerunn~r ~f the 
vanik or the merchant of the later times. There are some controversies if the 
se~ (samudra) was known to the f?.igveda. The suggestion that by the term 
samudra, the Rigvedic poet generally understood a va:t body of ~ater_ at the 
confluence of the Indus with the sea is open to quest10n. The Rigved1c poet 
clearly distinguished between the Indus and the sea. This, however, does n?t 
at all imply that the Rigvedic people were regular seafarers for commeroal 
purposes. The claim for seafaring in the Rigvedic times largely re:ts on ~he 
over-enthusiastic and literal reading of the account of the ves_sel, fit:ed with 
a hundred oars (sattiritra nau: I.116.3). If such large sea-gomg ships w:re 
really in operation in the Rigvedic times, what would have been the size 
of the dock or the port, where such a ship could be berthed? ~o we coIY.le 
across any such ports or harbours of impressive size in the f?.zgveda or m 
archaeological remains in the Indus delta, datable to the second half of the 

d ml.llennium BC? Even the dockyard of Lothal would not have been 
secon r 1 · 
able to accommodate a vessel fitted with a hundred oars. Whatever 1tt e 1s 
offered by the f?.igveda in terms of sea-borne journeys i~ the likel: outcome of 
the imagination of the Rigvedic poets. The basic quest10n re~ams that how, 
and to what extent regular trade (different from exchanges m t~e past_oral 
and nomadic circuits) was relevant to a predominantly cattle-keepmg s_oo~ty-

The later Vedic times witnessed significant changes in the material hfe, 
along with the spread of Vedic culture from the Punjab to the east and the 
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south-east, i.e. into the, Ganga valley. The later Vedic literature presents 
cl~ar evidence of the cultivation of three major cereals, hai:-fey;wheat~d 

__ I>addy .. The most significant change was in the regular-cultivation oTiTce, 
now denoted by the word vrzhz, referred to in the later Vedic texts. The 
PGW level from Hastinapura has yielded remains of rice, a visible proof of 
paddy cultivation in the doab area. There is little doubt that the spread of 
sett~ements in the fertile Ganga basin, more moist than the relatively arid 
Pun1ab and the farther north-west, proved conducive to agriculture. From 
the later Vedic times, the society certainly assumes the character of a fully 
,~ed_entary socie~, primarily oriented to agriculture with cattle-keeping as 

\ .,lain im~ortant a~Junct to the agrarian life._,!'our important aspects or stages 
0,) A'( ·· of ~~n~u!~ure !ig~:eE::>.~~nently in the Satapathq._ Brahma,:,.a: ploughing the 

, ·;· \ _soil (Hie plough.share ideally should be pointed-pavzravat), sowing seeds, 
'? harvestin~ of ripe crops and winnowing/threshing. A mature understanding 

of '.3-1t~~at10ns of seasons and different crops is available in the Taittrzya 
Samhzta: the seeds of barley (yava) are sown in winter, the crop is harvested 
in summer; paddy is sown in the monsoons and harvested in autumn; tila 
(sesame) is sown in summer, harvested in winter. Manure largely consisted 
of cow dung: fresh cow-dung (gomaya) and dried cow-dung (karfsha). 
The operation of ploughing is described in many later Vedic texts. The 
ploughshare was made of wood from khadira or udumbara (fig) tree, whil~ 
copper share was also known. There is little likelihood that iron ploughshares 
were regularly used. The solitary instance of an iron ploughshare has come 
from the excavations at Jakheda in western Uttar Pradesh. The term sfta 
continues to mean the furrow marks since the days of the J;?.igveda. The 
description of the cultivator (kfnasa) driving the plough with the help of 
~xen has become commonplace in the later Vedic period. The Athrvaveda, the 
Sat_ap~t~a _ Br~hma,:,.a a1:1d the Taittiriya_~ J.:1aitray_a,:,._f~_KC1t~'!B_q ana-Va]as~:i-ieyf 
Sam7iztas describe that the land was ploughed with the help of six, eight, 
-~welve-and even two dozense>_~en. Why so many oxe~,~~re required for 
ploughing is a point to ponder. The thick alluvial tract in the Ganga valley 

\ . . ~o~d have i::ecessita!~~_!p.e e!J}ployinent orr,nany oxen to till the heary soil. 
Ifisafso Til<ely that the number of oxen employed for tilling is a pointer to 
the size of the plot: a field tilled with the help of twenty four oxen must have 
been more extensive than the plot requiring four oxen for ploughing. Seen 
from this angle, it may suggest unequal size of agricultural plots, implying 
unequal access to the most important means of production, land-a feature 
typical of a sedentary agrarian society. 

The spread of agriculture in the Ganga valley must have followed the 
~learance of the dense forests there, possibly by burning the forest. The 
Journey of Videgha Mathava with the sacred fire in his hand may symbolize 
such a process of forest clearing. Copper and iron implements, axes and 
adzes were used for cutting down the forest. There are some references to 
cutting down of forests in the later Vedic literature. Several archaeological 
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sites have yielded specimens of iron and copper axes and adzes. Many iron 
axes had a hole in the middle for accommodating a handle, possibly made of 
wood. The introduction of iron technology is a special featur~of the later 

Vedic tiirles. T_h.e)at~E.Jedic Ht~~e speaks c_>f sydrrz_tit~~ a~~Lif""~~~J!.,l:!~~(!he 
hlack ayas), which probably referto_iron. The most eloquent testimony to 
~nology-co-mesfrom archaeology: two major sites in western Uttar 

Pradesh, Atranjikh~_~nd Noh, which have brought to light large number 
of iroritoo1sarul impt't:ffuenTs':'"'Most of these implements are, however, 
weapons for offensive and defensive purposes. Iron arrowheads, shaped like 
barb and leaf as well, came in vogue; also in use was the iron spearhead. 
Some of these iron tools may go back to as early 1000-900 BC, but majority 
of the iron tools were manufactured in a period after 800 BC. The use of 
iron technology began to be regular and widespread after 750 BC. The spread 
of the later Vedic settlements was possibly instrumental in giving access to 
iron-ore deposits in the Ganga valley. But to what extent iron technology was 
employed for agricultural pursuits is open to doubt, especially because of the 
very few specimens of iron ploughshare and other agricultural implements. 
The available iron technology could well have been advantageous to the later 
Vedic chiefs, whose power, we have already discussed, was on the rise during 

this period. 
One of the most significant developments in crafts-production was the pv; uJ 

manufacture of an improved type of pottery, labelled as the _Painted Grey 
Ware (900-500 BC). The ware is so named after its greyish colour resulting 
ouT o{aparticular fi~ing technique of the pots. Later, paintings were added I .3'1 L . 
to the exterior; hence, the nomenclature, PGW. It was first discovered at 

Ahichhatra_~~!.~!!lJ'.J_l!,!!~E .. Pradesh) in 191_£l_ but ~h.e if!1:ror_ta:1c~of 
t~as first established in the subsequent excavations at ~opar. The 
P'GWwasdiscovered at Ropar from a layer which lay between the Harappan 
deposits (2300-1700 BC) and the early historic deposits (600-200 BC). The 
PGW there has to be assigned to a period after the Harappan times, but before 
600 BC, thus, more or less coeval with what is called the Vedic, especially the 
later Vedic period. There are about 700 PGW sites strewn over the Indo-
Ganga divide, the upper Ganga valley and the Ganga-Yamuna do_ab. Most 
of the PGW wares were dishes and bowls (shallow and deep) whICh speak 
of the admirable control of the craftsman for exposing the earthenware to 
high temperature in kilns. The exterior was painted with circular and spiral 
designs and dots. In many sites, PGW and iron tools coexist, clearly indicating 
that these were contemporary manufactures. Both iron implements and the di 

PGW are clear pointers to the developments in crafts production in the later ... / ~,·.' , 

Vedic times. ....}--'~ j,rf \( 
The same impression is available from the yajasaneyf Sainhitti (Ch. XXX), ~ • 

which enlists as many as 19J:raftsmen_~~~rotessionals in the context of the 
~urush~edha s_-:crllis~.: (1) kaul~~~~~ (2~~~ ~lacksmith), (3) 
ma,:,.zk~~_e,ller~, (4)~!_qJ~Erow-maker), (5) d_~_a,7:u~~~iP_<;_J~-:_ma!<er), 

.,·--- ---~---.,.-
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(6) jya~a~a (m~k~r of the string of the bow), (7) rajjusarja (rope-maker), 
(8)yurakara (distiller), (9) vasabpalpul'i (washerman), (10) ranjayitrl (dyer), 
(~l)_charmamna (leather worker), (12) hira,:zyakara (goldsmith), (13) dhzvara 
(fisherman), (14)_ hast'ipa (elephant-keeper), (15) asvapa (horse-keeper), 
(~6~gopalaka (cattle-keeper), (17) suta (actor/bard), (18) sailusha (musician/ 
smger) and (19) mrigayumantaka (hunter). Some elements of specialization 
of crafts cannot escape our notice. Such a diversity of crafts and professions 
was never encountered in the .f?_igveda. 

~fore information on exchange-related activities is available in the later 
Ved1e texts than that in the .f?.igveda. The Yajurveda speaks of va,:zija in the 
sense of the son of a vanij; it may suggest that transacting in goods could 
have em~rged as a hereditary occupation. For the first time, the term sreshth'i 
;ppears m textual sources, :which stands for a rich merchant in Sanskrit 

.. -"!iterature.' The descriptions oITong~distance journeys also continue in the 
later Vedic texts. The later Vedic literature was also aware of the two seas 
on the east and west (purva and paschima samudra) by which probably are 
denoted t~e _B_ay of _Be:1gal and the Arabian Sea. The Satapatha Brtihma,:za 
and the Tazttzrzya Samhzta refer to kuszda and kus'idin in the sense respectively 
of loan ~nd usurer. Do. these t:rms point to more regular exchanges and 
transact10ns than those m the .f?.zgveda? It is difficult to find clear information 
on _regular trade because of the absence of metallic medium of exchange 
(coms) ~nd o~ formal regulations of marketplace trade, which are unlikely to 
have existed m a pre-state society. 

VII 

The Vedic literat~re . is indeed our principal source for understanding 
contemp?rary social hfe. The primary unit of the social life was the family 
Y~-~!~2:_Rig~t from the Rlgvedic times the family is patriarchal;-th~ h~ad 
of t~e ~amily usua~ly being the father. Th1s is perhaps the earif~-;t known 
begi_nm~g _of the ~atriarchal family life in India. The description of the 
family hfe m the .f?.zgv~da and the later Vedic texts speaks of the prevalence 
of the e_xtended family system. Impressions of three generations-the 
father, hi~ sons and daughters and grandchildren-living in the large family 
surroundmgs are commonly available. The presence of the mother-in-law 
of ~h~ head of the fa~ily is also occasionally seen. Hospitality to the guest 
(atzthz) was a~ es_se_n~al feature_~!__!.~e_!a!!lily life. The warmth of the fa~ily-
~ife is parb_ciilaiTy relt m the accounts of the lively atmosphere of the children 
m the family. 

The .f?.igveda offers the earliest known account of the origin of the four 
. ~ar,:zas,_ the most distinctive feature of the structure of traditional society 
m India. The famous Purushasukta in the .f?_igveda (X.90) narrates that 

!~:p:~i~:~; ~~~in:n~~~i:~~:~a%6~~~f£,~~r-{~?!it;~~~~e~n:~:i;~~ 
-------- ----- ----·--··-···---·· ·-----------~-····-·-·~-····--•-, y , ----- .. 
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the feet were born the sudra. The well-known division of the traditional 
indE:n_·s~ciety into fo~r-~;r,:za;; sharply hierarchized, unequal, endogamous 
groups is thus encountered first here. Some scholars have tried to find the 
emergence of a four-fold occupational divisions of t!!_e soci~ty inJ9_tb~ P.I.!li!.§.h 
the warrior, theagrfculforist and_.ti_acl~r ,wclJi,11.ally, the servile communi1:y, 
itf"a.esce:ncling"oiifer:-CBut ii::fs" i:i_;;likely that the Rigvedic society experienced 
a strict and complex var,:za classification. First, the Purushasukta is clearly a 
late hymn, figuring in the interpolated section of the .f?.igveda and therefore 
the Purushasukta evidence is difficult to relate to the situation prevailing 
in the Rigvedic times. Barring this late Purushasukta, the .f?.igveda does not 

regularly refer to the four var,:zas. In fact,~~ E~g_17..1:_g'_q __ p_10re frequer1_!1y_1,p~_,:t.k~ 
of only two var71!ls: the aryavar,:za and the dasa or fasyu _var,:za, between 
tvliom a hostile relationTs often said to have existed. The dasa/ dasyu var,:za 
is often described as of dark-skin (krishrzatvach), of an unintelligible speecli 
(rjirzanravach) and also without speech (anasa; the previously accepted 
meaning of the term as someone snub-nosed has been questioned). The 
.f?.igveda seems to have been more acquainted with the two groups of Indo
Aryan speakers (aryavar,:za) and the non-Aryan speakers (dasa/dasyu var,:za) 
than the four-varna division of the society. The typical features of a strict 
var,:za society, relating to hereditary occupation and taboos on intermarriage 
and inter-dining, are not seen in the .f?.igveda. The text in fact shows clearly 
that the father of a poet was a physician (bhiphak) and the mother, a grinder 
of coin1.upfiprakshi;if.Whlfe-·ffie /{igveda did not approve of·~·-;;;_a:~;:i;ge 
· 6etween an aryavarrza and a dasa/ dasyuvar,:za, marriage between two unequal 
var,:zas (in other words, emphasis on endogamy and taboo on connubium) 
did not find any opposition. Under such circumstances, it will be difficult 
to infer that inter-dining among members of unequal var,:zas was frowned 
upon. 

The .f?.igveda, on the other hand, _ shows much greater familiarity with 
terms.Hkejd;;~·ga,:za, vis than with v;;;;: Alithese t;rms:as-v/e have poiti:t:~d 
ouf before, spoke of clan or tr1be~like social groups, which point to the 
existence of a society simpler than the one strictly observing the complex 
var,:za regulations. R.S. Sharma has pointed to the numerous Rigvedic 
references to words derived from the root bhaj, which covers both the 
meanings of food and sharing. Sharma, therefore, concludes that the 
Rigvedic society, typical of a clan-based society, encouraged distribution of 
food among its members. The predominantly cattle-keeping society of the 
.f?.igveda would not be conducive to excessive accumulation of food in the 
hands of fewer, but more influential members of the society, something which 
is commonly encountered in an agrarian society. The lesser dependence on 
agriculture and the greater reliance on the capture of booty would encourage 
the consumption of what had been acquired and minimize the possibility of 
the inequalities of distribution of the resources. The distribution and the 
redistribution of resources through community ceremonies and dana-dakshi. 
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nti. institutions are compatible with a relatively simpler society of the ~igveda. 
This does not however, imply that the Rigvedic society was an egalitarian 
society, as the ~igveda clearly refers to the maghavan or the prosperous 
persons, whose presence also indicates the existence of the unprivileged 
ones. The relatively less sharply differentiated society of the ~igveda will also 
be evident from the absence of references to the employment of non-kin 
labour. Romila Thapar argues that the large extended family of the Rigvedic 
times encouraged the elders in the family to exploit the younger members: 
this she considers as the lineage system. Several Marxist historians, 
especially Suvira Jaiswal have however, questioned her formulation in that 
they find traces of social division within the tribe 'along the lines of classes 
rather than lineage'. 

The later Vedic texts, on the other hand, provide information about 
social change from a relatively simpler society to a more complex and 
sharply differentiated society. This change has to be situated in the context 
of the agrarian material milieu of the later Vedic period. The emergence 
and consolidation of an agrarian society generally accompany sharp social 
inequality as in such societies the equal access to land, the most important 
means of production, is impossible; this is also tied to the pronounced 
tendency to accumulate and hoard resources. The later Vedi~~j:r.ongly 
upholds the sharp differentiation in van:za stati:ts}r6'rn.!hi;~g,!"..21t':Ye.rcl~.the 
ter~ .. ~1!:~~_denotep._ tJ:ie fqy.,,r_uneg_ual social groups. The first three yan:zas, 
tfie brahmai;i.a, the ks~~triya and thevai~yiiY.:i~-;t~afled.~ijafQr the twice 
borti/'a's they were entitled to the sacred initia_~!.<?E .. c:e,!e,rngriy; the sudr,;.;as 
completely denfed this status as his only duty in the Vedic.tradition was to 
serve (susrushti.) the three upper van:zas. 

As the later Vedic literature is replete with prescriptions for performing 
yajnas under the strict guidance and supervision of the brahmai;i.a priest, 
it is natural that the texts emphatically assert the ritual supremacy of the 
brahmai;i.a over all other van:zas. As the brahmai;i.a was the only one entitled 
to offer sacrifices, they were considered the highest van:,.a. The period in 
question also saw the emergence of the second van:za of the kshatriya from 
the previous rank of the rti.janya of the Rigvedic times. This is in keeping 
with the growing power of the Vedic chief that has already been discussed. 
The sharp differentiation among the van:zas will be evident by the fact that 
while the first two van:za claimed considerable pre-eminence, the two latter 
van:zas of the vaisyas and slldras were looked down upon. The later Vedic 
texts also leave an impression that the brahmai;i.a and the kshatriya were 
engaged in contestations for social supremacy. Both the brahmanas and 
kshatriya could study and teach the Vedas (adhyayana and adhyapa.na) and 
thereby had a distinct claim to acquire the Vedic knowledge. While this 
apparently put the kshatriya at par with the brahmai;i.a, he had to depend 
on the brahmai;i.a for performing the elaborate and lavish yajnas in order to 
enhance his power and eminence. Though most of the Vedic texts recognize 
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· ·t· f the br=t.mana in the four-varna order, the Aitareya 
the premier posi ion o au . . , · . , . 

B 
-h na takes a scornful attitude to the priest vis-a-vis the kshatnya. The 

ra ma f ( · b · f ·t al 
brahma~a is described therein as a drinker o soma an me na mg n u 
drink) and one who could be evicted at will. Some other texts, on the ~ther 
h d underline the mutual dependence between the two and stnke a 

~:e 'of rapprochement instead of contestation. The vaisya was to perform 
:griculture, cattle-keeping and trade. Though the vaisya was incl~ded 
among the dvija group, he was denounced as the o_ne who _w~s to be ~ived 
on by another (anyasya adyo), could be evicted at will (yathaka_ma~utthapya) 

d d at will (yathakamapreshya). We have already mdicated the 
an oppresse d h · , · 
growing tension and opposition between the ruling power ~n 't e vaisya m 
the later Vedic texts, obviously to the detriment of the vaisya s status: The 
worst hit of the system was undoubtedly th_,L~~~~2_y,ho bore the ~pithet, 
one who could be oppressed at will (yathakamapreshya), could be evicted at 
wllf(yai:hctl<ama-utthapya) and -~_:'er1 ½i!led ':~-~(yathal<amav~~hya). There 
.:-~me common epithets.of derogation applied to the vaisya and the 
sudra alike; this points to the tendency to bracket the vaisya and the s~dra 
together, to the advantage of the brahmai;i.a an~ the_kshatriya._Shar1:1a fmds 
in the vaisya the actual wealth-producing section m the Vedic society and 
the sudra as the labouring group. He explains that in order to perp:tuate the 
dominance over these two lower orders, the two higher vari;i.as desisted f~~m 
contestation and preferred a course for rapprochements. ~rom the vaisya 
was extracted the bali and from the sudra, labour. The brahmai;i.a and the 
kshatriya without actually participating in the production process were able 
to enjoy the fruits of production. That is why S~arma co11:siders the bra~~ai:ia 
and the kshtriya to be a combined managenal group m the vari;i.a-divided 

society, buttressed further by ritual superiority. . . 
The growing rigours of the van:za system are also clear from _th: restnctions 

on marriage. The ideal of savan:za marri:~=-~~~1:~i~g'.:.~:!~~::".!~e,-~~~e 
varna), in othe~woras';'lne ideal ofenaogamy, is stressed m the later ~edic 

· text;:-fhis was, however; only a norm as the texts speak also of marnages 
outside one's own van:za. The marriage between a ?ighe,r Vllr_('Z_llJil,.iµ~.and . ..a 
lower varna female, though ceri:ai.nly not the icleal, is acceJ:)ted and app~oved 
-···-•~····--·--z'·· ·· · ···:· ·· 'if{i-1:the reverse order the union between the higher as an anu oma marnage • ' · . · . ·.. · 1 
varna - tem;;:1~ .. ~nd "i:1; lower van:za rr,i~!~-- (e.r._a_~il0 "!£1 __ I_!lar£):~g~,2~.-:~yer~ y 
reptobated, though iiof ·unknown.- The gender discrimination m these 

·reguTatio'n';·~an hardly escape our notice. . . . 
The Vedic society wasp_atri~:r:c:h:3). Such a society as ~his mvan~bly p~aced 
=r"'""---·--·.·t·-i·o·n·--s·e"·c·o· n. dary to the male members m the family. It is no 

women m a posi · h 
wonder, therefore, that right from the ~igveda down to subsequent tim:~• t e 
birth of a son was much preferred to that of a daughter. A~P.~~nlmeal 

f 
·1 ystem descent was counted from the father to the offsprmg and 

ami y s , . Th R · d · replete 
' l ilie'ma1e cliild was fit to continue the lmeage. e . zgve a is 
on Y Th R · d however 
with references to ardent prayers for the birth of sons. e . zgve a, ' 
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does not show that once born a daughter was neglected. This would take 
place subsequently in the later Vedic texts, which would view the birth of a 
daughter as a source of misery (krichhrarn tu duhitti). There are indications 
enough in the [J.igveda that women married at a grown up and mature age and 
no reference to marriage of a girl child at a pre-puberty stage is available. In 
fact, the [J.igveda speaks of the meeting of unmarried young men and women 
at fairs (sarnana) to select their respective conjugal partners. There was also 
little restriction on the choice of spouse in terms of the varna considerations 
except that a marriage between the aryavany.a and the dtis~/dasyu van:i-a wa; 
disapproved. The [J.igveda offers few, if any at all, evidence of parental control 
and approval on the choice of spouse. On the basis of the Rigvedic terms, 
jaratkurntirf/vriddhakurntirf (an old maiden), Sukumari Bhattacharji suggests 
that women could remain unmarried throughout their life and spend their 
life in their parental home. In other words, _I3hattacharji underlines that 
~arriage was not an obligation for women in the Rigvedic age, as it would be 
from the later Vedic period onwards. The [J.igveda leaves little room for doubt 
t_hat at least some women were literat'e and were -~~I!!QQ~ns: 
e:8:.-~P~~.QJ:1:9~_ha._,Yj_syay~i;:~1~Q.qya, etc. Iieroic women participating in 
wars are also not unheard of in the IJ_igveda. There is a wonderful marriage 
hymn in the [J.igveda, containing benedictions to a newly married wife about 
to go to her husband's home. It is hoped that she would be honoured like a 
queen (sarnrtijiii) by her parents-in-law, her sister-in-law and her brother
in-law. The wife in the [J.igveda is accorded a position of dignity; she actively 
participates in the rituals with her husband, and as a co-performer in rituals, 
she is rightly called the sahadharrni7J-f. Illicit relation occasionally figures in 
the [J.igveda. There is a lover's prayer in the [J.igveda to ensure that when the 
man tried to reach his beloved in the night, the neighbours would remain in 
deep sleep and the dogs in the vicinity would not bark. 

There ~-1:~ In_er1_~i_()J:l_Of t~e_c:llstc:>!11:2f.~~~!.~or the burning of the widow 
~r1 ~he sam<:!..fllr:i_e,E~J.pY!e~ith her dea<l_h,~~P.cl!li.- Itis si:atedthatthe.~idow 
would perform a ritual lying beside her dead husband on the funeral pyre, 
but would then actually descend from there at the call of her brother-in-law. 
The [J.igveda allows the cohabitation of a sonless widow with her younger 
brother-in-law till the birth of a male child; this is known as the custom 

j[fl./Y,QgaJirst, it is not exactly widow remarriage, but is akin to levirate. 
Second, the ultimate end is to procure a male child and the arrangement is 
not primarily aimed at women's benefit. 
· The position of women seems to have taken a worsening turn from the 
later Vedic times. As we have already stated, the undesirability of the birth 
of a daughter became pronounced:_The Later Vedic texts strongly favour the 

lowering of the age of ~~::.~.a.~:.~~~i_~ls !£.p,r:~-puber!Y sta~There is also a 
clear d1sapprovatof proviaing education and Vedic learning for women in the 
later Vedic times. In fact, it is said that an educated woman becomes devoid of 
her femininity and assumes more male-like features. Sukumari Bhattacharji 
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that with the lowering of the age of marriage and the little prospect 
argues . d · ·1 · 
of education, women of the later Vedic period were trame pnman Y m 
domestic chores. The preference for marrying them off at a pre-pube~ty 
stage leaves little scope for women to voice their choice of spouses, which 
is then decided upon by the father. The later Vedic text~~J?..e,ctk..2,[12,Q]y~ 
(but little po~y~r:i.<!ry~_h_i_ch_was A ~lsIT-gLmml~nc.~ .9:~<l_p_I~SJ:_ige, __ ?L!?e 
&.···r··-----d·-b·~1: the existence of co-wives was hardly conducive to the d1gmty 
uusuan , h · 
ln:td:frmiourm the wife. A later Vedic text describes how the daug te:-_m-
law ran away from the father-in-law like a ghost that fled_b~fore the_nsmg 
sun. The analogy of the daughter-in-law with the ghost 1s m co~spicuous 
contrast to the Rigvedic epithet samrajiif given to the newly-~ed ~1fe among 
her in-laws. The principal duty of the wife in the later Ved1c penod was to 
follow and obey her husband. For women, marriage became as sacred as :h_e 
learning of the Vedic texts. The dominance of the husband be~omes e~phot 
when the later Vedic wife is expected to submit to the physical desires of 
h h ~band whenever he demanded sexual satisfaction. This speaks of 

er u d Th h . . 1 
the loss of control of the wife even over her own bo y. e ot er prmopa 
expectation from the wife was her bearing male children. The~e is little d_oubt 
that the later Vedic text glorifies the position of the mother m the family. ~t 
is however not sure whether the projection of the mother of daughters 1s 
done in the similar vein. The role of the later Vedic wife is red1:ced to the 
bearer of male children, a producer of the producers. In fact!.-Apastamb<L, 
recommends that the wifo who bore only._daught~r~ should be ~~~1?:i°.r:i:e_d 
iiitfieteri"'t'"h~;~;ho gave birth to still-born children in the twe~fth ye_ar, 
bufonewhotaikeci'back to the husband must be discarded forthwith. With 
domesticity increasingly becoming the yardstick in the social and cultural 
life of women, the later Vedic texts, unlike the IJ.igveda~f_~.r._l~1:.!}e_9_\,~9-
reference to woiilen's presence.fn.the popula~~~~~Jie,s (sabhaar_1d s_am'.tz):~ 
'f5-;,;·a't!ent-c:i'e'sii'.'e''tli.ai:'a'womanrerriainsa-non-widow during her hfe IS a 
powerful commentary on the deteriorating condition o~_widows in the later 
Vedic times. Recent researches by Sukumari Bhattacharp, Kumkum Roy and 
Uma Chakravarti (among many others) have exposed the limitation of the 
Altekarian paradigm of looking at the supposedly dignified positio~ of early 
Indian women prior to the Delhi Sultanate, which is wrongly considered by 
many to have marked the beginning of the deteri~ration o_f women's _status 
in India. They have effectively driven home the pomt that m the patnarchal 
social and family life of the Vedic times, women did not enjoy an honourable 

position in the society. 

VII 

Cultural Life 

The Vedic literature being religious in nature, historians have regularly used 
the Vedic corpus for understanding the belief-systems and rites and rituals. 
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Unlike the Harappan times, the early Vedic period does not speak of fertility 

ri~es and imag: worship. ~he dasa/dasyuvar?1~.l,l!?J~~':..JVere cas~a~~-9-:jJ:1 the 
f{zgveda. for bemg phaHic worshippers (sisnadeva). The centrality of Vedic 
~1Igious1ffe isgiven tctthe rffuai~f s-acrffices orvarious kinds. That there 
was a long shared Indo-Iranian heritage of the ritual of sacrifices will be 
evident from the Vedic yajna and the Avestan yasna. This ritual involved the 
sacrifice of animal to appease gods; it was presided over by the hotrilhotar 
who has a close correspondence to Avestan zaotar. The Indo-Iranian cultural 
tradition was deeply attached to fire worship. The Rigvedic priest for fire 
worship, atharvan has a near parallel in Avestan athravan. The Indo-Iranian 
worshipping tradition is strongly aniconic, though the literary imagery of 
the divinities-both male and female-is certainly anthropomorphic. The 
contrast with the religious beliefs of the Harappans is quite obvious: the 
Harappans certainly had idols for worship, but their venerable divinities are 
zoomorph,~c __ ~!ld ~~!~!_lthro_r_o,_morphic. 
~ne·-of the most significant gods in i:fie l;Ugveda was the fire god, Agni, 
vVhofigures in about 200 hy~i-t-~.,2.ut ()f c1.b()llt lQQ0Jn~mn_s_(that is, abo~ 
fifth of the hymns are devoted to Agni). Agni was the purifier and was the 
linkage between human being and gods. Agni was indeed the pivotal feature 
in the cult and ritual of sacrifices; it was into Agni that offerings to gods 
were placed and by Agni the sacrificed animal was roasted. It is significant 
that Agni has no counterpart in the Avesta. The most prominent deity in 
the f{igveda was indeed Indra to whom are addressed 250 hymns; he figures 
in another 50 hymns along with other goas:-Indra as-ln.'.Ja=ra- has already 
appeared in the well-known Boghazkoi inscription: H~-is -~ great h;;~:-~~f 
ohhe-g6ds iri their incessant warwith ·demons·(asuras), yields thunderbolt 
as his weapon and releases flood water by killing demon Vritra who dammed 
up the water. This aspect of Indra is particularly evident in his epithet 
vritrahan, which has a close correspondence to Verethragna in the Avesta. 
But it is important to note that in the Avesta Indra is reduced to a minor 
demon (daeva) then:_. Varm;ia, figuring in the Boghazkoi inscription as A-ru
na or Wu-ru-wa-na, vVas the uphold~r of ~he_ cosmic order (rita, Old Persian 
arta), which covered movements in the heaven a~cfhuma:n-conducts as well. 
He is closely associated with _Mi_trc1,1 the su11~g9_d (corresponding to Avestan 
Mithra). There is also a separate sun-god, Surya to whom ten hymns of 
praises were _C..£_1!1PQ.§_e_d...$uperb poetical imagI"na:acmsareava1IabTe_fo_fi:1e··20 -
nymns in praise of Ushas, the goddess of dawn, who is perpetually youthful 
and reveals herself before the world like the newly-wed bride reveals herself 
to her husband. One of the most important deities wa§):;oma, to whom the 
entire mm;u;lala IX has been devoted. Soma is both an inebriating drink and also 
the presiding deity over that drink. Soma certainly corresponds to Avestan 
Haoma. In the entire cultural range of the Indo-European speakers, only the 
Vedic and Iranian traditions observed the Soma rituals. The Soma plant, said 
to have grown in the north-western mountains, is generally identified with 
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ephedra, though the alternative suggestion is to equate it with the fly agaric 
mushroom. The extract of the Soma plant was drunk on ritual occasions 
and according to Thapar, the drink 'acted as a hallucinogen'. What does not 
escape our notice is that two great male divinities in later Indian religion and 
classical Sanskrit texts, namely, Vishnu and Siva, are not at all prominent 
in the f{igveda. In fact, both are minor divinities. Y,ishnu in the f{igveda is a 
solar deity in the name e>L~~irya, while Siva_figure.s::::ii R,udra. The l;{igveda 
s'Efongfyupholds the worship of nature and various natural phenomena like 
rainfall (Parjanya being the god of rain), thunderbolt (associated with Indra), 
dawn (Ushas) and the river-goddess, Sarasvati. The stutis or hymns in praises 
of different gods/goddesses are offered, remembering the divine help in the 
past, with the hope that the invoked gods/ goddesses would respond to the 
needs of those offering the prayer. Though the ritual of sacrifice was known 
in the f{igveda, there is little trace of the elaborate and intricate rites that 
would become a prominent feature of the later Vedic yajnas. One of the most 
salient features of the religious speculations in the f{igveda is the element of 
skepticism. These ideas gave birth to the earliest known Indian metaphysical 
concepts regarding the origin of the universe. There is one view that the 
universe was created out of a vast cosmic sacrifice and was maintained by 
the proper performance of sacrifices. But then in another hymn, doubts 
are heard about the genesis of the universe and even postulates creation 
emerging from Nothingness. Such doubts cannot but speak of a spirit of 
enquiry and points to the absence of dogmatism. The celebrated Nasadfya 
sukta thus says: 

Then even nothingness was not, not in existence. 
There was no air then, nor the heavens beyond it. 
Who covered it? Where was it? In whose keeping? 
Was there then cosmic water, in depths unfathomed? ... 
But, after all, who knows, and who can say, 
Whence it all came, and how creation happened? 
The gods themselves are later than creation, 
So who knows truly whence it has arisen? 

f{igveda, X. 129 (tr. A.L. Basham) 

The later Vedic texts undoubtedly demonstrate that the ritual of sacrifices 
became much more elaborate, lavish and long-lasting-particularly the 
sacrifices like Rajasuya, Vajapeya andAsvamedha. This is particuTarly evident 
y;~~ the Yaj~~~ed~ and the Brahma?1a texts, the latter chiefly concerned 
with the ritualistic side of religion. These spectacular rituals had a public 
function and only the upper var?1as could attend it. The more elaborate the 
ritual, the more elaborate fire altars were required. As such fire altars were 
built of mud-bricks, their remains could not be recovered by.archaeologists. 
The patron of the sacrifice, the yajamana, was consecrated for the duration 
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of the sacrifice. 'The sacrificial ground was also initially consecrated and 
finally de-sanctified at the termination of the ritual, leaving no permanent 
locations for acts of worship' (Thapar). That there is a distinct possibility 
of the incorporation of many pre-Vedic magical rites into Vedic yajfias will 
be borne out by the Atharvaveda, which was primarily a book on black and 
white magic. ~oth Vishnu and Rudra, relatively minor deities in the f?.igveda, 
gained greater prominence in the later Vedic literature. The Satapatha 
Brahma,:,.a seeks to identify Rudra and Agni. The same text shows clear 
~wareness of the various names of Rudra current in various regions, e.g. as 
Sarva in the eastern sector, as Bhava in the Bahika (Bahlika?) country and 
also as Pasunampati (lord of animals). These names indicate the process of 
gradual !ransformation of Rudra to later Siva, though .th~Eh~!!lsJlidgE!!.J) 
~or_~f ?iva worship is absent in the later Ved.ic t~xt.s. Among the ~ew deities 
inthe ~15~!~.F~~ntion m4-sj}i:1E~ci.~ of PraJ~pa1:Ctf1~'"ci:';;t;;~~=-•· 

~.A.strong reaction to the centrality of sacrifici~l rit;;~fs'peri;;;s-the ;ealm 
of philosophical speculations in the Ara,:iyakas and the Upanishads. Though 
the Upanishads are generally placed after the Ara,:iyaka texts, there may not 
have been major difference-both temporally and conceptually-between 
the two genres of literature. This will be seen in the name of the text like 
the Brihadara,:iyakopanishad. Some of the Upanishads may suggest that the 
critique of the yajfia ritual for their ineffectuality to attain salvation was first 
raised by the kshatriyas. As the name Ara,:iyaka clearly shows, this literature 
was concerned with priests who led an ascetic life in forests, away from the 
settled society, and did not uphold the importance of the cult of sacrifices. 
Renunciation therefore speaks of a counter-culture, as Thapar argues. The 
ultimate realization and liberation could not be ensured by yajfias but by 
meditation, through which the highest knowledge (Jfiana) could be realized. 
Thus, !he Ara,:iyaka and Upanishads pave the way for the development of 
deep philosophical speculation. Without going into the intricacies of this 
philosophy, it may be briefly mentioned that the Upanishads stress on the 

;:ci,;~:!-;~~ise~~:~~e~-:k~
5
;::n~e::1:h~:x~:!::~~:::;i~-

neuter gen_:1_e,.::. The Soul (Atman) is differentiated from the body and is 
~ble. The Chhandogya Upanishad explains that the death of the 

body does not ca1:se the death of the Soul; 'the living Atman has left it (the 
body), the living Atman dies not'. The Atman is not merely an individual's 
Soul, it is identical with the entire universe. This realization results in the 
eternal and permanent identity and merger between the Atman and the 
Brahman, this identity being the highest realization. 'Having shaken off 
the body, I obtain, self-made and satisfied, the world of Brahmai;i, yea, I 
obtain it' (Chhandogya Upanishad). The concept of the indestructible soul, 
which does not die with the passing away of the body, is intimately related 
to the idea of the transmigration of the Soul. This in its turn is likely to have 
led to the genesis of the doctrine of karma (action), the nature of karma 
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in one birth deciding upon the nature of one's station-high or low, reward 
or punishment-in the future birth or existence. Th~ t~ans~igration of the 
Soul and the doctrine of karma has inseparable assoe1at10n with the concept 
of rebirth (samsara). The Ultimate Bliss, the unity and identity between 
Atman and Brahman, can be realized by going through many cycles of birth
death-rebirth during which higher karma ensures gradual elevation to the 
cherished goal. There are some similarities between these ideas and the 
speculations of the heterodox groups in the sixth/fifth centuries ~c. _ 

Besides religious beliefs, practices and rituals and philosophical 
speculations, the Vedic literature shows the develo ment of laqgl,@ge 
towards the cfassical Sanskrit. t is true that already by the end of the 
Veclic times many of the words of the f?.igveda became unintelligible; this ~o\J 
required the composition of the 1\!_!rukta, a text on etymology, by Yaska jl}f1 

-who tried to offer explanation of the Rigvedic vocabulary. Many non-Indo
European words entered the Vedic corpus. While this require? in t~e !ifth 
century BC the composition of a definitive grammar of Sanskn~~h.~~a) by 
Panini -the presence of non-Vedic words timuot bm ponu:rosome amount 

~~~alism. This bilingualism was the result of cultural excha~ges and 
proximity between the Vedic and the non-Vedic traditions, which were 
therefore not exclusive and antagonistic to each other. The urge for the 
correct pronunciation and the recitation of the Vedic mantras, consi~ere~ 
essential for their efficacy, was instrumental in the development of szksha 
(phonetics) with which must have been connected the study o~ 
(vyakara,:ia). Another subject of study was metre or chhanda, o_nce agam vitally 

- 1mportani:f~; the perfect memorization and flawless recitat10n and the near 
inalterability of the Vedic hymns and mantras. The subject calledjyoti~~-w~ 
devoted to the study of astronomy, which was important to ascertam the 
auspicious time for the performance of the yajfia. The observations of lu~ar 
movements and constellations probably helped the growth of a calendncal 
system and calculation of time. No less significant was the advancem~nt 
in geometry, once again propped up by ritual requirements. The pr_e~ise 
locations and the sizes of structures of objects in the large area for sacnfrces 
were determined by mathematical and geometric calculations. The need for 
sacrificing the animal in the perfect and prescribed manner seems to have 
given a boost to the understanding of the animal anatomy. 

VIII 

Archaeological Cultures Beyond the Vedic Milieu 

The historical geography revealed by the Vedic texts do not suggest that 
Vedic culture spread much beyond to the east of the Ganga-Yamuna doab. 
Vedic texts and Vedic culture were not the sole representative of the 
developments in the subcontinent during the period under review. The reSt 
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12 v-vJ I_; of the subcontinent did not experience any literary culture. The social and 
cultural life in the rest of the subcontinent is known to us through field 
archaeology, though the picture is a hazy one. In greater parts over north 
India, the wide use of the Black and Red Ware (BRW) may point towards so~e 
cultural commonalty. Most of the sites yielding BRW bear witri:e;;·to -;mall 
-farming communities, some of which were familiar with iron technology. 
The sites of Narhan, Khairadih and Sohgaura lying in the close vicinity of 
the river Ghaghara (Sadanira of the Satapatha Brahma,:za) have been dated on 
C-14 tests to 1300-700 BC period. The people at these sites were associated 
not only with BRW, but also with the cultivation of wheat, barley, rice, pulses 
and mustard oil seeds. Typical of a small farming community, the sites have 

A the remains of wattle-and-daub houses, suggesting regular settlements. 
yv),nf'-' Further eastwards, *the chalc~li~~~_si~J!U~.Il@:_(C::_hiraDg2_and __ Iv,Iahi~hadal 

c_ 
1 

:~n (West Bengal) als?p:ovide~y1aence of ~g~ic:ul~~!:~!sg_Ir1Inu_l}i!i~S,z._which also 
1;v 'r · pract1sea burTaras the method of the disposal of the dead. 

Or:ie of the m~~~11~fjc:a12~_chalcolit_~~i!_~s bearing!!.~S-~$ __ Qf.?c11_~~ 
farfiimg commumty is Inamgaon in the Pune district, Maharashtra (on 
the river Ghod). Systematic and precise excavations at this si:te by the 

v9 ~rchaeologists of the Deccan College has revealed the remains of what 
joo:, , 1/\<As called the Jorwe Cult re'1divided i!"!_tg __ two cultural phases: early Jo~;;ye 

C ;';\ \ l'.)_(~~00-l_0o~ .. ~ .. 9_ and late ~~??-70? ~;!· ~a~e~~~!: ___ i_n the Jo!._~_e-~~!!;ure 
~~~m~t1onof}§?:t111g, __ fis~ing_anU::f.c,1-r12}_~----'!:.~e._I_~~1!1g§l:()_11_2~~El~ 
grew wneat, nee, lentil and barley; rice appears to have been cultivated in 
~~~!1-ca.rra-·-~iirefully ~~§,(l~~~plots~ Remai~s of~~ i~rigation-·~;;;~i--( 42~0m. 
lengtfi and 6m. width) clearly speak of the agrarian technology employed by 
the people of Inamgaon. Inamgaon has yielded remains of structures, with 
one particular house measuring 9.75m. in length and 5.5m. in width with a 
partition wall, which divided the structure into two-eastern and western 
rooms. The house contained remains of storage jars, charred grains, a fire 
pit and a terracotta figure of a bull. The-prosperity of the residents of the 

"house is indicated by the storage jars and the charred grains. No less striking 
are the houses numbered 51 and 51A by excavators. The structures are not 
only impressive in size, but had in them large silos for storage of grains 
(90 x 60 x 25 cm. 65 x 50 x 20 cm. 65 x 55 x 25cm.) and a large rectangular 
fire-pit (2.18 m. long, maximum width 77cm. and depth 42cm.). Containing 
ash and chunks of charcoal, the fire pit is too large for the need of an 
average family, and according to the excavators, 'it is not unlikely that it was 
used for community cooking'. The combined structures are identified as a 
granary. Houses numbering 52-56 are taken by excavators to represent 'one 
residential unit'. Because of the very large size of the unit, it is reasonably 
presumed to have been the residence of the chief of the community. This 
possibility gains further ground as the 'granary' was situated in close 
proximity of the house of the chief. From House no 59 has been found an 
urn burial, which could have contained the mortal remains of someone 
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belonging to the chief's family. Adjacent to this, the burial of a t~o-year old 
girl is recovered. She was decorated with a necklace of beads of Jasper and 
copper. It speaks of the belief in life after the death of the person and her 
ornaments also suggest that she belonged to an exalted family. . 

The greater parts of peninsular India are characte_rized by what 1s 

known as the_J1Aegalithic culture, which is i11 foct a_bunal C}:!!!!!:r~e R vJ 
burial(s) accompaniedvery large_bloc~=of sto~~~~ected_ to_~ a 13 
si~Yi5irrfaT,arcliaeolo"gists· ~oined _ the exe~~~~!~!.1- JE~gajJ_t;h _t;g_d_e_u_ute 
·"tne~~t'Zult:?r_~- ~-iiri;J;; 1i'.tthe"''K?feg:ilith culture usually contain grave 
. go~ng ·of BRW, iron artifacts and various tfl?es of beads. There 
is however no indication of the widespread use of the iron technology for 
weapon-making and/or agricultural tools. The Megalith~c cul_ture continu_ed 
in the greater parts of peninsular India for many centune~, _!1!!_a!l~~~-tt!urd 
century BC. The region must have been inhabited lar~_!r_b_y speakE!!.S_Q.L, 

·-bravidi~lap.g_ld~g_~$~ . 
Theph;;e of nearly a millennium, discussed in this chapter, marks the 

beginning of the literary culture of India which indeed is ~ matter of_ great 
importance. The creative role of the Indo-Aryan speaker~ m the makmg of 
Vedic language, the philosophical speculations of the Ara,:zyakas and the 
Upanishads and the ritual of yajna left a lasting impression on the subsequ:nt 
social, political and cultural situations of India. The per~od under_ review 
did not of course witness a complex urban society, the hke of which was 
encountered in the preceding Harappan period. The Vedic economy was 
simpler than the material culture of the Harappan people. The later Vedic 
literature paved the foundation of the rural society and rura~ econo~y 
of India and established the var,:za norms, which institutionalized sooal 
inequality and ritual ranking. Outside the pale of the Vedic cul~ure existed _a 
simpler society bereft of var,:za ranking. In these cultures outside the Ve~1c 
society, one notes the lively continuity of fertility rites, the custo~ of bunal 
as the method of the disposal of the dead, a less differentiated sooety and a 

polity experiencing chieftains. 
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CHAPTER 3 

7"1 (\rt {.A b,\.,,.,...J_~,.., t(·to· 
_l,., V 

Mahajanapadas, Urban Centres and 
Heterodox Religious Movements 

(c.600-300 BC) 

The period of about three centuries (600-300 BC) is a major landmark in 
Indian history as several changes of far-reaching consequences occured. 
These changes are simultaneously visible in political, material and cultural 
life and therefore, demand close attention. For the fist time in Indian history, 
emerged several territorial political entities, known as mahajanapadas in 
ancient textual sources and located mostly in north India. Greater parts of 
;;_orth India also experienced urbanization. Cities and city life once again . 
appeared in the subcontinent after the decline of the I:Iarappan civilization, ~ ~y{l-' 
which had marked the first phase of urban development in the subcontinent. .) 
Th;--Gang~;alley, the hea;tl~nd of north India: wit~~;;-;ed the comple~ities 
of socio-economic and cultural life associated with urban life. _The period_ 
under review thus marks the second urbanization in Indian history. 
-Noless significant than these developments is the advent of a number 

of new religious groups and thoughts that challenged the infallibility of the 
Vedas and the ritual supremacy of the brahma:i;ias. The foremost among 
these new religious movements are Buddhism and Jainism. It is only natural 
that historians would pay conside~bTe attention to these centuries in the 
light of so many changes occurring during this period. The period under 
consideration follows the epoch known largely from the Vedic corpus (1500-
600 BC) and precedes the foundation of the Maurya empire (324 BC). (( 

The historian's enquiries are to some extent ficITffated by t:he availiibility 
of variety of evidence, both literary and archaeological materials. Names of 
some of the ruling houses are available in the Pura,:ias, which are of course of 
a much later date. Several of the major political personalities of this period 
were close contemporaries of the Buddha and/or Mahavira and figured 
in Buddhist and Jaina texts. H.C. Raychaudhuri, famous for his masterly 
treatment of the political history of this time, preferred Buddhist and Jaina 
texts to Puranic accounts for his reconstruction of dynastic/political history 
of the period. One has however, to remember that both Mahavira and the 
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Buddha preached orally and their thoughts, ideas and sermons were reduced 
to writing in the shape of canonical texts, especially the Jaina texts, much 
later than the time of these two celebrated religious figures. Narendra 

_ _(',Q Wagle's researches established that the_l_~!,aka stories, though narrating--
;-' the ~tories of the Bt1ddha's previous births, did not belong to the age.of the· 

Buddha and were composed much later, sometime between 200 BC ~n.d AD 

200. Following him, we therefore, do not {ise theJataka tales to understand 
the time of the Buddha, and by extension, the period of the mahajanapadas. 
Of greater reliability and usefulness are the Pali canonical texts. According 
t()_ Wagle, the earliest Buddhist canonical texts in Pali belonging to.the-p;e
M~urya days were: (1) Vinayapi_taka, (2) Dzghanikaya, (3) Majjhimanikaya, (4) 
Anguttaranikaya, (5) Samyuttanikaya and (6) Suttanipata. These Pali cano~ical 
texts may be utilized to glean information about the situation of the time of 

. <"' the Buddha.~r:io~her text ~hat offers important data is the Ash_tadhyay_J_Ltl:y.e 
,-;.r famous grammatICal tre~t1s __ e by Pap.ini, who pr_obably lived in fifth fourth 

century BC. Some ideas of the conditions in the north-western part oftI-i:e 
subcontinent are available in the Achaeminid inscriptions, the_Hi.gQ[)LW. 
Herodotus and the Greek accounts of the Macedonian incursion (327-324 
BC). It is true that some of the 'historians' of Alexander wrote their accounts 
mu~h later. Archaeological sources give us greater specificity with regard to 
their chronology and provenance. Particularly significant is the utilization 
of field archaeological data to understand the process of urbanization. Of 
archaeological artifacts, two type of potteries deserve special mention: the 
Bla<:_~~.!1<! Red Ware (BB,_W) and the lustrous Northern Black Polished Ware 
(NBPW), the latter is especially noted for its technological excelle~~e and 
generally considered as a deluxe pottery associated with urban life. This is 
the period when for the first time, one encounters coins as metallic medium 
of exchange in the subcontinent, though these coins are uninscribed. 
The diversity of data, though far from being adequate, has nevertheless 
encouraged historians to study this period exhaustively. 

II 

Political Situation 

Buddhist canonical texts in Pali, though essentially of religious nature, were 
__ not unaware of the political condition of north India in and around the time 

1 

L 0-/ \ '
0 

of the Buddha, i.e: sixth/fifth centuries BC. The exact date of the Buddha is 
. " (l 

I 
not known; the Sn Lankan Buddhist chronicle places his birth in 566BC and 

·-\ ~ 0 ., his death (mahaparin.Trvti.~a) in 486Bc. Aithough scholars ten.dt .. o agieeupon 
ili.e life span of eighty years of the Buddha, dating the Buddha's period has 
generated some debates in recent decades among scholars. Bechert suggests 
a later_ date for the Buddha, assigning it as late as to the fourth century 
BC. This however, has not been unanimously accepted, and here the well-
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established practice of placing the Buddha in the sixth/fifth centuries BC is 
followed. (\ n7 '). tt?• o· (',..I .. !~7 ;J.JA... 

'!:_he Ang1!:_ttaranikaya enlists 16 large t~rritorial politi~:' (solasamahajana
padas/shotjasamahajanapadas), which existed during the lifetime of the 
Budclh~:Ihe .. term janapada literally denotes an a~E!a where a group of peC>ple 

.. or a 'tribe' I cTan- (jana) first set its .. foot/feet (pada). The word janapada, 
the~efore, clearly implies a well-defined and popul~~d territory. The term 
jana is known from the aays of the Vedic literature, but the word janapada 
in the $ense of a territorial entity seems to have gained currency only from 
the post-Vedic times. According to early Indian political treatis~s!_janqpgda 
(variously called rashtra)j$.._pne of seven_elernents_(prgkritis) or limbs (angas) 
of·astafe;-and.stands for the territory of the realm. The term janapada 
·thereforectoes not merely suggest a geographical unit, but J!__l:.Q!lYeys the 
sen~e o __ f ageo-political entity. Seen in this light, the termjanapada signifies 
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a realm with a well-defined territory inhabited by people over whom rules a 
political authority. The p~f!x maha cer~~~nly impresses upon the large_size 
of the realm; it will therefore be also logical to assume that the ruler(s) of 
mahajanapada(s) exercised greater power and enjoyed more prominence 
than the rulers over janapadas. The mahajanapadas of the Anguattaranikaya 
thus speak of the presence of large and powerful political powers. A list of 
these mahajanapadas along with their locations in the present map of the 
subcontinent is given below: 

1. Kasi, capital Vara:r;i;isi,_ located in the ~_rea ~~le>i:1ing Bana_ras in Uttar 
Pradesh. 

2. _!(C>_~aj__a, capital Sravasti (present villages of Sahet-Mahet), comprising 
t:Ee- present areas of Lucknow, Gonda, Faizabad, Baharaich of Uttar 
Pradesh. , r _, rY'f°' r\?V\>t/ 

3. Anga, capital Champ_a near Bb.agalpur, in eastern Bihar. 
4. Magadha,_ located in southern Bihar; the first capital was Rajagriha

. Girivraj3: (modern Rajgir); later capital Patc1H2u~r:<1JPat1:!_<iL· 
»J'h r 0

• , 5. Vriji,. cap}tal Vaisali, modern B~sadh (Mujaffarpur area, Bihar)
r-., 1J (r-.: 

1
" comp~i;hlg areas of north Bihar, lying in close proximity to the Nepalese 

terai. 
.,,,Ii- 6, Malla, capital Pava, modern Pawapuri in Bihar. f l\:l..' r· ' 1 -, -, ' ~· 

· .\ \ ( · Tchedi, capital ,s;:;_ktimati, located in the area around present Jabalpur in 
~~dliy~ p;~desh: . --

8. Vatsa, capital Kausa111p~ (near modern Allahabad, Uttar Prade~h), 
comprising tne territory around Allahabad, 

9. Matsya, capital Vairat (mentioned in the Mahabharata), located in the 
eastern parts of modern Rajasthan. 

1_2:,,S-llrasena, capitc1l M<1:!!1~!~i identified with the famous city of the same 
name in Uhar Pradesh, located in the Ganga-Yamuna doab area. 

'1 
1

, · ( !~_,!S1:1rl1:'. .. ~<1pi!~~]i<1_~tinae_11ra, located in the Ganga-Yamuna doab area, in 
the region of Delhi-Haryana. 

12. Panchala, havi~_!wo capitals:_Ahk.h1.t<!triL.,(near Bareilly in Uttar 
,) Pradesh) and Kampilya, situated in the present-Rohilkhand area. .". -·=c:o.='l,-.,..-~~~---

f,- · ',,--, , .. c )\L-13. Asmaka,- capital Govardhana '(Potana near Nander in Maharashtra), 
situated in the Godavariva1Iey.- . 

1!_~"'.il_E.t~ !:vv-o capitals:. llli~_i!;l,! (modern Ujjain in Madhya Pradesh) and 
-~~~~~hrriati (Mandhat_a,, Madhya Pradesh); located in the western part 
of the present Madhya Pradesh. 

15. Gandhara,. capital. Tal<shasila (Taxila close to Rawalpindi, Pakistan), 
located in the 11~rth-estern frontier area of the subcontinent, embracing 
areas both to the west and the east of the river Indus in Pakistan. 

16. Kamboja, located in the Hazar_a district of Pakis.!_a~ t(_e;.1..J- 'f v~:I 
r ( ~J f .r: _q,<,-A_ 

I 
I 
I 
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The Mahabharata too presents a list of mahajanapadas and it va_l'.'ies to 
sodie--~x"tent from that fri the A~guttaranikaya. Most historians, however, 
prefer to discuss the political situation in tnelight of the list in the Buddhist 
canonical text. The list of powers offers interesting suggestions about the 
political scenario. The mahajanapadas, geographically speaking, have a 
distribution from the North-Western frontier of the subcontinent to the 
Godavari valley in the south and from the Malwa Plateau in the west to 
eastern Bihar in the east. Almost all these territorial polities, except Asmaka 
mahajanapada in the Godavari valley, were situated in northern India, and 
partly in central India. North India, especially the Ganga valley, witnessed 
the maximum concentration of these mahajanapadas. One may therefore 
reasonably argue that north Indian plains mostly experienced this complex 
territorial polity since the sixth-fifth centuries BC. The formation of the 
state polity was not uniformly seen in the entire subcontinent and it was not 
present in peninsular India nor in the Ganga delta and in the north-eastern 
part of the subcontinent. 

The presence of many mahajanapadas in north India also suggests that 
the region in question was not under the occupation of a handful number 
of dominant powers, but saw the coexistence of multiple powers. These 
mahajanapadas must have attained political prominence at the cost of lesser 
and weaker contemporary powers. There is a distinct possibility that the 
smaller and less powerful janapadas were overpowered by and annexed 
to the growing mahajanapadas. This process of annexation of territories 
simultaneously paved the way for the expansion of a mahajanapada and 
reduced the number of its contemporary political entities and/or rivals. 
The political order of the day was the emergence of states, distinct from
as Romila Thapar demonstrates-chiefdoms and lineage societies . ..,M.o.s.t 
of ,these mahajanapadas were monarchical (~ajya), standingapart a1;d 
;ften opposed to non-moI1arch_ica1 p<Jlities __ (ga('laraj)'~ga.rzasa_~g~a) . . The 
monarchical mahd}anapadas upheld and maintained a clear differentiation 
between the ruler (raja) and the subject (praja). Unlike the 'tribal' polity, 
the state polity has little relevance to kinship ties between the ruler and the 
ruled; the tie between the ruler and the subject population lies in the common 
residence in a territorial entity. Here lies the significance of the emergence 
of the territorial polity like the janapada or the larger mahajanapada during 
the age of the Buddha. The claim over the throne is decided by dynastic 
succession; in other words, on the virtue of being born in a particular ruling 
family._ D_yE-9:s!ic succession generaJly_-=-~u! Il<:>! uniformly-rests on th~ law 
of prim~genitU:re-or therec:ognition oft~~right of tli~~1~~~-~-so11?f the rll~~~g 
kingto innerTtth-e thro~~- Romiia Thapar has underlined the complexity of 
the polidcaTprocesslliaTThe king required an efficient administrative system 
as a control mechanism. Inseparably associated with the formation of the 
state is the growing military power of the ruler whose coercive authority is 

I '·,./ ll r,·1 '/'f" ',j 0 I'\.. q-\ l ' ,.x. " 
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duly recognized. The maintenance of royal functionaries and a wellorganized 
fighting force invariably necessitated the availability of resources, which 
the ruler demanded and extracted through revenue measures. The linkage 
between taxation and state formation has also been highlighted by R.S. 
Sharma in his analysis of the political condition in north India during 
this period. The formation of the state further indicates the emergence of 
a complex society in which sharp social differentiation, marked by both 
ritual and actual status, is well established. Society in the prestate polities is 
relatively simpler and with less sharp differentiation than that observed in 
the state society. The monarchical state is to maintain law and order not by 
obliterating the social inequalities, but by establishing an ordered society in 
spite of the differentiated social groups. 

DuriE1g the age of the .Buddha, the most prominent monarchical 
mahtt.janapadas were Kosala, Vatsa,_.t\.vantLand_M~adha .. To this- should 
be added the non-monarchic~ (gmp1samgha)rriahtt.janapada of the Vrij~ or 

_ _vajjis. It is not difficult to imagine that the four monarchical mahtt.janapadas 
attained political prominence by eclipsing their contemporary powers, 
though the details of this process of territorial expansion are not available in 
our sources. Barring Avanti, the pre-eminent mahtt.janapadas were located in 
the middle Ganga plains, from Allahabad in the west to Bhagalpur in the east 
and embracing areas both to the north and the south of the Ganga. This vast 
stretch of plain land (nearly 45,000 square miles) offered little geographical 
barrier and facilitated both overland and riverine communications. That this 
zone would be naturally conducive to political coalescence was underlined 
long ago by H.C. Raychaudhuri. Moreover, the extremely fertile alluvial soil 
of the middle Ganga plain-receiving profuse rainfall and also fed by a few 
life-giving streams of glacial origin-was ideally suited to the settlement 
of fully sedentary agrarian population. The strong agricultural material 
milieu supported the diversified and specialized craftsmen on one hand and 
provided impetus to commercial transactions on the other. These in their 
turn were instrumental in the emergence of urban centres, many of which 
were also political centres of these powerful mahtt.janapadas. The emergence 
of the early state often coincides with urban formation; the Ganga valley 
w~s also no exception to this pattern. The_~ct11ga valley in general, and the 
~~ddl~ Ganga plain in _particular, was indeed what B. Sii'6oarao-1ahelled 

__ as an 'are~ C>f attraction', The middle Ganga plain, especially its eastern 
sector, possesses extremely rich mineral deposits and iron ore in the 
Chhotanagpur area of present Jharkhand. Both literary accounts and 
ar~haeological materials leave little room for doubt about the growing use 
of iron technology during the period under review. This not only resulted in 
improved crafts production, but immensely contributed to the manufacture 
of ?~tter weaponry, which in its turn, must have enhanced the military
pohtical power of the mahtt.janapadas. The mahtt.janapada of Magadha rose to 
considerable prominence as it was endowed with all the above features, but it 
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also had a few more special advant~ges that helped the sp~edy growth of its _, ~t;pr 
power. Raychaudhuri and KosaII1b1 have drawn our attent10nto the reg~r , __ \.• 

7 availability of elephants in th~ Ivl~gad11an_~rmyand the advantase of havmg ·, r 

lis-capital RaJagriha naturajly secured by five hills around it. The_ cyclopean 
· . walf;;;:round Rajagriha increased its security further. Mor~oy~__M~a 

v,JoY' was g~verned by several rulers of great rp.ight and_ abilitr ~_110 howey~f • did 
not belong to the kshatriya van:za and, tlierefore, did not en Joy any pedigree. 
In other words, the relative social laxity in Magadha-lying far away from 
the heartland of orthodox Vedic norms-was conducive to the rule of able 
kings irrespective of their varrza status. These ge_ographical, material. a~d 
socio-cultural factors were instrumental, accordmg to Raychaudhun, m 
developing an urge for territorial expansion among the mahtijanapadas in 
the middle Ganga valley. He contrasts this expansionist attitude with the 
love for local autonomy apparent in those mahtijanapadas that grew up in 
the Himalayan foothills and dense forest tracts that were difficult to access. 

III 

Among the 16 mahtijanapadas, the earliest to attcltJ:uwliti_rnl_p_roininen_ce was, 
possibly Kasi with i!5- fc1mous capital at V~:~:1~~~-_1.?- Jtt.taka story, adm1tte~~ 
oralater date, p~obablJretains~ffi'ismemory as it describes the ruler of Kasi 
as the foremost king in Jambudvipa (sabbartijuntimaggartijti). The Mahtivagga 
leaves an impression that Kasi's rise to power was at the cost of its northern 
neighbour Kosala, which at the initial stage was inferior to Kasi. But by the 
time of the Buddha, the political scenario had already altered. The same f ~ 
Mahtivagga suggests that with !_he accession of Prasenajit (P~_:_ri~ii_i:n f?li) ~ N Jc'. 

Kosala became powerful, defeated K.isi and annexed Kasi to its territory. 
fOl~st:-;f Vara:i;i.;~ stood the powerful mahtt.janapada of Vatsa_ypder 

,~the leadership of the famous king Udaya~~:__Around the sametime, a very 
powerful mana;anapaaci; nanie1y-~j_a11t1,J,egan to raise its hea~ under ~11g 0-J-' 
Pradyota-often known for his epithet cha,:uja (ruthless, fierce) which () 

_,. Trnphes the ruler's ambitions of territorial expansions through conquests. 
;y'lJ , c1v AccordiJ'.!g_!-9._!_h_e Brih~t;oo of Gu:t_1ac;UW,.~..1,,P.~a~yota sent an~~_2edU:~c:>Q(;l.£._far 

~1\ ,' ~"{ north-west as to Gandha,E~,.!_~ough not a succe~sful o~e_- The nvalry between 
't- Avanti anaVatsa is also frequently referred tom trad1t10nal accounts. 

Further images of intense political activities are available in the context 
of the mahtijanapada of Magadha. As an area and also in the sense of a 
people, Magadha, far removed from the cradle land of Vedic culture, was 
described with scorn in the later Vedic texts, before which we have no 
literary reference to Magadha. It is only from the sixth century BC th~~ it 
began to be noticed as a political entity. If one believes a Jtt.taka tale, RaJag_ 
riha-Girivraja-Magadha's capital-was part of the territory of Anga, the 
immediate eastern neighbour of Magadha. The story implies that Magadha 
initially was overpowered by Anga mahtt.janapada and that Magadha was 
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i~ferior to Anga. But the situation rapidly changed with the accession of 
~-~bisara to the_ throne of Magadha. Only scanty i-;;_for~ati;~ -i~-;;-;;:ilable 
ab_out Bimbisara's lineage and early life. The Suttanipata describes him as 

r,( _, \JI devout fo~lower o~ and contemporary to the Buddha. Asvaghosha in his 

\\,; · , ~' ., Buddhacharzt~ d=~~:!~~~ ~~~?i~~~~~J?-~l<:>~I:_g_!? __ !~e H~ry~nka=.t;mily 
C • ii fkula) .. On this basis, fo_stonans generally regard him as the founder qf.the 

Harya_~~-~yr_iast:y of Magadha, which continued to be ruled by several of his 
s~ccessors. Bimb1sara appears to have been a powerful and astute ruler who 
did not launch ambitious campaigns immediately after his accession because 
Magadha was a relatively weaker power. He is known to have contracted 
dynastic m~~~iage alliances with the Madras of western Punjab, Kosala 

0
and t~e YPJI ga,:,.arajy~, thereby befriending prominent mahajanapadas 

. ~", and bnngmg t~em to his fold. The marriage with Kosaladevi procured for 
-( Mag~dha the village of Kasi (Kasigama) as a dowry to provide bath money 

r1,,0 (nahana~hu,:,.,:,.amulam) for the new queen of Magadha. The marriage alliance 
( '<' ~esulted m the control of Magadha over Vara:r;iasi, a major urban centre and an 

mland riverine port on the Ganga. Strengthened by these alliances Bimbisara 

:re~cessfullyfought against Ang~--~hjc~1 .:i~cording t':!~Jghg;;f:~C!YE.:. yvas 
efe~ated and a11?:1:.:x_e~ by 1':1:_~g_<l:~~:1- The later Jaina account that Bimbisara's 

son~~<1tru was placed in cha~ge of Cham a, the ea ital _Qf ~ also 
see~s to ~or~o orate t e conquest of Anga by Magadha. The incorporation 
of Anga with~~ Magadha marks the first stage of the territorial expansion of 
Ma~adha. Imtially a weak mahajanapada, Magadha thus joined the ranks of 
Kosala_and Avanti a~ an _exp~nsionist power with the victory over Anga. The 
B~ddhist texts credit Bimbisara not only with military victory, but praise 
him as an able administrator too. 

This transfor~ation of Magadha under Bimbisara proved to be of great 
a~vantage to. his s~ccessor _Ajatasatru, who pursued aggressive designs 
with greater mtens1ty. Decned as a parricide in the Buddhist tradition 
Ajatasat_~~ came into conflict with Kosala soon after his accession. Whe~ 
Prasena)lt s mother (Kosaladevi), by birth a Kosalan princess, died of grief 
aft:r t~e mur~er_ of her husband in the hands of Ajatasatru, the ruler of 
Kosala m retahat10n tried to take back the village of Kasi, previously given 
to Magadha. The details of the protracted hostilities, amidst fluctuating 
fortunes, between Magadha and Kosala are not available, but the contest 
came to an end with Kosala finally relinquishing its claim over Kasi and 
another marriage alliance being contracted between Magadha and K 'al K b. os a. 
~~~m 1 s~ggested that Magadha realized the importance of occupying 

Kasi, a maJor urban ce_ntre and also an inland riverine port on the Ganga, 
and therefore engaged ma long-drawn conflict with Kosala to retain its hold. 
Soon after this, Prasenajit himself faced a rebellion by his son Vidudabha in 
~os~la. Prasena?it left Kosala to seek asylum in Magadha, but unfor~unately 
1s said to have died at the gates of Rajagriha. What happened after this is not 
clearly known. But internal problems within Kosala certainly weakened this 
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mahajanapada, which subsequently was annexed to Magadha. This paved the 
way for the expansion of Magadha's control over areas to the north of the 

Ganga. 
Ajatasatru also encountered another adversary of Magadha, the non-

monarchical Vriji mahajanapada in north Bihar. This speaks of Magad~a's 
rejection of the previous policy of befriending the Vpjis during the reign 
of Bimbisara. The Mahavagga narrates Ajatasatru's vow to crush the 
Vpjis. The reasons of this conflict are not clear to us. The Jain~- ac~ount 
suggests that Ajatasatru and the two sons of Chellana (the Vpp wife of 
Bimbisara) vied for the inheritance over a necklace and a royal elephant, 
and this subsequently led to a major conflict between Magadha and the 
Vrijis. According to the Sumangalavilasinz. of Buddhaghosha (not earlier 
than AIYf6urtli-=fiftb centuries), A)a'.i:a§atru became hostile to the Vrijis as a 
result of a breach of promise by the Vrijis over a mine of gems or fragrance 
located close to a port on the Ganga, and jointly controlled by Magadha 
and Vriji. The Sumangalavilasinz may offer a cogent reason of the c~nflict, 
but it is admittedly a late source, not cofi'oborated by any other evidence. 
Buddhaghosha's explanations may at the most be noted, but can neither be 

proved nor disproved. . 
What is beyond any dispute is the fact that Magadha was engaged m 

a protracted battle against the Vrijis. It took Ajatasatru, acc~rding to the 
Nirayavalzya Sutta (a Jaina text), 16 long years to rout th: nme. Malla and 
miie11cc:Eavi dans ana:l8gafzi:frajyas (non-monarchical/ oligarchic clans) of 

Kasi-Kosala. 
The Jaina account demands a close scrutiny. It certainly demonstrates 

the formation of a confederacy among 36 non-monarchical/oligarchic 
groups and clans under the leadership of the Vrijis/Lichchhavis of Vaisali 
against Magadha. The event, therefore, is not a mere war, but probably 
represents a major conflict between a monarchical power and a number of 
non-monarchical clans, which obviously resisted the monarchical system. Its 
momentous significance is further underlined by the Buddha who, according 
to the Mahaparinibbanasutta (a canonical text giving an account of the last 
days of the Buddha), is said to have prophesied that the no~-m~narchic~l 
groups would not be overpowered by Magadha if they mamtam_ed their 
unity and followed their traditional norms. The same text also descr:b_es h~w 
Pataligama (later Pataliputra) was being fortified by Ajatasatru, ant1o~at:ng 
an assault from his northern adversary. No less significant is the descnpt10n 
that 18 ga,:,.arajyas from Kasi and Kosala joined the Lichchhavis and ~he 
Mallas against Magadha. Both Kasi and Kosala were well-known monarch:cal 
powers, yet there were evidently pockets of autonomou~ non-m~~-arch~cal 
groups even in these two monarchical realms. The ga~ara;yas of K~s~-Kosala 
may have combined and raised their heads, followmg PrasenaJ1t s deat~ 
and the resultant internal troubles in Kosala's ruling house. The Buddha s 
sayings suggest that the key to the strength of the ga,:,.arajyas was their 
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compactness and unity. It is precisely here that Ajatasatru struck. The 
A_tthakatha tells us that in addition to sustained military offensives, 
Ajatasatru also sowed the seeds of disunion among the ga,:zarajyas by taking 
recourse to diplomacy (upaliipana) and dissension (mithubheda). He thus 
succeeded in eating into the compactness and cohesion among these non
monarchical oligarchic groups. The seeds of disunion and dissension were 
planted by two shrewd Magadhan administrators, Sunidha and Vassakara. 
The process must have been a long-drawn one, hence the mention of sixteen 
long years of struggle. As the ga,:zarajyas became internally weakened and 
ended up in disarray, Ajatasatru then launched the final military assault with 
the help of new weapons like rathamushala and mahasilaka,:ztaka. Ajatasatru's 
success in demolishing the internal strength and cohesion among the 
ga,:zarajyas was, according to Kosambi, a process akin to 'boring from within'. 
It is likely that the strength of the ga,:zarajyas was wearing out because of their 
long resistance to the monarchical power of Magadha. A strong monarchical 
mahajanapada like Magadha was in a more advantageous position to garner 
adequate resources to maintain a sizeable army, capable of battles over 
long periods. The complex administrative machinery that would ensure the 
appropriation of resources through revenue measures was better suited to a 
monarchical set up than to a ga,:zarajya type of polity. As a result of this, the 
resistance from the ga,:zarajyas, however strong, was not adequate enough 
to thwart the advancement of the Magadhan monarchy. The account also 
leaves a strong impression that Kosala and the Lichchhavis, both northerly 
adversaries of Magadha, could have joined hands against their common 
enemy, Magadha. Raychaudhuri aptly remarked: 'The Kosalan war and 
the Vajjian war were probably not isolated events but parts of a common 
movement directed against the establishment of the hegemony of Magadha.' 

Magadha thus eclipsed both Kosala and Vriji mahajanapadas, minimizing 
the number of principal contestants from five to three. 

Outside the Ganga valley the mahajanapada oLJvanti was thLJ;m!_
eminent power under Pradyota, whose arch rival was Udayana, the ruler 
ofVafsa manajanapada:Tnougfi--the-details of the events are- only dimly 
-known:; it appears tliat: the successors of Udayana could not match up to the 
growing power of Avanti, and Vatsa ultimately succumbed to Avanti. At this 
juncture, two out of the five powerful mahajanapadas, namely Magadha and 
Avanti, overpowered their rivals. Buddhists chronicles speak of Ajatasatru's 
anticipation of an intended attack from Avanti on Magadha, but this did 
not materialize in the lifetime of Ajatasatru. If Magadha was _!4~ mo~t 
formidable power in the eastel"p, pc!,rt of the G<JJ.Jgg yc:tlJey,j\vanti <ioll!i!!__ated 
th~;_;;steri:t th;atre. - - - -- -:- ---- --- -- -------- - -: __ , 

:.:_: __ Ajatasatru was foll_o~~~ lJyJ.Jdayin or Udayibbadra, mentioned in the 
Purai;ias and the Jaina accounts, both late sources. The most _ _1,jg!lificant_ 
event of Udayin's time was the transfer of Magadha'sapital from R~agriha-
-------·--~·~--- . -~~•-,,--.,~••--s-,D•~--~• • • ._ .. • • -.•~,••~ -~----~""""" 
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- . f rmerl khown as Pataligama;. but it was 
t~ut;;~~tf_iputra was n: arark-Btiaafust"-sources.Jr~as i_I}_gggd 
~red a City (p~r=r~ r!eaning a place where_ lids (puta) of,_fu_.e.__ 

~__E!!:t!!_"!!__~dq_17:_l}:, a te_rm h\e b;oken or -opened Jhhedmza1. f;ataligama as a 
boxes of mercl:ian_cli$e.'.we ·• ---------------- b' ntly argued. The ----- -==-•r- - . d a 'stockade' as Kosam i coge 
p~7.:13 __ ~~ti~:1~--~~-----~;;~;~f;he Ganga, the Son and the Ghaghra 
new capital located on the confld . ·1 for its commercial significance. 

. . rt and note pnman y 
was a nvenne po d' t the Mahaparinibbanasutta, 
The Buddha visited Pataliga~~~ acc:r ~:!te; was evidently impressed by 
during his last journey to Vaisah. Th tential and prophesied that the 

Pataligama, rightly assessed ~ts ~:c::eo~~:;remier city (agganagara) of ~he 
putabhedana would even tu~ y. d t the north of the Ganga, followmg 

A Magadha's terntones sprea o l' t 
country. s . fVa··i and Kosala mahajanapadas, Pata ipu ra 
the conquest and annexat10~ o 11 ~ tt located as a political centre than 
seems to have been_ strate~ical y e ~~l that the Magadhan rulers having 
Rajagriha in south Bihar. It is a so possi feP_t 1·ga-ma transformed it into 

. · al importance o a. a i , . 
realized the commerci 

1 
of Udayi·n figure m the 

l'f 1 entre Severa successors 
the premier po i ica c . . h . 1 but little definite information 
Puranas and Sri Lankan Buddhist c romc es, 

is av~ilable about them. . f Ma adha came when Sisunaga-
The end of the Haryanka dynasty ~ _ g_ - -d ower: The 
-. - -- --- adh.iri-administrator m Varal).:1-si--:-c~pt~re p " '. -

J:>,?~.:~!Y a -~~- . ---- him is known as the Saisunaga dynasty. The 
ruling hause estabushe~ by , . h ·:-tory of Mavadha over 

d . Sisunagas reign wast e vic - ---- . - q - --~ 
principal ~p__g ____ , · h th ne of Avanti were not as 

h 8 of Pradyota on t e ro 
Avanti. T e successor M dha was able to overcome 

-powerful as their illustriousalpl rede~es~o\ica~ta political entity, became the 
Avanti. Thus Magadha, initi . y an msighn!_ padas The Puranas1nention 

th ixteen ma a1ana . -- . -
most powerful amon~, e_ s . al - , oka Kakavari;ia, Nandivardhana, and 
a few __ ~g_c:c:_e,_ss()rs of Sisunaga~ - --t"-hl~ chr~;;:ology of their rules and 
·Pafichamaka. It is difficult to suggesEt a re _ia_ various sources-none really 

. . 1 t f their reigns. xammmg . 
the pnncipa even s o . d th t the Saisunaga dynasty was m 

Y 
Raychaudhun suggeste a 

contemporar - . 345 BC for nearly even decades. 
the political scenario from 413 to s' -, ' - d became very formidable 

h t planted the aisunaga an 
The power t a sup d d ... ty There is no contemporary 

h I d' . known as the Nan a yna1;, . 
in nort _n ia is . . li ht on this power; whatever little is known 
source of mformat10n ~hrowmJ t;e Jaina texts. There is a unanimity among 
is largely from the Purai;ias an d ul being non-Kshatriyas and of a ' 

. ting the Nan a r ers as . v10 v 
sources m _p~esen h line Mahatradma (o~~-~i, J 

humble ongm. T~__!!_ncl~~~{J-:~h----p- =-::- as the son a sudra woman 
d U -ena) figures m t e urai:i,as . h 

~~-~-~ajl=rh"~;;;va)~hile the Jaina Parisishtaparvan describes ~~m asf the 
""(sudragaro, o , f the low social ongm o t e 
son of barber (napitaputra)_- The memor: oof Alexander's historians who 
Nanda family figures also m the _aalccoutn s of the last known ruler o_ f the~ / 

h 1 t . ly low soCI es eem , 1 , wrote about t ere a ive o} y-v! ;r ,,{ ,r' ,/ '· -_, 
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house, Xandrames or Aggrammes (identified with Dhanananda of Indian 
s?ur_cesr.-fhe Harshacharita of Bar;ianFlafta(Ao·seventTi centur ) describes 

··nun .:~lne killer o~ Kakavarr:ia_oftlle _ ~ais111:_~~a}a::1_ily. Thes~ ;rtray~ls of 
Mahapadma as a person devmd of any pedigree and a violent usurper of 
~he throne, h~wev_er, c_annot deny that the power of Magadha immensely 
mcreased dunng his reign. Described as a sole ruler (ekarat) in the Puranas 
~ahapadma~Nandais said to have exterminateclil.~;;;~;;;~~-ksha~~~~{;g~ 
(sa~~f!_ks~q~!j!-1!:..~f!:_ka). The Purar:ias enlist I~shvaku, Paftchala, Kasi, Haihaya, 
Kalmga, Asma~a, Kuru, Maithila and Surasena among the areas/kings 
conquered by him. The Ishvakus are generally associated with Kosala; Kuru 
and Pafich~la are contiguous territories in the Rohilkhand and Kurukshetra 
areas; the Surasena country embraced regions around Mathura, and Maithila 
stood _for north Bihar. In the absence of contemporary accounts, it is difficult 
to venfy the substance of the claims of such widespread territorial conquests 
~s these. It is also possible that such accounts could have belonged to the later 
literary ~enre upholding and glorifying the Puranic ideal of the 'conquest of 
quarters or world conquest (digvijaya). If, however, Mahapadma won over 
~hese a~versaries in the Ganga-Yamuna doab and the upper Ganga valley, it 
1s unmIStakable that_a few of the areas or powers (the Ikshvakus, Paftchala 
Kasi, Maithila and Surasena) had previously been defeated by Magadha'. 
These could have figured in the Purar;ias to give a comprehensive idea of 
the vast territorial possessions under the Nandas. Alternatively it could 
imply that th:se areas probably challenge~ Magadhan authori~y during 
the troubled times of the last days of the Saisunaga house and therefore 
h~d to be re-conquered by Mahapadma. Among the areas not conquered 
hitherto before by a Magadhan ruler are Kalinga and Asmaka. The Nanda 
conquest of Kalinga (in the Mahanadi delta in Orissa) is however, attested 
by the Hat~igumpha inscription of Kharavela (palaeographically assignable 
to the _l~te first_ century BC), recording the memory of the Nanda occupation 
of Kalmga. This was the first attempt by Magadha to expand to the south 
and Kalinga, like Malwa, stood as a corridor between north India and the 
northern part of the peninsula. Whether the occupation of Kalinga led to 
the Nanda conquest of Asmaka on the Godavari is a matter of conjecture 

~,,;- only and cannot be proved. 
\.. cf 1 The Pur@.na~_xefecto t~ }yle Qf 1_1in~ Nanda kings who could have been 

_'.) ~ f:J \' brot~ers arsons ofJ,1,!ha~dama Nand-;;_~--O;ly the last ruler of ffie~da 
t-'J-; aynasty is definitely known among the successors of Mahapadama: he was 

Dhanananda. From the accounts of Alexander's invasion of north-west 
India, Dhanananda seems to have been a contemporary of Alexander and 
c<1ll~:~mmes. The name A.grammes is probab_!y derived from Sanskrit 
A:ugrasainya, i.e. a son-ofUgrasena, an eEith~! ofI½~h~~-dama r:{anda. He is 
also ca~~rems._!he Greek accounts report about ar{extensi;e real~ 
tD the east of Porns' kingdom; in other words, to the east of the Jhelum. This 
kingdom is mentioned as that of Gangaridae and Prasioi with its capital at 

Mahajanapadas, Urban Centres and Religious Movements 95 

Palibothra. While Palibothra undoubtedly stands for Pataliputra, the term 
Prasioi is probably derived from Sanskrit prachya (east). The word Gangaridaei 
refers to the Gangetic country. The realm located to the east of the Jhelum 
in the Gangetic country with its capital at Pataliputra cannot but refer to 
the Magadhan realm. Seen from this light, the Greek accounts possibly offer 
some validity to the claim of extensive conquests by Mahapadama Nanda as 
far as the western part of the Ganga-Yamuna doab. The Greek authors also 
impress upon the large army of Gangaridae and Prasioi though the figures 
may be inflated. To the Nanda rulers, especially Mahapadma, belong the 
credit of expanding the authority of Magadha over the entire Ganga valley 
and probably Kalinga too. Magadha was undoubtedly the most formidable 
power in north India at the time of the Macedonian invasion in the Punjab 
(327 BC). The control over the Ganga valley must have facilitated the Nanda 
kings to extract considerable resources from the agrarian sector. This was a 
major pre-requisite for commanding a large army. The Purar;ias allude to ~he 
immense wealth (artharuchi/navanavatidravyako_tzsvra) of the Nandas, which 
the rulers probably amassed by extortionate revenue measures. The later 
Classical texts and the Purar;ias leave an impression that the Nanda rulers 
were looked down upon on account of their extortionate practices._J_!i~. 
Nanda rule came to an end when Chandragupta Maurya overthrew the la?t , t 
Nanda kirig in 324 BC. ·starting i·t; political journey as an insignificant entity 3 

1 
. 

in the sixth century, Magadha indeed emerged as the pre-eminent power of 

north India in the late fourth century BC. 

N 

The political developments experienced in the Ganga valley in course 
of the rise of Magadha mahajanapada are not matched elsewhere in ~her \'o' 

subcontinent. Contemporary peninsular India had no mahajanapada-hke '-' 
formation. In the north-western sector, the prominent power was the 
mahajanapada of Gandha_ra with its fa_I!l()US c~pit~~:1'<1,~8.~asila (Taxila). But it 
v:;;:;:;~ot as powerful as Magadha, Avanti or Kosala. Its importance however 
lies in its location in the north-western fringe of the subcontinent, which 
offered opportunities of linkages with West and Central Asia. At the time 
when Magadha was making its presence felt in the Ganga valley politics, _ 
Gandhara and north-western part of India experienced intimate contacts \\, -Y 
with West Asia as a result of the conquests of thi~_.Q.y_the_Acha~mioid . 
rulers of ancient tr_glJ,. The story of theA.ch~~_i_.9~~~£<!-!~0~--becomes l \ ,~ o 

avaIIablet--;;~y-their inscriptions andHerodotus' Historia and a few later 

Classical texts. 
The Achaeminid rule penetrated intg tl-ie subcontinent under Dar~ 

I (522-486 @-;-_th~ grea,_~~~!_r:_tiI~y~_()f !~e-~chaemi?i~ __ l10,,:1s~_. His_El!le ove~ 
Gadara (Gandhara), Thatagu (Sattagydia of the Greek texts), Harauvat1 
(Arachosiainth~ Greek accounts or present Kandahar in Afghanistan) and 
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j):'.~fi.idush, corresponding to~e term 'India' in Herodotus' accounts, is well 
attested by both Classical accounts and inscriptions. The.nam~1-Iidush is 
certainly derived from __ the river Sindhu or Indus. Hidush orAchaeminid 
~~cord~ and India_ of H~r9:clQtU§}!l~~~f()_re_~_~ng!~d _the·1~;~-I~d~~-;;i1ey 
mdudmg t_h_e __ Indus delta. Hidush/India was the twentieth a:nJ the 
:richest satrapy (province) of the Achaeminid realm, yielding, according 
to_ Herodotus, 330 talents of gold dust to the Achaemind ruler as annual 
tribute. The Acheaminid rule continued over this region till the demise of 
the Acheminid empire in the hands of Alexander (330 BC). The long political 
mastery of t~e Achaemini~ rulers on the north-western and western parts of 
the subcontment left behmd a few significant impacts. The administrative 
units called satr~py-comparable to provinces-figured in the subsequent 
rules of Greek, Saka and Indo-Parthian kings, who seem to have taken the 
cue from the Achaeminid system. The authorities over such satrapies were 
satraps, a term that was Sanskritized as Kshatrapa (also as Mahakshatrapa) 
to denote a subordinate/dependant ruler under an overlord in subsequent 
centuries. The political presence of the Acheminids must have been 
responsibl~ for the familiarity with Aramaic, a Semitic language and script 
~f West Asia that became the lingua franca during the Achaemind rule. It is 
m these areas of Taxila, Kabul and Kandahar that Asoka issued his edicts in 
Aramaic that must have gained currency on account of the Acheaminid rule 
from late sixth to the late fourth centuries BC. B.N. Mukherjee suggests that 
the incorporation of the north-western extremes of the subcontinent into 
the Aramaic-using cultural zone seems to have contributed to the creation 
of Kharosh~i script si~ce the time of Asoka (third century BC). Mukherjee 
therefore disagrees with R.C. Majumdar who saw little or no impact of 
Achaeminid rule in the north-western part of the subcontinent. 

The Achaeminid empire eclipsed in 330 BC as it collapsed before 
Alexander's army. Having routed the Acheminid rule, the Macedonian 
conqueror reached the north-western corners of India in 327 BC. The 
accounts of Alexander's invasion, left behind by 'Alexander's historians' 
(some like Arrian, Plutarch and Justin being much later than the fourth 
century BC Macedonian invasion) suggest that there were many powers in 
the North-Western part of the subcontinent; it is also evident that there was 
no formidable power in this part, like Magadha in the Ganga valley. These 
powers in the north-west were: 

1. Assakenoi: Identified with the region now in Swat and Buner. Greek 
texts describe it as a monarchical power with a strong force consisting 
of 20,000 cavalry, 30,000 infantry and 30 war elephants. It fought with 
Alexander. 

2. ~ysa: I~ represents the area between Kabul and the Indus valley. It 
figures m the Greek texts as a non-monarchical polity. 
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3. Peucalaotis: This is certainly ancient Pushkalavati (represented by 
the archaeological site of Charsadda) and adjacent area. It was a 
part of the Gandhara mahajanapada, but located to the west of the 
river Indus. The ruler here was Astes according to the historians of 
Alexander; the name Astes may correspond to Hasta or Ashtaka. 

4. Taxila: It denotes that part of Gandhara, which was located to the 
east of the Indus with its capital at the famous city of Takshasila. 
Omphis (=Ambhi), the ruler of Taxila, is said to have surrendered 
to Alexander and offered him a huge amount of tributes to avoid a 

direct confrontation with the Macedonian army. 
5. Arsakes: Located in the present Hazara district of Pakistan. 
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6. Abisares: This king is identified with Abhisara. 
7. Elder Porns: Undoubtedly king Puru of the Indian sources. His 

kingdom appears to have been situated in the area between t~e 
Chenab and the Jhelum. A powerful kingdom, it offered a heroic 
resistance to Alexander with an army of 50,000 infantry, 3,000 
cavalry, 1,000 chariots and 130 war elephants. Greek accounts ha':'e 
detailed descriptions of the battle plans of the war of Hydespas m 
which Porns was defeated after gallant fighting, which earned high 

praises in these texts. 
8. Glauganikoi: located to the west of the river Chenab. 
9. Gandaris: located in the Rechna doab area. 

10. Adrastai: situated in the Bari doab region. 
11. Kathaioi: This territory was possibly in Saharanpur in the Ban doab. 
12. Sophytes: This ruler is the same as Saubhuti whose kingdom lay to the 

east of Jhelum. 
13. Phegelus: It was located in the area between the Ravi and the Beas rivers. 
14. Siboi: Identified with the Sibi tribe, which was located in an area to the 

south of the confluence of the Jhelum and the Chenab. 
15. Agalassoi: A powerful kingdom close to Siboi; Greek authors describe it 

as having 40,000 infantry and 3,000 cavalry. . . 
18. and 19. Oxydraki and Malloi: These are identified respectively with the 

Kshudrakas and the Malavas of the Indian sources. The Greek texts 
noted their martial excellence. Paµini, the great grammarian, knew the 
Malavas as a group of professional warriors (sastropajfvi). They were 
noted by Greek authors for their valiant resistance to Alexander. . 

20. Abastenoi: Identified with the ancient Ambashtha group, the Abastenm 
are believed to have been associated with the lower portions of the 
Chenab valley. This non-monarchical group possessed a fighting force of 

60,000 infantry, 6,000 cavalry and 500 chariots. 
21-22. Xathroi and Ossadoi: The first is identified with the Kshatri tribe and 

the second with the Vasati group. Both were located in the lower basin 

of the Chenab river. 
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23-24. Sodrai and Massanoi: Sodrai possibly stands for the Sudra tribe who 
appear in Indian sources jointly with the Abhiras. After defeating them, 
Alex~nder founded the city of Alexandria as a mark of his victory. 

25. Musikanos: Located in the Sukkur region of present Pakistan. 
26. Oxukanos: Located in the present Larkana area of Pakistan. 
27. Sambos: It was situated in a hilly region adjacent to the kingdom of 

Musikanos. 

28. Patalene: This stands for the Indus delta. 

\I· ' . . 
, • )) 1_, 1) \> \;.-- Ale~~11~:r s mvas10n ~f _the ri~rth_-_western fr<JI?;!i,1:E~._beg.a.,i::u!fte,.~--IJ~ had 

\ ~ 
0 

Q:iL· defeated the l~_stAc.~§le~_i~1.9:_r._uJ_er,_Darj:i:i~J!~.i1:_3~Q BC .. He encountered the 
J J above powers for another three years from 327 BC and left the subcontinent 

On his way back to Macedonia, he died in Babylon. His premature death 
~reclu_ded all p_ossibilities of consolidating his major conquests into a vast 
impenal domam .. Why Alexander decided to return to Macedonia without 
launching a war against pgwers inthe Gar1g,ctyaJlt:y, notably Magadha, is 
not clear._ T~:._Classical text~J~}~~-~n impression of the tired t~oops- of the 
M~cedoman conqueror and their reluctance to engage in hostilities with 

, :,~: ~~g~:~:r;fa~~n~t~;r~~j~~~~~rI;~1~~ ~:: i~e7i~::::e~yVv:~~~;;~t: 
,. \,, '\ the Greek accounts to underline the degree of difficulty and challenge that 

~? ;\ \.-' ' could have stood before Alexander's army. In view of the problems Alexander 
fa~ 

1 

faced in t_ackling the elephant corps of Porus in the ~<l_t_de_C>f_Hydespas, the 
Macedornan army could have been concerned about the availability ~of a 
~arge number of war elephants in the Magadhan army. All these could have 
mfluenced his decision against encountering the most powerful state in 
north India in a direct battle. 

?ne may not also miss the fact that the principal aiill __ Qf Alexapder 
-:va~-t~-c~ush !h~-~ch~'=minid en.:i~- With the conquest:-over the ~~rth
western frontier areas and the lower Indus valley, Alexander reached up to 
the easternmost part of the erstwhile Achaeminid domain and any further 
advancement to the east of the Punjab could have been, in his estimation, 
:edundant. Alexander's conquest of the north-western parts India was 
mdeed a short~lived in:ident, leaving little political impacts in the history 
of the subc~nti~ent. ~mcent Smith obviously exaggerated the importance 
of ~acedornan mcurs~on from the point of view of colonial historiography, 
which has been effectively challenged. While rulers like Puru and Abisares 
an~ the non-monarchical Malloi and Oxydraki offered very stubborn 
resistance to the advancing Macedonian forces, rulers of Gandhara and 
the region around Kabul offered submission. The Macedonian invasion 
possibly weakened many powers of the north-western borderland of the 
subcontinent._ This proved advantageous for Chandragupta Maurya when he 
began expandmg the Maurya military and political might over these areas in 
the very last years of the fourth century BC. 
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V 

Economy and Society 

The three centuries under review were witness to many significant changes 
in social and economic life, especially in north India which experienced the 
complex process of the formation of the state. The very term janapada stands 
not only for the populated/ settled territory of a state, but strongly suggests 
a sedentary settlement of people. That an ancient sedentary settlement in 
Indian subcontinent would be rooted to agriculture, goes beyond any dispute 
and conjecture. The janapada also denotes the countryside, the sustainer of 
the agrarian sector of tlle economy,"wlien itis clTsti"iii~~~-~_l;o~-p~r~or 
nagara (an urba"°~c~nt!:~-Th~]a11

7
a"fiiza~i~~~~~ed;;:~-:,;:~ area rich in:r~;ources -------= .. Q4.-.• ---·· ~=·········· . - - - .. --- ... -··-·····-···--·----

0anapadasampat), especially ag_raria!_l_:2ettled agrarian society had become 
well-estalillsnecf in the Indo-Ganga divide, the upper Ganga valley and the 
Ganga-Yamuna doab area already by the later Vedic times (1000-600 BC). 

The development of the agrarian sector of the economy continued during 
the succeeding three centuries, as janapadas and mahdjanapadas proliferated 
in the Ganga valley, and more precisely in the middle Ganga plains. We have 
already discussed the suitable environmental conditions fostering agrarian 
development in the Ganga valley. The middle Ganga plains receive an 
average annual rainfall ranging between 45-55 inches, in some areas as high 
as 70 inches per year. This, along with the fertile alluvial soil, was not merely 
conducive to agriculture, but particularly suitable for paddy cultivation. The 
area to the east of Allahabad gained considerable prominence for flourishing 
agricultural activities, while the later Vedic period was noted for the 

conce~tratio~ of agricultu~al sett~ements in t~e Ganga_-Yari:m~a doab region. 't--'~;_Y 
Pali canorncal texts praise agn~ulture (kasz, Sa11Sknt krzshz) as 9n_e._9f the . 5\ 

excellent professions (ukka_tthakammCZL?ctI_11>_h~Lutlg_i.shta k:._arma),.the.o~r\ C-u-,u.0 

~fri:gcattle-rearfiig anc:ftraae·'.'A~-excellent portrayal is available in the , 
Angfiffaran1k7iya·on the-well~pi~hed tract (suka_t_tham; Sanskrit sukrish_tam)- -\ 
with good quality soil (sumattikam) in which the cultivator (kassaka) sowed 
seeds (vijdni pati_tthdpeti). Paµini's grammar clearly mentions the plough 
(hala). Moreover, the great grammarian shows his awareness of different 
types of crop and the correspondingly different types of soils or tracts , 

suitabl·e-• fo. r t-he. ir _cu-ltivation .. _ Th .. us, _:_well~ploughed plot was call_ eds.u .. ha~~ v r 
~_ge on_: '.:11:fit ~or tillage ~as_ ~11~-as ahali. The vraiheya type of plot w~~\ (\ ¥"~ 
suitab1e for the cultivation of paddyJv_i:zhf2,_yavya for the wli_1:§lt (y_q:17112_ and\ 
tffya for-the sesame (tiia),"the la;t o~e gbviously yielding edible ()il. What is) 
even-more inte~estiu"g is -P-i~i-;:;:i;;'"impressions about different ~r~ps beini 
grown in different seasons. Thus, the ~i!:~~_srop (akin to m~dern !"abi _<::~,QI?)/ 
would be known as dsvayu]akafclerived from the month of Asvin when the: 
;eects~~-~)·_-Si~{f:irly, graish,rt]a~q,,'Cf~S ]2()Ssibly a~~.!9._g~~~ ~() !h~_k:ii-arif --:::--:~-,.--.~--·-·· __ ··. _______ ,.., ... ~--·- - : 
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crop, which was sown in late summer (grzshma) and harvested in winter/ 
~mn. Pa:p.ini knew the spring crop as vasantaka. 

1
_ / All sources consider paddy as the principal and pre-eminent croE, and the 

,.;._; \ -- best ~ariety of paddy wasknown a~ si!.lL Accorctfiig fo Piri~Asruidhytiyf, 
tne .. saTeyCl type ofsoil, suitable for the cultivation of sali variety of rice, was 
amply available in Magadha. As the traditional practice of cultivating the 
stili rice involves transplantation agriculture, R.S. Sharma inferred that this 
particular method came into vogue for the first time in the middle Ganga 
valley around sixth-fifth centuries BC. Pointing to the advantage of profuse 
production as and when transplantation agriculture is practised, R.S. Sharma 
cogently argues that such improved agricultural technology would have 
augmented agricultural output. Though a quantification of paddy production 
in the Ganga valley in the age of the Buddha is not possible due to scarcity of 
evidence, it is very likely that growth in crop production would result in the 
increased collection of agricultural taxes by the rulers of the mahtijanapadas 
which required this vital resource to maintain the states' functionaries 
and fighting forces alike. The possibility of increased crop production, 
especially paddy cultivation, should also logically imply the availability of 
some surplus which would sustain the specialist craftsmen, merchants and 
administrators, none of them being direct food-producers. Drawing on the 
researches of demographers, Trevor Ling points out that fertility tends to 
increase in a rice-eating society than in a society which consumes cereals 
other than rice. Seen from this light, the regularity of paddy production in 
the fertile Ganga valley could have paved the way for demographic growth, 

10 
/, ~)V' :hough no quantifiable data can be presented. The period from sixth.to.the 

(,, ,~ 6iif9urth ce:1:ury BC ~arks t}l_e_b~g~~.ziing of u:rbanizatio~ i~ the G~g~~al~ey. 
, ~' \._c One orffi:•e crucial factors in _the emergence of urban centres is the increase in 
\ c.__~--•--•-•--..,.- .. ,-_. ••.• • •.•••-••••' ••~•• • ;•.-••-•-•• ~,•,e-•••••••• ••• - " ,. ••"" - .,_,,.,._._ • .-~•-•-•- ____ .,_:,._ 

0
,,\·' popiilaticmas cities experience a 1nuch greater number of residents an_dalso 

\ ~eatH'aensity ofpopulafioii"than thafifit◊tirttered in aiii";al settlement. 
Tiius; tliedevewpment of paddy.cultivation in Ganga valley, particularly in 
the middle Ganga plains, left multifarious impacts and far-reaching effects 
on the material life in the age of the Buddha. Apart from cereals like paddy1 

wheat cJ,!:1.<:Lbarley, 1,ug_aJ_car.i_E!.Jlkntatio11-is_als.o .m~_nt.iQne_d__b.y_E_anini; this 
furth~r provided opportunities for producing molasses, which figures in the 
Pali canonical texts. 

~~- 0vLiterary texts frequently refer to the cultivator (kfntisa, karshaka/kassaka). 

0 \;' A peasant owning some land_was generatt.,: known in the Buddhist texts as 
.___, \',, _l:!!i1!!!1."1!fiq. On the other hand, the gahapati appears in the P~i canonsas 

~ r-- possessing vast landed estate and as a fabulously rich person (elaborate 
discussion on the gahapati has been made later), clearly distinguishable 
from an ordinary cultivator or peasant. Along with the development in 
agriculture, growing complexities in material life became more pronounced. 
The period under discussion witnessed clear indications of the recognition 
of the individual holding over land. This is particularly seen in the 

~ 
I 
I 
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monarchical mahtijanapadas. The recognition of the individual rights 
over land cannot but speak of unequal access to land, the most important 
means of production in a predominantly agrarian society. Anathapi~c;lika, 
a wealthy lay follower (uptisaka) of the Buddha, donated a pleasure garden 
named Jetavana in Sravasti to the Buddha. The said pleasure garden was 
first purchased by cash and then given away as a gift. Thus, a particular plot 
of land was transferred twice, by two different methods (first by sale and 
then by gift). The transferability of land amply demonstrates the prevalence 
of individual proprietary rights over land. In such a situation, there would be 
little possibility of the equal distribution of land among people. The landed 
possession of a rich gahapati far exceeded that of a peasant cultivator like the 
kutumbi. The least amount of land was perhaps in the hands of agricultural 
labourers, labelled as kulagharapurise in the Jain literature, who tilled the 
land of sizable estates of gahapatis. On the other hand, Pali texts tell us that 
land was held in common in the non-monarchical clans of the Sakyas and 
Koliyas where the prevalence of individual rights over land had not yet taken 

its root. 
The importance of cattle-keeping has been duly recognized in the Buddhist 

texts. Cattleakeeping is indeed an inseparable ingredient of an agricultural 
material milieu. It is important to note that thel_'ali texts,.preferred the 3°· 
word g!)~r_C1kkhti (go-rakshti) to pasuptilana, the latter term meaning cattle
rearing. The term go-rakkhti literally denotes protection of the cattle. Both 
Buddhism and Jainism strongly emphasize on non-violence (ahimsti) and 
denounce animal sacrifice-an integral part of the Vedic religion. One may 
reasonably infer that a huge number of animals, particularly cattle, were 
sacrificed during the sacrificial rituals (yajflas). Elaborate prescriptions for 
performing yajflas are an essential aspect of Vedic religion during the later 
Vedic times. Widespread destruction of faunal wealth in course of Vedic 
sacrifices may not have augured well for the agrarian society and a strong 
reaction and repudiation to this found its voice in the sacred principle of 
non-killing/non-injury to living beings in Buddhism and Jainism, which 
effectively challenged Vedic orthodoxy. Judged in this light, the word 
go-rakkhti assumes a special significance. Excavations at Atranjikhera 
(western Uttar Pradesh) have reyealed a largeI!~~-E::r ofa,~i!"ii"al-~ones; ·ofteii
with slaug__hterrnarks, dat-;;_liki>.rfor t9 ,'?QQ ~_c:. These animals were eviderii.Iy"
krlf;lI:nte;~-stingly enoug1i~a11imal bones from the same site, but unearthed 
from layers subsequent to 500 BC, show a distinct decrease in the number 
of slaughtered animals. Archaeology therefore may suggest a reduction in 
the number of slaughtered animals. Such an evidence is compatible with the 
ideal and practice of go-rakkhti upheld in the Pali canonical texts. 

The considerable development in agriculture in the Ganga valley was 
conducive to the sustenance of the non-agrarian economy sector, in which 
one notes the active presence of diverse craftsmen and professional groups, 
and merchants. Both textual sources and field archaeological materials 
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carry an im~ression of the diversity in crafts production in the Ganga 
valley. Ment10n may here be made of the reed-makers (nalakaras), who 
had a ~istinct locality as their residence and place of work (nalakdragarna). 
Buddhist texts often refer to the carpenter (var;lr;lhaki; Sanskrit vardhakf), who 
is thus clearly differentiated fr~m .the-r;e·d_-~;;;_~k;z Inseparably associated 
with daily _life was the craft of the potter (kurnbha~tJ!_~) who, according to 
the Buddhist texts, often procured the mud from the banks of a river. The 

. ,J most eloquent testimony to the excellence of the potter's craft comes from 
I"\ i Y '- archaeology. The most distinctive pottery of this period is known as the 

f'J_or_t~~n1. ~lac~ Polished Ware (NBP°w), a·ful!y;~j;~~t~E()~~E<?l:!.':.~~ich 
was technologically more advanced than the PGVJ of the previous eppch.
RaymondAllchin points to the potter's conscious selection of a better quality 
of clay without which it was not possible to manufacture the NBPW. The most 
notable feature of the pottery was its shiny black outer surface. The potter's 
successful exposure of the earthenware to very high degree of temperature in 
his kiln ensured the blackening of the outer surface, on which subsequently 
was applied a black slip. That provided the pottery with a mirror-like shine 
giving the pottery its very special appearance: The principal manufacturin~ 
~one o_~_the NBPW is Bihar and easterp Uttar P:rac!es:h, f~oughitsdistribution 
spreads over a very wide area from the north-west frontier to Bihar during 
the phase from 600-300 BC. Mostly consisting of dishes and various types 
of bowls, the NBPW technologically is of so high an order that it was not 
possibly used as a daily necessity item. Mo_st archaeologists would consider 
it _as a d~luxe pottery mainly for two reaso;;:s, First, the sites from where 
~he NBPWnas-oeen reported, the-~~l'W~ccuri.n fewer n~mber than other 
typ~ __ <:>fpotteri~~-~};:1_p_l~_~g __ !li!!e.~y that it was n<:>~_me~~t~i,r]iIJyy~~_ge. (U 
~ec()nd, ther~ ~=-e-~n?.vn i~-~~-~1:1.c;_~_of ~e~a~ri1,1:g -~-broken NB~Wpott~rY.-witp. ,, 
'.'1_ revetment and of not discarclmgtlie damaged piece. NBPW is ·reportecl:-_; 
aimostinvaria:blyfr◊nrurlfansites. Tne""N"BPW coulcfalso have been an item 
of gift to the Buddhist monk/monstery. Much more numerous than the 
NBPW was the pottery labelled as Black and Red Ware (BRW). The BRW
with its commonly seen forms in bowls of smaller and wider flans, large 
water storage vessels and cover of vessels-has been reported from Rajghat 
(ne_a~ Vara:,;iasi), Prahladpur, Chirand and Sonepur (Bihar) and Pandurajar 
Dhibi (West Bengal). The BRW appears frequently in the peninsular part 
too, where it is associated with the megalithic burial culture. 

One of the most significant developments in crafts production is seen 
, ('~""-in the development of iron tools. !he blacksmith (karnrnti.ra; Sanskrit 

, V'' · _karrna~-~~~)Jrequently figures in the Pa:li canonical texts. Hie Buddh~-i~ ~~id 
fo _have taken -~~~-!~~t meal vVith _the blacksmj!li C::~llnd-a who is given~ 

-~t!1-~t- B=-l!:!!_~~[!;R~E~a, literally t~e_s_C>?: C>f ~-~J.~cks~th. The term act~~lly
denotes a olacksmith, clearly suggesting that the craft oTthe blacksmith was 
generally followed in a hereditary manner. Paµini speaks of the use of bellow 

_(~hastra)_ in the workshop of the blacksmith. Iron tools and implements are 
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found in handsome numbers from archaeological sites of Atranjikhera, Noh, 
Kausambi, Prahladpur, RajghatandMason (in Uttar Pradesh) Chirand, Vaisali, 
Patna, Sonepur and Champa (in Bihar). Atranjikhera and Noh have yielded 
the maximum number of such iron implements. Most of the implements are 
weapons, though iron sickles, axes, adzes and iron ploughshares (the last in 
small numbers) have also been discovered. Archaeologists have ascertained 
by examining the tools from Rajghat, that these were manufactured out of 
the iron ore extracted from the mines in Singbhum and Mayurbhanj areas. 
The middle Ganga valley had a great advantage of having within it the iron 
ore mines. The iron axes and adzes certainly helped clearing the dense forest 
in the Ganga valley, paving way for the agrarian settlements. The profusion 
of iron weapons amply demonstrates that iron technology benefitted the 
aggressive and ambitious masters of the rnahti.janapadas in the Ganga valley. 
To what extent iron ploughshares were used in the contemporary Ganga 
valley to ensure a higher output of crops has been debated by historians 
and archeologists (discussed in a later section). Iron technology was also 
present in wide areas of peninsular India in the archaeological context of 
the megalithic burial culture. Trans-Vindhyan sites have yielded iron tools 
like flat axes, spades, hoes, sickles, spears, blades, knives, swords and other 
weapons. Though iron technology was known in the Deccan and South 
India, the iron ploughshare is conspicuous by its absence in the peninsula. 

One of the traditionally famous crafts was certainly the manufacture 
of textiles. The Buddhist texts were aware of the excellence of textiles 
produced in Vara:,;i-asi: While the terms pesakara and tantuvaya (Vinayripi_taka) 
denoted t:he weaver, the tailor and the embroider were respectively known 
as tunnavti.ya and suchzkara (Samyuttanikti.ya). These different terms 
indicate specialization of crafts of the weaver, tailor and embroider. A craft 
particularly associated with urban life was that of the jeweller (rna~ikti.ra). 
Field archaeological materials, especially from Sravasti, leave little room for 
doubt about the flourishing bead-making industry. Beads of precious and 
semi-precious stones (including lapis lazuli) have been regularly reported 
from this site. Another luxury item catering especially to urban tastes was 
the ivory product manufactured by the dantakl!!.,q_ (the tusk worker or the 
ivorymakerf- ·---~-- •-----

Apart from these diverse craftsmen, North India during the age of the 
Buddha witnessed the advent of a few professionals. Foremost among these 
was thep_h_ysician (vejjq)._. Th~utstandi~sician of the ti:r;;ug Qftpe_§11_d__gba 
was Jivakakomara:~;~cliZhha, who treated many wealthy gahapatis, srep_thzs 
and rulers~ng his pa_E~~~::"'.'-~e kings like Bi~bisara and Pushkara;ar~~
and the wea!thygahapai{ Anathapin<;lika, capable of paying the celebrated 
physician with handsome amount of fees for the medical services rendered 
by him. In addition to the physician, the Pali canonical texts were also aware 
of the surgeon (sallakat.ta). Relevant to the advent of the urban society were 
the profe~sions of the accountant (ganaka2 and the scribe (lekha), both of 

~- --· -----.,.,..,-•-- ... - ~---·· _ ... : __ ...~··-. 
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which figured as excellent occupations (ukka_t_thasippa) in the Pali texts. 
The reference to acrobats (langhika) speaks of professional entertainers 
who probably performed before an-urban audience. Mention may be made 
also of the was~~~<!!}:.(_r~j~~~ and the barber (nabtJpiJ;g)., though the Pali 
literature rarely accords an hon·ourable position to these two professions. 
It is particularly significant to note that the age under review witnessed for 
th~ first time the arrival of professional groupings or bodies like the ga,:,.a, 
samgha, puga, etc., which were organizations of persons following a common 
craft or trade. The Baudhayana Dharmasutra further recommends that these 
organizations should have had their own rules and regulations, which the 
ruler was expected to recognize. 

As we have already stated, !!ie ~~ir.~ '~xc~!l_~nt prof~s
4
s__ign,_(y~kgJ,tha

kamma), acrnrdi~~ ~o-~he Pali texts, was trade (va,:,jja). Buddhist texts ;~f;r 
to trade mo=re-p'roiriiriently and more regularly th~~"'fiie Vedic corpus of the 
previous epoch. The most eloquent proof of the growth of trade during 
the age of the mahajanapadas is seen in the arrival of coins as a medium 

0, of exchange, the importance of which will be discussed later. The foremost 
· among the merch.ar1!~_wast4_e_§e.t.thi (Sanskrit sreshthi), known in the Pali 

texr.flo'r-hfa fabulous wealth. Tli~~tthi~'ee~s 1:;h;~;-played the role of an 
investor fo_husin~..ss. Though the se.t_thi is mentioned in the Pali canonical 
texts, he would gain greater prominence in the Jataka stories of a later 
period. More frequently encountered in the Pali texts is the sarthavaha or 
th~}eader~f car.a van tr~J.~s, _ 9f~~12.c!~s_cribed as undertaking a Tong}ourney 
ffom:--tne easter_n (puvvanta)t<J the w~st~r:~lr.~~!}~_iJa1211~4;;-t~f:;Ith~m,any 
Catts or wagons: Pali canonical literature also speaks of the shopkeeper 

'(pajianika). That there were various type of merchants will become evident 
fro~ reading of Ash_tadhyayf by Pa:µini who mentions the cattle dealer (go-

~)_,__t~~ h<Jrse d~~le_r (asva-var.zij) and merchants of Gandhara and Madr;
(Gandharf-vanij/Madra-va,:,.ij). 

The extensive north Indian plains offered little geographical barriers 
and therefore, encouraged movements of merchants and commodities. 
The rivers are also likely to have been conducive to communications. The 
account of a journey by a Buddhist monk makes an interesting reading on 
the routes of communication. Baveru, in the company of a few followers, 
undertook an overlan~ journey from_ Pratishth_;~A<l {modern Paithan) in 
the central Deccan to Sravasti, the capjtal_Q[ J(Q~ala, to meet the Buddha. 
From Pratishthana, they we~t-th'roughM~hlsh~-atiCT½andhata, Madhya 
Pradesh), Ujeni (Ujjayini, the capital of Avanti), Vidisa (near Bhopal, Madhya 
Pradesh), Tumbavana (Tumain, Madhya Pradesh), Vanasavbhaya (possibly 
the f~rest t1;act in the Rewa region of MP), Kat1sambi

1 
the capital of Vatsa 

and fmally Sravasti. This has been generally recognized as the north-south 
trunk road in the age of the Buddha. That greater parts of the middle 
Ganga plains were well traversed, will be evident from the accounts of 
the itineraries of the Buddha and Jivaka, the master physician in the Pali 
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literature. Both the merchant and the Buddhist monk were itinerant figures; 
during the rainy season they often had to sojourn together (vassavasa), 
leading to appreciable the acquaintance between the monk and merchant. 
A reliable index of the trade network in contemporary north India will be 
available from the distribution of the NBPW sites. We have already pointed 
to the luxury nature of the NBPY{, VV.:£1:ic_!i vyas manufactured in ea~!e_rri Uttar 
Pradesh and Bihar. The NJ3J>W pC>ttew. {Q_~lQDgtng tg __ tl:i.~ _ea,i:ly__phc!.8-.E! 600-: 
300 BC) has been found from Charsadda and Taxila (northwest frontier in 
Pakistan5, Ludhiana, Amritsar, Gurdaspur, Ambala (in the Punjab), Rohtak, 
Kurukshetra (Haryana), Mathura, Agra, Aligarh, Meerat, Bulandshahr 
(western part of UP), Gorakhpur, Varai;iasi, Allahabad, Kausambl, Mirzapur 
(eastern part of UP), Gaya, Patna, Saran, Munger and Bhagalpur (in Bihar). 
The wide distribution of the particular ware does point to its transportation 
and transaction to places away from its centres of production, and that is why, 
it suggests a trade network. Though the Pali texts mention sea-borne trade 
(samuddava,:,.ijja) and sea-going vessels (samuddikayanava), information 
regarding the regularity of long-distance maritime commerce is rather 
scanty. 

Narendra Wagle has drawn our attention to a supposed statement of the 
Buddha in the Vinaya Pt taka about the greater advantages and gains from 
trade vis-a-vis agriculture, since the latter required the input of immense 
labour and a long time-frame for a reasonable success; but the gain from 
commerce was more handsome in a relatively shorter time and with less 
physical strain. The preference for trade is also quite pronounced in the 
Jaina view. The great stress on non-violence to living beings in Jainism 
resulted in assigning more honour to trade than to agriculture, which could 
have involved unconscious and unintentional destruction of living beings 
during cultivation. In view of such favourable attitudes to trade, it is not 
surprising that the Buddhist texts recognized the importance of loans 
and credits (i,:,.a; Sanskrit ri,:,.a) as an important ingredient of commerce. A 

Plate 3.1: Silver punch-marked coin (obv. And rev.): Kosala 
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merchant, according to the Buddhist texts, should borrow money, provided 
he was in a position to repay the loan after ensuring the maintenance of his 
family. Pali canonical literature stresses on the importance of the freedom 
from debt for attaining happiness in one's life; it also recognizes that with 
lawfully acquired money, one could be free from debts. The last statement 
implies that either a person with a sound financial situation did not have 
to incur debt, or the person's substantial monetary possession helped the 
repayment of debt. The Buddha is said to have advised that half of one's 
wealth should go in one's business, a quarter of it for consumption and the 
remaining quarter kept aside for meeting an emergency. Gombrich reads in 
this prescription the possibility of a high rate of reinvestment. 

The question of the medium of exchange is inseparably associated with 
trade and transaction. The undoubted presence of coins as metallic medium 
of exchange during the period under review definitely underlines that 
exchanges were not limited to barter and, therefore, assumed considerable 
complexities. A coin as a medium of exchange must ensure two conditions: 
its metallic purity (a high percentage of precious metal like silver or gold) 
and a definite weight standard. In order to assure the user of the coin about 
the maintenance of its metallic purity and a weight standard, it is necessary 
~ strike various types of designs, devices and/or the name of the issuing 

,' f authority to b~ ~tam~ed on the co~n. The Pali canonical literature seems to 
051-y-- hav~ ~een familiar with the me~alhc currency nam_f}d ~crr.shtipm:,.a/kahtip_ana. 

t 0 Paµimrefers to the rupyaka type_ of coins, which were evidently made of 
silver. The coin kahtipana was struck on a weight standard of 32 ratis; each 

-rm-T(Sanskrit raktikti) or berry seed had the weight of 1.8 grains. So 32 ratis 
were equivalent to a weight standard of 57.6 grains (32 x 1.8 = 57.6), ~hich 
was also known as ~~':.karshtipgna weight standard. Profuse number of c<Jins 
struck on this weight standard have been found from different areas of 

Plate 3.2: Silver punch-marked coin (obv. and rev.): Magadha 
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north India and also from the north-western frontier of the subcontinent. 
These coins carry the marks of various type of devices, which were punched 
on only one side of the coin. That is why these coins, which are uninscribed 
and do not mention the names of their issuer, are known as punch-marked 
coins. Nearly 500 hoards of such punch-marked coins, struck on the 
karshtipa,:za weight standard of 57.6 grains, have been found from all over the 
subcontinent yielding thousands of such coins. These silver punch-marked . 
coins are of diverse shapes: round, square, rectangular and of bent ba~ shape. 
1ntlie Ganga valley, hoard.s of punch-marked coins come from Paila, Sravasti 

and Gorakhpur. 
One has to, however, look at the north-western scenario to get greater 

specificities about the antiquity of this currency system. Excavations at Taxila 
yielded a hoard of 1171 coins. Only a handful of them belonged t~ Alexander 
and Philip, his governor in charge of Gandhara. The rest were silver punch
marked coins struck on the karshtipa,:za __ ('::!, 57.6 grain) standard. The coins 
of Alexander and his Greekgovernor ~re in splendid mint-fresh condition, 
implying that these were buried soon after their manufacture. As Alex~nder 
left India by 327 BC, these coins and the hoard cannot be dated pnor to 
the last quarter of the fourth century BC. The numerically predominant 
punch-marked coins in the Taxila hoard, on the other hand, bear a worn-out 
appearance, in contrast to the freshly minted Greek coins. O~e, ~heref~re, 
may logically infer that these punch-marked coins had been m circulat10n 
long before the cache of coins were buried in late fourth century BC. In other 
words, the punch-marked coins appear to have come into vogue at least a 
century before the coins in the Taxila hoard were buried in the late fourth 
century BC. The antiquity of the punch-marked karshtipa,:za coins, struck on 
the weight standard of 57.6 grains, has therefore been assigne.iJ?y leadin__g 

numis~'.3-_tis~s(~..k:_.~~J:a,,~11-£ B.I'::LMukherjee) to the ~ifth cen~ury B~, 

a ch~onological frame that is consistent with the impress10ns available m 
Paµini's Ash_tadhytiyf and the Pali canonical literature. 

--- B.N. MukherJ~e has further drawn our attention to the coins of the 
Chaman-i-Huzuri hoard, situated close to Kabul. This hoard has yielded not 
only punch-marked karshtipa,:za coins, struck on the 57.6 grain stand~rd, 
but some heavier silver coins weighing approximately 90 and 45 grams. 
Mukherjee believes that these coins were struck on the satamtina standard 
of 180 grains and therefore would belong respectively to the classes of 
half satamdna and quarter satamtina coins. Interestingly enough, the term 
satamtina (literally, a standard of one hundred) as a unit of weight is known 
as early as the later Vedic literature, though there is no known evidence 
of any metallic medium of exchange being minted in the later Vedic ti~es 
(1000-600 BC). Numismatists argue that satamtina represented a weight 
standard 100 times of the basic weight of a rati or krish,:zala of 1.8 grains. So, 
the satamtina carried the weight standard of 180 grains (1.8 x 100). One may 
therefore suggest that in addition to the silver karshap_ar~ c_'.?.~?~,.a heavier ____,.,.,.~~ ~., .-~ .. '. - . 
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silver specie was in circulation in the north-western frontier areas. However, 
coins struck on the satamtina standard are rare and did not form the bulk of the 
c~rrency in circulation. The above arguments clearly establish that by about 
fifth century BC greater parts of north India experienced minted metallic 
cur~ency (largely in silver and some copper coins). Kosambi attempted to 
attnbute some of the punch-marked coins to certain mahajanapadas on the 
basis of the frequency of the use of some common devices and symbols (sun, 
moon, tree, elephant, etc.). Monetization was relevant to the appreciable 
growth in commerce in north India. It has been suggested that the earliest 
coins of north India could have been minted by merchants and moneyers 
(and not by a sovereign political authority) who punched one side of the coin 
with devices and symbols to authenticate its weight-standard and metallic 
purity. One must keep in mind that this complex system of metallic medium 
of exchange was limited to north India during the age of the Buddha; in 
other areas of the subcontinent, the simpler exchange of commodities and 
barter seem to have continued. 

VI 

The Beginning of Second Urbanization 

The most apparent aspect of the changing material life in northern India was 
the emergence of urban centres. The first urban centres of the subcontinent 
_go bac:k t'?,_th~. days of t~e-~ctr~p_a21, __ ~iYilization,_C?§00-1750-~~).· After 
tneEities- of the first urban phase. declined,- the·s~bs;q~~t v;di~ p~~iod 
offers little information about the city and the urban life. Neither the vast 
Vedic corpus nor the contemporary archaeological scenario demonstrates 
the proven existence of cities in the period from 1500 BC to about 700 BC. 

Almost after a millennium since the decline of Harappan urbanism one 
witnessed the reappearance of cities in the subcontinent, bringing in the 
second urbanization in Indian history. There is of course a noticeable shift in 
the area of the rise of cities since sixth century BC onwards._The cities_ofthe 
s:.c:on~_urbanization are ri:i_ctiElyJgcated in the Ganga valley, which did not 
expenence urban development during the days of the Harappan urbanism. 

Im~ressions of cities and urban life are available both in literary accounts 
and field archaeological materials from explored and excavated sites. For 

:he_ first time, two words~n~g.i:zr_q ~nd pura-:-~g~_to f:r:eg!;!_E~}l!lL.&.1:¼.re 
~era~Y: sou;_;~s to denote ~1:1:}~.1:?an centre (the term nagara CJccurs first 
tn1:e 11?: th~ _Bri_fiaqara1;,yakopa73.i~~qd). Pap.ini was quit-~~-~~;;;~i~i:i;'"~i;;~ut 
ffi'e ct1fferenceoetween the twoprincipal types of human settlements, 
namely, nagara and grama to respectively mean a city and a rural area. Pa 
nini, a resident of Salatura (near present Sialkot in the Punjab of Pakistan),· 
was_ further aware that nagaras were mostly located to the 'east', implying 
obviously the concentration of urban centres in the Ganga valley situated 
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to the east of the Punjab. The Mahaparinibbanasutta (of the Dzghaniktiya), 
one of the early Pali canonical texts,_ ~r:t!i?Js _§Q_n_qg{l~S __ a,_t tli~- time of.t12e 
greatd~~is~ ·;f 1:he Bi:tddha. Of these, six cities are specifically marked out 
as greato_r.pren13.er urban centres (mahanagara), distinct from the smaller 
or less significant ones (sakhanagaras). These were ~-?._amp~,. Rajagriha, 
VaraJJasi, Kausambi, $ravasti_and !(1:1s_ir1agara (the last being the site of the 
parinibb"d.na oft:he Buddha). Himanshu Prabha Ray informs that out of 1,009 
references to cities in early Buddhist literature, as high percentage as 83.43 
mentions five cities: Sravasti, Rajagaha (Rajagriha), Kapilavastu, Vaisali 
and Kausambi. The Pali texts offer lively descriptions of the cities of the 
Ganga valley, many of which are said to have been visited by the Buddha. The 
literary image of the city, however, is often stereotype with more or less the 
same or similar descriptions of the imposing fortification wall, wide roads, 
excellent residential structures, palaces and fervent activities of merchants 
in the city. The specificities of the urban layout and any hierarchy among 
urban centres are not available in the literary sources. For this, one has to 
depend on the archaeologist's finding of the remains of cities. Several of the 
cities mentioned in the texts are explored and excavated. During the last 
four decades, the study of the second urbanization in the Ganga valley has 
regularly drawn on archaeological materials. This is not to suggest that early 
historic urbanization is exclusively an archeological study; a combination of 
field archaeological and literary data is essential to understand the complex 
process of urbanization. 

One of the early urban centres in the Gang<1::Yamuna doab is._the c;ity 
of Hasdnapura, the politica,l centre of Kuru mahajanapada, prominently 
figurI:ng also ·in the Mahabhtirata. Excavations here reveal that the city 
;xpe":rienced flooding, an impression also available in the epic. Another 
significant urban site in the doab is Atranjikhera, though it is not possible to 
identify the ruins with a known ancient city. The PGW phase at Atranjikheda 
measures about 650 sq. m., while the subsequent NBPW phase (more or 
less coeval with the age of the Buddha) measures 850 x 550m. It is clearly 
indicative of an impressive expansion of the site, a typical feature of an urban 
centre. The growth in the size of the settlement to an urban proportion 
may also suggest an increase in population; demographic growth is one of 
the accepted markers of urbanization. This phase at Atranjikhera also saw 
the construction of a fortification wall, which is another typical feature 
associated with an early urban centre. 

One of the most impressiv~ fortificgj:ig;n~. stood around the fa,ri:i91:1:~ ci!Y 
of ~ii~b-i: the c~pital dv~tsa mahajanapada. Measuring about 6.5 km in 
circuit, the fo~tific;tion wall certainly suggests the largeness of this urban 
centre. The site of Kausambi is 50 hectare in size, no other sites in the Vatsa 
territory matched it in scale. G.R. Sharma estimated the construction of 
this fortification wall around 1000 BC, which is considered too high an over
dating by most archaeologists and historians. There is however, a unanimity 
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among scholars that the fortification came up prior to the introduction of 
the NBPW, i.e. prior to sixth century BC. Recent archaeological investigations 
by George Erdosy have thrown interesting lights on the process of urban 
formation in and around Kausambi. Kausambi did not stand alone or in 
isolation as an urban centre in the Vatsa mahajanapada. Not far away from 
it were situated two more sites-Kara and Sringaverpura-both located on 
the banks of the Ganga and both of an identical size of 12 hectare each. 
Between Sringaverapura and Kausambi was found out another site of 6. 75 
hectare. Erdosy has further identified several smaller sites ranging from 
0.42 hectare to 6 hectare. There is a perceptible hierarchy of settlements in 
and around Kausambi. Artifacts from the very small sites indicate that these 
were primary centres of production, partly agricultural and partly artisanal. 
More specialized and diversified craft productions are noticeable at Kara 
and Sringaverapura, which also provided the crucial linkage between the 
smallest sites and the largest urban settlement. Kausambi as the largest site 

. was evidently the premier urban centre and also the apex political centre of 
-\the Vatsa mahajanapada. That Kausambi commanded a sizeable hinterland 

~'{ is also well-driven home by Erdosy's studies. 
~t Rajghat, where the remains of the cincie_ri! ~ity_o,f V.ir~!lasi hav~. been 

_!C>1;:11:1~t .• was raised a fortification wall. Like Kausambi, Rajghat too bears 
indications of the construction of the fortification wall in the pre-NBPW 
phase (i.e. prior to sixth century BC). Rajagriha, the capital of Magadha, 
was naturally secure since it was surrounded by five hills; it further had a 
cyclopaean wall, covering an area of nearly 40 km. Rajagriha did not have 
a mud-brick city wall commonly noticed at other urban centres. Sravasti, 
one of the most prominent urban centres hallowed by the memory of the 
Buddha, was also a flourishing centre of crafts productions as is evident 
from excavations. ~~cent excavations at Sravasti by Japa,pgi>e.archae.ologists 
~ndJ9-_kahashi) s~ggest !113:! the antiqu~_ty of the set!.l~ment I]lay 
be pus~ed back to eighth/seventh century BC, though Sravasti assumed an 
urban proportion in about sixth century Be. Archaeology also underlines the 
urban character of settlements like Ahichchhatra (near Bareilly) and Champa 
(near Bhagalpur), but no fortification was raised there. 

Outside the Ganga valley, fortification walls at Eran (ancient Airikina in 
eastern Malwa) and at Ujjayini clearly impress upon their urban character. 
Here too, the construction of the fortification wall has been dated 
somewhere between 750 BC and 700 BC, in other words in the pre-NBPW 
phase. One of the most prominent cities in the north~west was Takshasila 
(Taxila);-ihe capit:alofGandh:Ira.: Excavatio~~ ~t th~Bhi~-~~·;:md ;eveai ~~ban 
development of Taxila i~-the.pre-Maurya and Maurya periods. Remains of 
habitational structures and streets at Bhir mound also underline the urban 
character of Taxila. Fortification walls were raised at Charsadda (to the 
west of the Indus and close to present Peshawar) around fourth century BC, 

probably in the wake of Macedonian invasion of Gandhara. Wli_a!is_strikigg 
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is the non-mention of Pataliputra as a city in_~C>_I1_t~11:1porary.l.iterc1t~re. In 
ract-;tneBuddhist texts·ao-iiofmention itaiall; instead Pataligama appears 

as a putabhedc;rn,q._ in the Mah~czrj1]ibqti_r7,f1SL1t_t_cz_Q[ the _l)fg_hanikaya. Theter11:1 
means a trade centre where merchants were expected to break (b~e<iana) th~ 
Tfcfor seal (puta) of their mer.~~;i~~!~.~- As a centre for trade, the putabhedan_a 
acte<fa_s_a~areholl·s·e or 'a stockade', according to Kosambi. The Buddha is 
said to have prophesied the future greatness of Pataligama, which would 
become the premier city (agganagara) in Jambudvipa. The Buddha perfectly 
assessed the potential of this putabhedana. The text in question underlines 
the transformation of a trade centre into a leading urban centre and the apex 

political centre of Magadha after Ajatasatru's reign. 
There is little doubt that the urban centre-even the smallest one

was larger than a village (gama/gra.1r2a)_:/he city also had a much ~re~ter 
population and denser population than that in a village. The prmopal 
residents in an urban centre would be craftsmen, merchants, administrators 
and religious leaders/preachers, none of them being direct pr~ducer of 
food. The urban centre therefore is associated with the non-agranan sector 
of the economy and society. While the city-dwellers pursue non-agrarian 
occupations, the urban area had to depend on a secure supply of food for 
its residents, who were non-food producing groups. It is, therefore, not 
possible to delink an urban centre from the agrarian mater~al milieu._ Cr~fts 
production and commerce are certainly important ingredients of nty hfe, 
but these two alone cannot ensure urban formation. One of the foremost 
prerequisites of urbanization therefore is a flourish~~g a~rarian c~ndition, 
which sustains the non-food producing communities m the oty after 
meeting the requirements of food producers in the rural sector. This is a 
complex and a difficult process, which demands a close scrutiny. 

There is little doubt that the Ganga valley and particularly the middle oi' 
f \o \ 

Ganga plains reached the capability to grow profuse amount o crops, 0 -

including cereals. The key to the remarkable. agrarian developme11!_!~Y, · 1-{1,'\ 

a~cording to Kosarr.il>.1 Sh~,r_IIl,1, c1nd N '.R. _ 13cl~~!j_ee, i11c_~£1~. 4~y~l9pment._of _ 
iron technology and th~c1y_~_g_abHityof iron i~1?le_i:r1_e~~s f~r-~gncu.:lture. It has 
beenexplained th;;."t"th~ Ganga plain, prior to the advent of regular sedentary 
settlements, must havehad a verycl~ni>e fores_t~..o.:v.exm.n~gth~_a.!.~_a w_ci,~ well
watered becauseof heavy precipitation and many rivers. The_ clearance of the 
thick forest could have been effectively possible_not with t}::t~so_pp~:r.:::..b.r.ogze 
technology, but by employing the more advanced iron tools such as axes aµd 
adzes. The absence of iron tools during the third millennium BC probably 

precluaded the spread of Harappan urbanism into ~he densel: fore:ted Gan~a 
valley. These scholars have also pointed to th~~h deposits Q.U.rnJ!.QI~_m 

the middle Ga:rigc:t plain, which was ably exploi.teq.. Attention has been drawn 
to the regular use of iron axes and adzes, discovered from many excava~ed 
and explored sites in the Ganga valley. It has been also argued that t~e t~ic_k 
alluvial soil of !h~ mid~le Ga:r:iga plat11s s~uldJ:,~-- tilled, __ eff~ctively wgh g:on 
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_J>loughshare, as copper shares would be rather inadequate for the purpose. 
The discovery of some iron ploughshares from a few sites, therefore, 
assumes a special significance. Iron technology is, thus, perceived to have 
been simultaneously instrumental to the clearance of forests and improved 
crop production as well. The more advanced iron tools therefore could have 
paved the way for the profuse production of crops. The logical construction 
to follow from this line of explanation would be to argue for the availability of 
an agrarian surplus with which both the urban population and functionaries 
of the emerging states could be sustained. Jhus,_ the r~al key to urban 
!.°.L~:l~!!o_n lies, according to these scholars, in the advanced ir~~-t~~hi1--;;fogy, 
~ll_ti?ganagrarian surplus. This in its turn was essential for maint~ining 
the non-food producing urban residents. This particular explanation looms 
large in the Marxist historiography, which seems to have drawn upon the 
influential ideas of V. Gordon Childe, who firmly believed that technological 
cha~ge led to social change. ----- ·· ----·-

- --Thi; ~xpI;;;atory model of the emergence of urban centres in the Ganga 
valley has evoked considerable scholarly debates. The importance of an 
agrarian surplus towards the making of cities is not however doubted; 
what lies at the root of the controversy is the process and mechanism of 
generating an agrarian surplus. It has been pointed out that the application 
of iron technology is evident mostly in the manufacture of weapons and less 
in the making of the tools of production. Though there are several references 
to iron ploughshares in literary texts, archaeology has brought to light only 
a handful number of iron ploughshares. 

!ron ploughshares hav:~ b~~11 J:~Qo_~t_!;9JrCJgi four siteE Ropar (Haryana), 
_!-3:½h~da (Ut!_ar_]?rac:!esh), ~ausambi (Uttar Pradesh) and VaisalT (Bihar). 
The insufficient number of shares dis~~;~~~d f~~;;;:·a;~h~;~logical context 
may speak of their limited appearance and use during the age of the 
mahajanapadas. _A. Ghosh -~Il __ fact, suggests t]::tat iroi:i_Jecbnolggy_~ot an 
in~j~pE'_11~~~!~ f~ctor in clearing the forest and plougli.il!g_the aHuviaLsoil in 1:~ 
Ganga valley. The copper and bronze tools were quite effective for these two 

=~~!_pose~~ ~oreover; foi-est:s could be cleared also by burning- it, as was don~ 
_ i11 the case of Kha1:1c;l.ava forest to es~~blish the-citfor Indraprasd~-a-(~~~;;di~g 
to the Mahabharata). Ghosh has further raised a fundamental issue: surplus 
was not merely a technological pn1duct and the generation of surplus cannot 
be taken for granted even when the technology to produce it was available. 
He views surplus more as a sociopolitical product which could be realized 
as and when there was a demand for it and a politico-administrative set-up 
to mobilize such resources. It is true that iron technology was in use in the 
peninsular part in the context of the contemporary megalithic burial culture. 
But in spite of the availability of the iron technology there, peninsular India 
did not experience either a mahajanapada-like polity or an urban formation 
during the sixth-fifth centuries BC. George Erdosy, Niharranjan Ray and 
D.K. Chakrabarti argue that the emergence and consolidation of territorial 
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states in north India provided the vital politico-administrative structure to 
articulate the demand for the agrarian surplus and its subsequent realization. 
F. R. Allchin also demonstrates that urbanization and state formation were 
interrelated processes and the complex process of city formation cannot 
be satisfactorily appreciated merely by a technological explanation. The 
political and the material situations in the Ganga valley were conducive to 
the formation of the cities in the sixth-fifth centuries BC. That is why urban 
society and culture was not experienced in those areas of the subcontinent 

where the state society was yet to emerge. 

VII 

Social Divisions 

Both urbanization and state formation are manifestations of the 
transformation of a society from a relatively simpler to a more complex 
situation. The growing complexity in social life in north India found 
an expression in the rigours of the fou~i~!~- ~~r(_la sy-~!~_1E, which 
institutionalizes sharp social inequalities. Though the earliest reference to 
the four van:ws goes back to the latest str~t1!.~_of -~~:_j3ig-ved~_:Y is from the 
later Vedic time; that van:w differentiations became pronounced. As a result, 
the social status of the two upper van:ias greatly enhanced at the expense of 
the two lower orders,-the vaisya and the sudra. Increasing orthodoxy in 
the varna norms and the patriarchal society is clearly noticeable in the latest 
stratu~ of the Vedic corpus, the Sutra literature. The SutraH!e_rc1ture,_though 
actually outsid~ _tl:'l_g __ Y~c.l.ic:: liter9-tur~ _g_!:lg_P,_<J~t-Vedic __ ir:i_clate (50_0_-:=?~~ BC), 

attempts~;dify for the first time, social, economic and religious norms , 
by strongly upholding the Vedic ideology and by championing t~e posi~ion .· · 
of the brahmana. There are three strands ofJgi;_$µtra texts_:JheS.mutasu~ra , . , 
(prescribing the elaborate Vedic or Sruti r:i_tµal~), Grihyasutr~ (codifyin~ :he:,: 
n,9rms of domesH< life) and Dharmasutra (laying down sooal a1:1,d J?()!1t1ca( i >. \ ·. 
norms, including those of van:w and mani<l_ge). Needless to elaborate th~E ,' · ' 
these complex norms were oriented to the orthodox Vedic ideology and la14': rJ_/rv' 
down by the priestly community. There was hardly any aspect of life that 
was not brought under the ambit of Vedic rituals, which could be performed 
only by the brahmal).a priests. The brahmal).aS therefore claimed maximum 
social superiority and the highest ritual status. One of the principal facets 
of the van:ia society is the institution of marriage. The Sutra texts strongly 
uphold the ideal of marriage within the same van:ia (savan:ia). H~wever, 
from the later Vedic period marriages between unequal and different 
varnas (the anuloma and pratiloma types of marriage) became known, though 
str~ngly disfavoured in the Vedic corpus,_Ihtlutra literature for th~ first 
time, laid down the concep_t of!h~J11J:_~rm~t1,:r,~ _of vqrngs Jv.g,wg,san:ik@CJJ_ 
by marri~g~ ~~origunequa1~r_11~~~ fJij":offsprings of the~mixed' m.i,njage_s 
•-: --· ·---:,: ... : .. .:.::.~ .. ,.:~~-•'· , ... ~--- --·----
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were not entitled to the varra status of their father as their ritual status was 
polluted by varrasamkara and, therefore, were ass!_gned tb~J..qti status. While 
the number of varras is fixed and invariable, -jatis are limitless in ~umber 
~~cause it originated, according to the varras-;rnka~~--the~ry, ;~t-~f ~11 ;~rts 
of 'mixed' marriages. The-fostitutions c£varrasamkara and mixed jatis find 
strong disapproval in the Sutra texts. This is a novel Brahmanical explanation 
of the proliferation of castes; the principle of varrasamkara and mixed jatis 
laid down in the Dharmasutra were later elaborated in the Dharmasastra of 

~)\Manu and Yajfiavalkya. 

\0 ~r,,._:, The ~-ll~_!<l literatu.re for the first time lai<:l <:l,g_yv_n t_~e norms of the 

0i !!_9;a~e._!2!~~J~qri1s~_~C}f), usually ten in number. ~~g_i~~i~i:wiHi~ _ the 
-:_y _co~ce~twr:_ __ (g_arbhadhana) and ending _w.ith .. !hgJ111J~tL(q~_9'_!Sh_ti), ·- the 

samskaras were performed as sacred rituals to mark the important stages in 
a man's life. Among other important samskaras were the naming ceremony 

~;;t'.:t~!:::t,;a;';,it;{ifo:'e~~i*q;'l;};:'1,;;?~tt~~! 
priest, whose claim for the most superior social and ritual status further 
strengthened. The Dharmasutras for the first time, enumerated six forms 
of marriage and strongly favoured the formal transfer of the daughter from 
the father to the husband amidst the chanting ofVedic mantras. Such norms 
invariably strengthened the strong patriarchal control, which is inseparably 
associated with the institution of varra. The Dharmasutras favoured those 
forms of marriages, which observed parental control and approval in the 
choice of the spouse and strict adherence to the savarra norm. The Sutra texts 
enjoined upon the lowering of the age of the marriage of girls and thereby 
sought to strengthen the patriarchal control over women. The Apastamba 
Dharm~sutra advocates that a woman is to be protected by her father during 
her childhood, by her husband during youth, by her sons during her old 
age, since a woman is not fit for freedom (na strf svatantryamarhati). Recent 
researches by Sukumari Bhattacharjee, Kukum Roy and Uma Chakravarti 
explode the cherished myth that such recommendations in the Sutra texts 
signified the glorious and honourable position accorded to women in the 
orthodox Vedic tradition. 

As Buddhism and other heterodox religions rose to challenge the authority 
of the Vedas and the infallibility of the brahma~as as the highest varra in the 
society, sharp critique of the varra system was offered in the Buddhist texts. 
The Buddha is said to have underlined the inefficacy of the varra affiliation 
of a person seeking the ultimate salvation; he also considered it unseemly 
to ask the origin of a muni. Richard Fick and Wagle draw our attention to a 
significant passage in the Majjhimanikaya that as separate rivers lose their 
respective identities when they join the sea, similarly people of different 
varras shed their varna-affiliations when they entered the Samgha. This 
clearly underlines that the Buddha attached little value to the varna status 
within the Buddhist Samgha. !he ~uddha whenev_er referred tg_:~h-~,~ 
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vannas (varras), invariably placed the ~?~!~!2:? (kshatriyaL~~_ad ~f _!he 
brahma~a, thereby-clearly-questfoningffie brahma~a's claim for the highest 
rftualstafos. 

Wagle has analysed many dialogues between the Buddha and brahma~as 
by applying methods of social anthropology. While the Buddha was always 
addressed as the Lord (Bhagava) or Tathagata or Arhat by people of non
brahmana groups, the brahma~a merely addressed him as 'O Gotama' (bho 
Gotama). While the first mode of address clearly recognizes the supernatural 
spirituality of the Buddha, the brahma~a merely referred t~ his gotra :1ame 
and refused to accept his spiritual leadership. There are also mstances m the 
Pali canonical texts where a brahma~a, while discussing with the Buddha, 
declined to sit before the Master, since the brahma~a would share a seat 
only with an equal. On the other hand, the Buddhist :e_xt also narrates the 
story of brahma~a Brahmayu, who initially was suspic10us of the Bu~d~a, 
but subsequently submitted to the Buddha by falling at his feet and kissi~g 
his feet. The Pali canonical texts are replete with the accounts of the sonal 
distance maintained by many brahma~as from the Buddha. Wagle, therefore, 
rightly finds elements of interpersonal-and further, inter-gr~up-:-social 
tension between the Buddha and many brahma~as, the latter s claim for 
social supremacy being challenged by Buddhism. 

The Pali canonical texts also leave little room for doubt that the Buddha 
was aware of a highly complex and differentiated society at large outside the 
Buddhist Sarhgha which sought to promote and nurture egalit_a~ian noti~ns. 
According to Wagle and Uma Chakravarti, the sharply divided sonety 
outside the Buddhist Sarhgha was judged not in the light of the four-fold var. 
na system, but by referring to an alternative scheme of kul_a (family~lineage/ 
pedigree). This is a significant departure from the brahmamcal varra ideology 
to recognize the differentiated status in the society. In sharp contrast to the 
four-fold division of the varra order, the Buddha demonstrates a preference 
for a two-fold classification of kulas (family/group/lineage) into high and low 
(ukkattha and hfna). Those belonging to a high kula correspondingly pursued 
high -~rofessions (kamma) and crafts (sippa, Sanskrit silpa); similarly low 
professions and low crafts were markers of the position of those inclu~ed 
in the low or inferior social groups (hfnakula). The members of the high 
group consisted of the khattiya, brahma~a and the gahapati, the latter a new 
social group not encountered before. Here too, the khattiya precedes the 
brahmana among the members of the high kulas. These groups followe~ 
excellent professions such as agriculture, cattle-rearing and trade and 
engaged in high crafts/professions like that of ~ scribe (!ekha:, acc~untant 
(garanti), royal functionary (rajaporisa) and suchlike. The mfenor (hz~a) k~la 
comprises cha~c;lala, nesada, ve~a, pukkusa people, who followed the mfenor 
professions of sweeping, hunting, gathering and practised low crafts o~ the 
basket-maker, barber (nahapita), washerman (rajaka), etc. The profess10ns 
which could be followed independently (agriculture, animal husbandry and 
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commerce) were considered higher than those occupations where a person 
was an employee of someone. Similarly, the crafts bereft of manual labour 
are placed higher than those requiring physical labour. In other words, the 
Buddha not only presents a simpler two-tier scheme of social classification 
than the four-var!'la order, but the principle of ranking into high and low rests 
less on birth than on material factors like an independent profession and 
an employed position. According to Romila Thapar,. the Buddha. therefore 
seems to have paid great~r attentiont:o-~;;_e·;;·;~t:ual st:~t:us th;~t;·~-~~;;~itual 
status in the_ S<?~ie!J. All these are firm pointers to major changes.In-social 
life and social organization and present an alternative to the brahmanical 
orthodox notions of var!'ltlsramadharma. 

This is particularly evident from the prominence accorded to the 
gahapati as a new social group. The Pali term gahapati certainly is the 
same as Sanskrit grihapati. This has led to the conventional translation of 
the term as a householder or the male head of a typically extended Indian 
family. Innovative probings into the Pali canonical literature by Wagle 
and Uma Chakravarti offer fresh understanding of the term gahapati. The 
gahapati stands in clear contrast to the ordinary householder, who in the 
Pali canonical literature, is labelled as gihi (grihi) and gahat_tha (grihastha). 
The principal demarcation between the gahapati and a simple householder 
lies in the fabulous wealth of the former. Interestingly enough, the 
Samyuttanikaya enlists in the group ofgahapatis (gahapativagga) king Udyana, 
Anathapi1;1c;lika, brahma1;1a Lohichcha, the celebrated physician Jivaka 
komaravachchha and the like. It will be immediately apparent from the 
above list that the term gahapati implied a prestigious and elite position 
that was accorded to a person of immense eminence irrespective of the 
var!'la-jati affiliation of that person. Wagle correctly diagnosed that the great 
wealth and status of the gahapatis marked them out from their extended 
kin-group. The term gahapatiputta, literally meaning a son of a gahapati, 
actually connotes a gahapati; it surely implies that the status of the gahapati 
could sometimes have become hereditary. 

The gahapati's immense wealth repeatedly figures in the Pali texts. But 
what is the basis of his fabulous fortune? The convenient explanation, based 
on the assumed identity between the gahapati and the se_tthi, is that the 

r:,\ gahapati gained his wealth from commerce. The Pali texts never, hold the 
, 

1
~" term gahapati synonymous with the set_thi; that the gahapati was primarily 

,,'<:.:)'7 a merchant, is therefore not an accurate assessment. The Pali texts on the 
other hand, often depict the gahapati as a peasant (kassaka). But the gahapati 
was certainly not a simple agriculturist householder like the kutumbika. It 
is possibly implied that the gahapati derived his vast wealth l;rgely from 
agriculture; as he was not a common cultivator, it is logical to assume that 
the gahapati was a major landholder. This will be particularly evident from 
the story of gahapati Me1;1c;laka in the Dzghanikaya. Me1;1c;laka possessed 
magical powers with which his fields could be tilled as many as seven times 
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even when these were actually ploughed only once. His landholdings were so 
extensive that he required the service of domestic slaves, servants and hired 
labourers (dasakarmakaraporisa). His agricultural land was evidently vast 
enough to have required the employment of non-kin labour, itself a marker 
of a complex society. The gahapati, thus, assumed the position of an employer 
of labourers. His capability to pay half-yearly wages (chhammasikavetana) at 
a time to his employees (who were also given food) demonstrates the vast 
resources at his command. Moreover, Me1;1c;laka also supplied provision 
to the army of the king; this once again speaks of his immense resources. 
But it also underlines the close proximity of the gahapati to the ruler; this 
would have increased the prestige and position of the gahapati to a great 
extent. The gahapati is often described as one who paid taxes to the king 
(karakaraka) and by so doing, augmented the treasury (rasivaqlrjhaka). 
Me1;1c;laka also had 1,200 cowherds (go-palakas), implying his possession of 
a sizeable cattle wealth. He was in a position to send a portion of the milk 
to the Buddhist Samgha everyday. The close ties between the gahapati and 
the Samgha are beyond any doubt, and the status of the gahapati would 
further rise by his patronage to the Samgha. Me1;1c;laka nowhere is said 
to have derived his wealth from trade; the basis of his fortune lies in his 
extensive landholdings. Yet he was far from being a peasant cultivator; in 
fact, Mendaka was a resident of Bhaddiyanagara, evidently an urban centre, 
and occasionally went to the countryside to oversee his landholding. 

It should also be noted that some of the gahapatis in the Pali texts 
have been described as se_t_thi-gahapati, which is different from a set_thi 
(merchant). Romila Thapar cogently argues that some of the gahapatis 
could have invested a part of their wealth in commerce, without however 
becoming a full-fledged merchant. This probably necessitated the coinage 
of the hyphenated expression se.t_thi-gahapati. The gahapati also figures in 
the Buddhist texts as a village headman (gama!'li), implying his participation 
in rural administration. It is of significance that the gahapati is considered 
as one of the seven jewels of a universal (chakkavatti) ruler. The close 
correspondence between the professions of the gahapati and that of the 
vaisya (vessa in Pali texts) is not difficult to discern. But the vaisya rarely 
attained a position of honour in the later Vedic texts, where only a thin 
line of demarcation separates the vaisya from the sudra. Though the vaisya 
was the principal wealth-producing group in the four-fold var!'la order and 
was considered to be among the twice-born (dvija) groups, his position was 
increasingly being burdened with disabilities to the advantage of the two 
upper var!'las. The sharp critique of the Vedic norms and the var!'la system in 
Buddhism could have attracted many vaisyas to its fold. Seen from this point 
of view, one may suggest the transformation of some of the vaisyas into 
the prestigious gahapatis. While Buddhism included the gahapatis among the 
excellent social group (ukka_tthakula), the gahapatis unmistakably provided 
the material patronage to Buddhism, a monastic religion heavily dependent 
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on such patronage. A perusal of the Pali canonical texts suggests that the 
obvious changes in social life accompanied the shifts in political, economic 
and religious conditions. , 

VIII 

Religious Life 

' I ,1j r 
' J 

The period under review has justifiably attracted historians' attention 
from the point of view of widespread changes in religious life. The sixth 
century BC marks the rise of two of the most important }:ieterodox relJgiot1s 
movements, namely, Buddhism and Jainism, opposing the Vedic Tradition 
and the supremacy of the priestly community. However, these were not the 
only two such protest.ant groups. Even within the Vedic tradition, the ATE. 
nyakas and the Up.anishads did not approve of the cult of sacrificial rituals. 
Besides Buddhism and Jainism, notable heterodox groups included the 
Charvakas, the Lokayatas and the Aj!~as. N. N. Bhattach_clr.yya traced in the 
Yama1iterature th~-m~nt:i.on of~~~any as sixty.philosophical strands. The 
figure at least underlines the existence of great diversity in religious thoughts 
and philosophical speculations. Among such groups were accommodated 
the ntistikas, mentioned by Paµini. Contrary to the popular notion, the word 
ntistika he.re does not mean atheists, but refers to those who did not subscribe 
to the authority and infallibility of the Vedic tradition. According to the 
Sarhkhya philosophy, the existence of God cannot be proved; though this is 
an atheist position, the Samkhya philosophy did not belong to the ntistika 
category, as it recognized the authority of the Vedas. As the Buddhist, the 
Jaina, the Charvaka and the Lokayata challenged the autho!i.ty of the Vedas~
rlley'were labelled as nastikas: ... .. _ 
Tne-·Charvakas and the Lokayatas were materialists. Though these two 
are often considered identical in many ancient texts on philosophy, 
N. N. Bhattacharyya c:_c:msiders that in the Lokayata tradition is recognized 
some-lll'por-t~";"o{a few rituals, devotional ~ts and worshjp, which 
were completely ruled out by the--C°harvakas. The Chir~akas consid~;~d 
the sage's or ascetic's practice of smearing the body with the sacred ash 
(bhasma) an act of the foolish. The"tnarval<a logic raised the question that 

_\\;f the sacrificed animal in the _Jyt<J_i~htqma yajiia was supposed to have gone 
r'i \ · 'to heaven, then why the sacrificer (yajamtina) would not sacrifice his own 

, \) f' ' father to ensure his heavenly~ The Lokayat_a doctrine strongly upheld 
that man was made of four elements. After his dea_th earth returns to th~ 
aggregate of earth, water to water, fir; to fire and air to air, and his senses 

-·vanish into space. 'When th~-bo-dydies bot:hfoolanawfoeaHke are cut off 
and perish. They do not survive after death.' The Lokayatas did not propound 
the concept of an eternal soul surviving the mortal body. 

,, 
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On the other hand, the Ajivikas were believers of a philosophy of 
predetermination. As they espoused the concept that e~~?: _the · most 
i~igcificant_ hUJEi!,!l:. a,ction_ wets preordained, nothin_g_c:oulc:Caj!._ex_wbat_ had 
a:lreadyoeen predE!_stined. The Jainas viewed them as champions of inaction. 
The most:- important figure of the Ajivikas was .fv!'.3:?khaliputta Go_s_a!a, also 
called Makkhali Gosa.la in the Pali texts. He was so named after his father's 
profession-ofa m7:i--;;kha or bard. Gosa.la for a while, pursued his father's 
profession, but subsequently renounced the world. The reason for his 
renunciation is not ascertained. Jaina texts narrate that Mahavira met him 
in the third year of his ascetic life and they stayed together for six more years 
after which they became bitter critic of each other. Though Gosa.la was the 
most illustrious thinker of the Ajivika sect, Buddhist texts refer to his two 
predecessors-Nanda vachcha and Kisa sankichcha. According to the south 
Indian Buddhist tradition, two prominent Ajivika monks, contemporary to 
the Buddha, were Purai;ia Kassapa and Pakudha Kachchana. Since the Ajivikas 
believed in destiny and pre-ordained position ~f every_ act, Purai;ia ~assapa ~ irl 
did not recognize any difference between ment and sm, and morality and 7 ' I' 1. 

immorality. Only a few glimpses of the Ajivika history is known to us, from(Y'"' i · 

the gleanings about this sect by A.L. Basham from Buddhist and Jaina texts. 
The most renowned figure in Jainism is Mahavira, though he was, 

according to the Jaina tradition, the last and the twenty-fourth ford-makers 
(tfrtharikaras). The first tfrtharikara was Ri_shabhanath~ Adi,m.tha. The p l).if'h 
lasflw~ tfrth~~k~ras, ~~J~Il~CMl1b~vira; w~r~ certainly his~orical figures. . }1/, .:i> 
The--Jaiiia_t!"adit10ns appear to have placed P~E~.v~about eighth-seventh u , 
cerit:iiries B.C. Born of Asvasena and Va.IIl~ __ (the former being the chief of ()-
a kshatri;;-~lanJ, .. P".irsva ~~~-~~~;[;~~~-Prabha'f'.<1:ti[c!__aug__~~E:r __ o_f tll,e _ c:hief 

--ofacian·Iocateo. closeto-Ayodhya~ Parsva renounced the world at the age 
ofrlnrty and attained his sup!eme reaifZcit_f()_n _c1.ft~r.-~ __ c;e.~_~e_I~:S:s-Il1.~cli_ta,Jion 
""fof·e~~hree d~x_~~}'he next seventy years Pof,ii~Jlferr were spe~t in , 
1l'rrceasiiig propagation of his philosophy. He laildown four foundation~! , \ 

principles of t1::_!~~cl ':".clr °-f-~ife: no:1-i~furx_!~c1.~:r._ li~n? ~~~g (a_~i~5:q); ?l '\;'). 

complet; avoiaance of falsehood a1'.!n~a) ?n.,ffi,e':,~~[~n
1
d h~11;gi_ non~stealmg , Y ·. 

o ot er s possession (asteya) and no! ~o afrt!i:ss personal wealth ?Jl9'.JH:Qp .. erty 
f~stituted the chf!_tU.!'Y.C!PJ!J. vg:µ:a_ to which Mahavira 
acfcled the vow of celebacy (brahmacharya). __ 
·71iemost famous and the last one of the Jaina tfrtharikaras was Maqavira, b ~ \'.) 

who was born in 539 BC. His father was Siddhartha, the chief of the 'non
monarchical Jfiatrik1L .. d.€1-n, ~hile his mother was Trisala, who belonged 
to the non-monarchical VpJi cla.n-:-·R:rlown-·prior to his renunciation as 
Vardhamana, Mahavira married Yasocl,a, accordi11g_:t=_() $.ye:t=_~~y.1r:~.!~-:~ition, 
and··theif · daiigliter was-- Anuja or Priyadarsana. The Digambara group 
believect·tnatMahavira neverinarriea.He is said to have renounced the 
world at the age of thirty and attained the supreme knowledge (kevala) at 
the age of forty~t.!h.i y_iµ_~g~_<:>f JimbhJ~g_~,.-~fiertweTveyearTof·setrere 

" . . ---·-··-~•" " .-
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· \>penance and asceticism. Becau~e he conquered all senses, he was called Jina, 
which led to his creed being labelled as Jaina. The Jainas were also known as 
Nir~~anthas or those who severed allties. Eight iriciiifhs of t:heyear Mahi~ra 
sp-ent by wandering and preaching; the rest four months were the monsoon 

0 retreat (vassavasa) when ~e usually sojourned at various cities (e.g. Champa, 
. X--)..,J".QRajagri~a, Mithila and Sravasti). Hedied at the age of seve!1!J~-t~9_:_at 

0 /~ b _ ,J'>~:Pavapun nea,!J\1J;na. Mahavira was followed by two gar,iadharas-Indrabhuti 
,\ r>. Gauy,_mct a~.9: Sudharma-each heading the Jaii:ia monastic'organi~~tion -

,·,, Jor twelve years_:. ~s many as thirty-f~ve successive gar,iq_dharas figure in the 
.• (.I:, I '\' Kalp_asutra of Bhadrabahu. Bhadrabahu is said to haye be-;n-a contempqr.gry 

'
1 

_ orc_Iiandragupta_ Maury~ i:e.-in the 1ast: quarter of the fourth century BC. 

Durmg ~adrabafiu's stewardship, the Jaina community experienced it:§ first 

11;aj~r ~.chi§.,_m as-they ~er~~~lt4fRqed into t~-◊-!!!~!_~ects, the Svetambara _ 
(W~1_te_clad) and the :B1gam6ara (sky clad, or the naked) Jaina monks. 

✓\ Let us now-discuss the Buddha\indBuddhisrri:. Liktirvfah.i~;a, Gaui:ama 
J,.\ ' Buddha too did not claim to be the sole founder of a religious order. He 

himself is said to have stated that there were many Buddhas in the past and 
many Buddhas would follow him in future. According to the older Hinayana 
traditign, t~er~-~~~ twenty-four Enlightened Ones (Manushi-Buddh;), 
though the later Mahayana texts raisecCthefigure.to thir!Y~O. . - . . .. -

"There is little dou61:7:1iat Gaufam·a or-Sid.dhartha, the Enlightened One, 
was a historical personality, though there is no contemporary life-story of 
the Master. _Gl:anings fr~m later _s~ur:es 69,a,J;>)e us to find out the principal 
events of his hfe. Born m Lumbm1grarrfa rfiqhe present Nepalese terai as 
the son of the Sakya chief Suddhodana and Mayadevi, he lost his mother 
soon after his birth. He was brought up by his foster-mother Mahaprajavati 
Gotami and hence became known as Gautama. His early life was typically 
one of a kshatriya prince of a chiefly clan; he marl~ti\iid'b~<'.ame the father 
of a son, Rahula. But despite all the comforts and luxuries of life, he was 
ever distressed by the inevitable miseries of old age, disease and death. 
In search for the ultimate truth, he ren~1iil~dtlie world and for a while 

_ became a disciple of Alara Kalama and spent the life of a wondering asceti~ 
for a while. Un_able to find a satisfactory solution to his spiritual enquiries, 
Gautama left Alara Kala_ma and took to the alternative practice of severe 
pen_~~e, duringwhich he had five more companions. When he was unable 
tofind a proper answer to the -cause-~-f human suffering and the ways to 
ensure emancipation from suffering even after penance, he left the path of 
as_ceticism. As a ~and~r-i!}gI11~!1,k, he come to the ~_cl._'7:i~~ on the river 
-~ 1r_aJ~na and attained B_?dhi or Enlightenment under a tree (the Bodhi Tree) 
aft~r prolonged meditation. The place of his attainment of El},Eghtenm_ept 

henceforth becam_:.~1:~~~()~hLor SamhodhL.,(Ef~s~~l:!t. B_odhgaya, 
131ha:,L He gave his first ~erm_Qr.:i at the -DeerPark (Mrigad~va) at Sar~ath, 
at the outskirts of Vara:r;iasi, to his ffrstfive di~<=!pie~=~~ act celebrated-as 
the Turning of the Wheel ot Law (Dharmachakrapravartana). He established 
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the Samgha or the Buddhist monastery where were admitted ~~ikshus and 
bhikshunzs (mafe and-female monks and nuns, begging for alms). He devoted 
tlierest of his life to the preaching of his creed and wandered to different 
parts of the middle Ganga plains, -attracting a large number of followers 
from all walksofTife':··HistoIT~~;s ranged from monarchs to brahII1a:r;ias, 
from rich setthis and gahapatis to ordinary artisans and even court1:isans. ~t 
the age of ~Tghty .. (483 Be:); after having eaten his last meal at the invitation 
ofai'rtac:ksrn:ith(kammara), he breathed his last-"-'celebrated in the Bll:1ihist 
tradition as Mahaparinirvar.ia.-at K\Jsinagara (modern Kasia in Gorakhpur 
·distffctUfrai Pradesh). 
c0The Buddha ~Q§~d that the wordly experie~ce ':as full of prof~und 

sorrow and suffering (dubkha), a cqncept whICh 1s of foundat10nal 
significance in the Buddhist doctrine~At the root of ajl_s],!fferin~ __ is the 
insatiable thirst or ~e-~:ln~a ~r trif!hna) t~~~q_11i~e._9.£iec!s or rea~h is_oals, 

1 

, 

which the Buclclha perceived as. impermanent _(a111tytiWThe unquenchable/ j), / i ·' '· 1 
· 

desT:relecft~ a seemingly eternaland interminsibleccycle of birth, death and 
rebirth and, therefore, the P~WYtJ;tiiri. 16f;~w;ririgL The realization of the 
impermanence of the order oithings, through protracted and single-minded 
efforts, would bring about an erid of desire and this would lead to a cessation/ · r ··/ , 

i~ the interminable cycle_9f_l:>Jrth, deat_h and rebirth. The entire argument is ~'1-; 
based on the concept-of the Chain of Causatior1: (I>raJ_ityasamutpada)~ whi~~~ ,, • \ t ,\ 

the Buddha probably developed from the Samkhya philosophical tradition · 
something he had learnt from Alara Kalama. Based on this principle, Buddha 
established the four Noble Truths (Chaturaryasatyas). These are: (1) the 
entire existence isfull ~T~-;:iff~rings a.nd sorrow (dubkha); (2) it is pos~ible 
to-explain the g~nesis of s1!ffering~Jq~-~~J.z.~q}!l_!!:<i{}JZ.a); (3) it is _ _IJoss_i~!:_ to 
15nng an end to -suffering (dubkhanirod~a._)_ and finally, ( 4) tbere is a way to 
1:>rmg an ena to·sufferings (dubkhanirodhagami marga). The highest goal in _ 1 

Bwfdhism is the state of NI:rva:r;ia, literallfm.eaning the extirig:i:iishing of the 
lamp, by which an individual attains a state of highest realization, where 
there is no need of a future birth or descent. The irtdividual, therefore, is 
capable of going beyon4:fufferings and attaining the final emancipation. \ 
Nirva:r;ia is not ex~ii~itl~defined in the Buddhist philosophy, but is given ... _

1

_ \ 

some attribute~-like, Ajara (beyon~.A~c::gy)_,_ Avyadhi {beY9~~flicUpn),' 
71.mrzta (beyond d~~th) ancr--Anuttata··(mcomparable). Attainment of Nirva. 
ifa ~s extremely diffi~~lfa:nd requ:fre-s'thepassi~gthrough of several stages 
Spanned over many lives Though _Pach and every individual is capable bi 

. t.\\ -0,r'.':•r '. 
of attaining Nirva:r;ia, one reache's it through four graduated phases: (1) ['!' c v.r., 
Srotapanna-the initial phase when one has joined the stream of sadha_~a; 
(2) Sakridagami-the higher stage that requires only one more ,mgruia.net <·I\ , \ •\ · 1 
descei1rancfexisJe.nce; (3) Anaga71'!t:-the stage which does not require any, 
further b~rth; (4) Arhgt or fueEnlightened One. One of the factors that led 
to the immensely p;pular appeal of the new idea was the Buddha's advocacy 
for moderation. To overcome sufferings, the Buddha preferred a Middle-
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Course (Ma11hzmapanthti.) to the extremities of a sensuous lifestyle and the 
ultimate asceticism, which emphasized on inflicting afflictions on the body. 
The eight-fold path (Ash_tti.rigikamti.rga) that enabled an individual to strive 
for Nirva:r;ia are: 

1. Right views (sammti. di_t_thi) 
2. Right intention (sammti. mati) 
3. Right speech (sammti. vii.cha) 
4. Right action (sammti. kammti.nta) 
5 Ri h 1. l'h d ( ) Ory") 1?. ,,,., (' )\ n 6 \r-,j '~ ·,!r<•.yY"'f(\:,, . g t 1ve 1 oo sammti. ti.jfva , ' ., ,. , ._ ) 
6. Right effort (sammti. vyti.yti.ma) (1 /0

' /c' -.l 
7. Rightmindfulness(s~mti.dhi) "'P(Jr,;,;y•, r0 /Yr -i (r11f:.:J'oi0\"i~u. 

8. Right concentration (sammti. sarikaJ.2J2_a) 1--c, ,-.j, p::, ,
1

, i :·· ·,) : __, '..r Jo~ I ✓ 
d . . _ ___,_ r JI • . ,, ' 

t tl VOJ.~~ 1°r°'«. l~rAJ · 1 · 
StJo~erthe·dem1se--ofthe Buddha·m-4'83-·Bc~"th:'mst Buddhist council 

(samglti) was convened at Rajagripa under the presidentship of Mahakassapa. 
The Chullavagga informs us that the Sarpgha- suffered from nssures -fo.tlie~ 
discipline and regulations; hence the need was felt to codify the teachings 
of the Buddha into canons. The Buddha always used to preach orally and 
his teachings were reduced to writing subsequent to his deathq) The first 

Buddhist counc~l is noted for the :,ompilationclJ_td,~9.gj,figtt.9P.s!fth~-YinqJZq 
and_t~2u_tta fztakas. After a century had elapsed since the Parinirvti.na of 

rlie· BuddhWthe second Buddhist council was held at Vaisali, presided.over 
by~~~- The occas10n marked severe rfffaoetween the easterners (largely 
cmis1stmg of monks from Vaisali and Pataliputra; many belonged to the 
Vajji or Vriji clan and the group, therefore, was also known as Vajjiputtakas) 
and westerners (represented by monks from Kausambi and Avanti). Ten 
practices of the eastern monks or the Vajjiputtakas were declared by Yasa as 
detrimental to the Samgha and they were excluded. The Vajjiputtaka monks 
convened a separate assembly and endorsed all the ten 'tainted' practices as 
valid. This paved the way for a major schism within the Buddhist Samgha: the 
more orthodox westerners became known as Sthaviravti.dins or Theravti.dins 
and the easterners as the Mahti.samghikas. 

IX 

These new religious groups and thoughts, by challenging the orthodox Vedic 
tradition, certainly created considerable stirrings in the social and cultural 
~cenario. The animosity of the brahmans towards these heterodox groups 
1s quite clear in their denunciation as nti.stikas and pashm:ujas (heretics). 
Th_e _Buddhist and the Jaina texts are replete with debates among the new 
rehg10us groups. It is not difficult to imagine that the Buddha's preaching 
resulted in renunciation to a considerable extent. That is why the Buddha 
was criticized for huflfng mothers with the pain of sonlessness (aputtakatti.) 

,. 

•·. 
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a:51r 
when their sons were indeed alive, and for inflicting upon wives the pangs of 
virtual widowhood (vedavyti.) even when their husbands lived. The Buddha 
was also dubbed as one who destroyed the family life (kulupachchhedaka). 
The Buddha described many of his contemporary teachers as 'eel-wrigglers', 
inconsistent in their teachings. The sharp differences between Mahavira 
and Gosa.la are also well represented in the Jaina literature. The debates and 
controversies in philosophical speculations and religious teachings however, 
cannot but underline the openness of the cultural and social milieu, which 
would accommodate plural and contesting thoughts. The ideal theatre for 
accommodating and encouraging this diversity and debate was the urban 
centre, rather than the rural society. One cannot miss that the Buddha, 
Mahavira, Gosa.la and other prominent religious personalities of the age 
invariably preferred the city to the village for preaching their new creeds 
as well as for their monsoon retreats (vassti.vti.sa). The urban centre was the 
locale for the congregation of different ethnic groups at various levels of 
socio-economic developments and was receptive to multiple cultural traits. 
It is therefore not surprising that the Vedic tradition was, in sharp contrast, 
steeped in ruralism and invariably favoured the grti.ma than the nti.gara. The 
Baudhti.yana Dharmasutra enjoins that one becomes impure by visiting a city 
and needs expiation (prti.yschitta) to cleanse himself of the sin. The city, in 
the eyes of this authority, is polluted and vitiated since it represented the 
space of permanent non-study of the Vedas (anadhyti.ya). 

In other words, the Sutra literature perceived the urban centre as an 
anathema to Vedic tradition and culture. The emergence of urban centres 
in the Ganga valley coincided with the advent of the territorial state 
(mahti.janapada), both of which were markers of the growing complexities in 
socio-cultural and political life. The arrival of the state certainly weakened 
the erstwhile chiefdoms and the lineage society, as Romila Thapar has 
demonstrated. The advent of a complex material life brought in a more 
sharply differentiated society than was known hitherto before. The new 
religious thoughts and philosophical speculations-especially Buddhism 
and Jainism-reflected the prospects and travails of an individual in a 
changing society that was indeed one of the most significant formative 
phases of Indian history. 
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Preliminaries 

CHAPTER 4 

The Maurya Empire 

(c.325-185 BC) 

The period from sixth century BC to late fourth century BC witnessed 
significant changes in greater parts of North India. These changes, as already 
discussed in the immediately preceding chapter, are visible in the emergence 
of territorial polities, the growing power of one of the mahtijanapadas 
(namely Magadha), the formation of urban centres and the attending socio
economic changes, and the increasing appeal of several heterodox religious 
groups (especially, Buddhism and Jainism) that challenged the infallibility 
of Vedas and the claim for the social supremacy of the brahma:r;ia. The most 
apparent change was in the arena of politics; a substantial part of North 
India-the Ganga valley-came under the authority of Magadha . .At tl:ie \, ~L 
time of Alexander'sjn_v;ision of India, the most formidable power in north-~ 
India was indeed Magadha under the Nand;· rulers, though ~~y-political 
and military showdown between the Macedonian and the Magadhan forces 
did not take place. The rise of Magadha that began in the sixth century 
BC reached its peak during the succeeding century and a quarter. In abo_1,1!__ 
2_~5-4 BC, Chandragupta Maurya established the Ma1.1rya empir~J:hat 19,?ted 
for~!:1Y _ 140 · yeai;:· G~eater parts ~f th~ subcontinent came under the 
domination of a single paramount power, for the first time in the history of 
India. The making and consolidation of the early pan-Indian empire of the 
Mauryas was made possible by the first three rulers of the dynasty, namely 
Chandragupta Maurya, Bindusara and Asoka. There is little surprise that the 
period has received sustained attention of historians. 

One major factor enabling historians to probe into the history of this 
period is the availability of greater number and more diverse type of primary 
sources than those from the previous ages; no less important is the point 
that many of these sources are more or less contemporary to the period 
under review. The discovery of some new source materials and enquiries 
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(_)) D. ::c--- . 
p U mto the known evidence have led to fresh assessments of the period, 

re~ulting in a rich historiography of the Maurya empire. Enlisting these 
, p~imary sources, one may begin with the Greek accounts of Megasthenes, 

., ) \r\~ f~he Seleuki~ian envoy~? the Nlaurya Ca:P_i~ga.~~~~~~~~asinos1:Ty75aseU-
,9,J ~ ·m 1?"1"achosia ~r present Kandahar in Afghanistan and _yisited Pat~.!!Eutra 
\ ~.}- d:m::_i~g t~e .E~ign of C_~andragupta Maurya-the founder of the M~y~ 

empire. The envoys account. na~.!i. Indikg.,, is based on his impressions 
,, about India, especially northern parts of the subcontitent during the times 

?"1\l of ~hand~agupta. T~ough there is little dispute that he did visit the Maurya 
ef'\, \ capital, his a_c_c:_2t1pt:_ IS_ J9st and is now known only from _th!:! quo!_a,tions_or 
,\ , _ ~xcer~ts a~d sum~anes of the Indika made ~r,!ater Classical writers. While 

the histonan certamly values his impressions of the Maurya realm, these 
are not beyond their limitations. Megasthenes seems to have formed his 
impressions, on many occasions, in the light of his perceptions of West Asia 
and Egypt, something he was familiar with. Romila Thapar has diagnosed 
that Megasthenes' understanding of the Seleucid realm in West Asia on 
many occasions coloured his impressions of the subcontinent. He is known 
to have made some observations that do not stand scrutiny. For instance, he 
~ecorded that_ famine never visited India-an impression, which is completely 
maccurate; his statement that Indians were never accused of lying appears 
to hav~ bordered on fantasy. Moreover, the summaries of and excerpts and 
quotat10ns from his Indika by later writers are themselves not uniform· this 
is something not entirely unexpected in the context of the use of a parti~ular 
ac~ount ~y later writers, who themselves did not visit the land they described. 
It is also important to remember that for many Classical writers of the later 
period, the subcontinent was an area of marginal interest; their primary focus 
was on th_e history of the Seleucids and by extension to Bactria. Mauryan 
c_ontact with these areas possibly generated some interests in these writers 

.\V·'eto write about the conditions in the subcontinent. Also these summaries of 

9
}J.L 'r3fMegasthenes are occasionally contradictory. For our present purpose three 
\;('-'c-\ a~counts containing such quotes and summaries of Megasthenes' Indika 

will be used. These are the B_ibliothekes_Jjj5.~o_rikes of Diodorus_.S,iculus (later2., 
_second _century BC), the Geo ra hikon of Strabo (late irst centur BC an (I 

!~:._~~ik~_?_~-~~AJ:J_J;~-~_second century . t is quite evident that these:5 
ffiree ~eek wr~ters were aware of Megasthenes' accounts, but belonged· 
to penod~ c~nsiderably later than the Mauryan epoch in Indian history. 
The -~~scnpt10ns _of Plutarch a,n.d Jt1s_ti_r:1...:wb.9.ID~ntion.ed .S.androkottas or 
Chandragupta, belong to an evTri later period. Recent historiogr~~;~;, · 
the Classical accounts of the Mauryas with a much greater rigour and critical 
approach than the previous ones. 

Among the indigenous texts, the famou~ Kautilzya Arthasastra must 
be rr_ientioned. It is ascribed to _Kalltilya or Vishrmgupt_~ 9_r_ Chanakya, 
considered to have been the chief minister of Chandragupta Maury"a. This 
manual on statecraft is famous for its pragmatic approach to polity and its 
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thrust on financial/material matters (arthaiva pradhanam) for the successful 
management of the realm. The cherished notion that the author was a 
contemporary of Chandragupta and that as an exponent of 'realpolitik', he 
was actually running the administration of the Maurya realm, stems partly_ 1..,.._ AP 
from the Sanskrit drama, the Mudrarakshasa _by_..Yisakha1,~1;ui:rama. :\ C 
however, belongs to AD seventh century and, therefore, is far removed from 
the actuaf penodoftfi·e Mauryas. Modern scholarship does not rely too much 
on the Mudrarakshasa as an evidence for the contemporaneity of Kautilya to 
Chandragupta. The dating of the Arthasastra is a controversial topic and its 
dating to fourth-third centuries BC has been debated. A statistical enquiry 
into this text by Trautmann establishes that the text took its present shape 
not earlier than AD first or second century and that it was perhaps not the 

product of a single author. 
However, the earliest portion of the text, namely the Adhyakshaprachara 

section (concerning the heads of administrative departments) has been 
assigned by Trautmann to third century BC. Thus, at least this portion 
(Book II of the Arthasastra) is contemporary to the Maurya times and can 
be used as a primary material for the study of the period, though it cannot 
be ascertained that it was written by a Maurya minister. One has also to be 
sensitive to the fact that the Arthasastra, however pragmatic and ruthless in 
its approach, was a prescriptive text, which does not describe the system of 
the Maurya statecraft. The Arthasastra is certainly one of the major sources 
for studying the Mauryan period, but not the only or the principal primary 
evidence for understanding the period in question. We cannot assume 
that the ideals of the Arthasastra was translated in the management of the 
Maurya empire. Some historians have attempted to demonstrate parallels 
between the Arthasastra prescriptions and some descriptions of the Maurya 
statecraft in the Greek accounts and Asoka's inscriptions. But the Maurya~ 
I?~J?.,l.g-,,_IgpliCg.___,Q.t, the Arthasastra model, though such a view has 
some takers-especially among nationalist historians. 

Later Buddhist texts like th~ivyavapanp fl.nd the Asokavadana (belonging 
to the Avadana literature) and the Sri Lankan Buddhist chronicles, the 
Mahavairisa-andth.e.Dfpa-;:,amC1,sa, __ SJ>eak of tl_i~ _Nl_a_urya rule~~·- especially 

-Xsoka. Tho~gh some historians have used these texts, the sources, apart from 
-~ging to the Mauryan times, often try to overemphasize, the role of r >,\! 

Buddhism in shaping the Maurya hist~ry-particularly :hat of Asok~," These <):·.'.l~~:/ 
texts tend to portraz the transformat10n of the. cruel Asoka ScJ]andasoka) to ""< 
!.~!~~~~~~~-/2:§~~~-(q.!!~C:.1'.!.~so__k~~$L~~,l_ifl..9: .• ~!:11braced BudclJiJifri~e _ -~,;J 
P-uranas, once agam of later date, present the genealogy and chronology of,.1y--)" 
the Maurya rule, though it is not free from inaccuracies. Some incidents, said 
to have occurred during the reign of Chandragupta Maurya-the founder 
of the dynasty-figure in the Mudrarakshasa of Visakhadatta (AD seventh 
century), late Jaina sources and Kalhana's Rajatarangii:zl (twelfth century 
AD). The memories of the Maurya rule retained in these literary accounts 



128 Exploring Early India 

of much later times are not free from limitations and can be useful only in 
the light of firm, corroborative evidence. These are, however, indicators of 
the perception of the Maurya rale and rulers in periods subsequent to the 
Maurya epoch. 

Archaeological materials are more securely datable than the literary ones 
and, therefore, often treated with greater reliance by historians. There are 
various archaeological sources belonging to the Maurya period. Among 
these, the most significant are undoubtedly inscriptions of Asoka. Asoka's 
inscriptions mark the beginning of Indian epigraphy. Asoka's edicts brought 
in for the first time, elements of literacy in the history of the subcontinent. 
The firm beginning of writing, at least for administrative purposes, did 
not by any means signal the end or discontinuity of orality. Most of these 
Asokan records are called 'edicts', thereby differentiated from ordinary 
inscriptions. Most of his records are promulgations, something analogous to 
an ordinance and, therefore, are labelled as edicts. Asoka'_s edicts ~i;~ue 
in Indian -~~g~@hi~.1:t;a.d,il;ion J:>e~ause Asoka issuecthis instructions. therein 
fii"thifi;;t pelson,Airectly add~;;sing his sulJjec:ts. S~ili-~~style ~f :ad;;;;i~g 
subjects in first person through epigraphic .. re·coi-ds· could h~ve been derived 
from the inscriptions of the Achaeminid rulers of Iran (especially Darius 
I) that continued to exist till 330 BC. It faded away just on the eve of the 
foundation of the Maurya rule. There has been a significant increase in the 
number of Asokan edicts in recent times as a result of the discovery of more 
records. Most o~ the edicts of Asoka were~Ei_t!~~_ip_~lsi.:i!J§:..~uage a_nd 
in two scripts: Brahmi (ingreater part1>_of tlie _swcontinent2 and Kh~o~hJ:i 
(in the north-western ~t. of .. the_ subcontip.~nt). Clearly designated· as-
_Dhammalipi (Edicts of Piety) by Asoka him;elCth~s~ re~o~ds -a~e oTtne· 
followmg types: 

(i. _ FQurteen R.ock Edicts or M.ajor.Rock Edicts (~~s) 
j ~- Two 'Separate' Rock Edicts or '.Kalinga' Rock Edicts 
L}. Jwo Minor Rock Edicts (MREs) 
(4. _Seven Pillar Edicts or Major Pillar Edicts (PEs) 
ls. Minor Pillar Edict (MPE) 
l 6. 
17_ 

I). R,ock Edict from Bairat (Rajasthan) 
Two Minor Pillar Inscriptions 

~ ,s. lmcriptions engraved on tl:ie Barabar Hills clos~ to Gaya 
:,J 

"ry"~ y' !o this must be added s~ven edicts of Asok<:._:"'ritten in two non-Indian 
21- ,}" . scnpts and languages, namely Aramaic (a West Asiatic language and script) 
~ ~ mcluaing one biifngual ancro·i=~criptual ~Craeco-Aramaic) edict. 

lfut of these seven edicts, one comes from Taxila (in north-western Pakistan) 
and the rest from different parts of present Afghanistan. Thanks to the 
studies by B.N. Mukherjee, the immense importance of these seven edicts 
in the understanding of the Maurya rule is now beyond any doubt. In these 
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Greek and Aramaic edicts of Asoka, one finds transliteration, translation 
and summary/adaptation of his Prakrit records. 

There are two more inscriptions, which are usually ascribed to the 
Mauryan period on the basis of being inscribed in Brahmi script of third 
century BC. The two inscriptions are from Mahastban (Bagura, present 
Bangladesh-also a major excavated site) and Sohgaura (Gorakhpur district, 
Uttar Pradesh). Though the two inscriptions do not carry any names of a 
Maurya ruler, the phraseology and contents of the records indicate that 
these were administrative documents issued by a powerful ruling authority, -d 
the like of which existed during the Maurya times. ~ 

Large number of coins mostl silver, have been generally ~scribed t 0·~ 

to t e Maurya period. These are. known.;1s /sar!ibapc:ma coins, but do not 
· contatfian)'"legend referring to the issuing authority. The distribution and 
frequency of a few common symbols regularly engraved on these coins have 
led numismatists to consider it as being minted during the Maurya period. 
The logical assumption in this case is that only a pan-Indian political power 
was capable of issuing a large number of punch-marked coins with common 
symbols, noted for their distribution over disparate regions. Numismatists 
like P.L. Gupta prefer to consider these punch-marked coins as belonging to 
the 'national' series carrying marks of uniformity, which could have been 
maintained by an imperial power like the Mauryas. 

Valuable field archaeological materials-mostly urban-are available 
from excavated sites like Kumrahar (near Patna, ancient Pataliputra), 
Besnagar (near Bhopal, Madhya Pradeh) and Taxila. Archaeological evidence 
is also culled from the occupational layers datable to fourth-third centuries 
BC, from other excavated/ explored sites, including those in peninsular India. 
The Maurya period also ushered in the regular tradition of sculpting stones 
for creative visual arts. The age further witnessed the profusion of terracotta 
modelling. The remains of Mauryan art are an invaluable source for cultural 
and socio-political history of the period. 

.... A study of the political history and the socio-economic seenario and 
cultural situation of this period rests on the analysis of the combined 
testimony of the sources enlisted above. A meaningful understanding of 
the Maurya period cannot be attempted with a single type of source to the 
exclusion of others. 

II 

Foundation and Beginning 

Chandragupta Maurya founded the Maurya dynasty by overthrowing the 
erstwhile ruling house of Magadha, namely, the Nanda dynasty, The last. 
Nanda king, Dhanananda (Agramm._g_of t~e Gr~e~acrntmts), -w:as possibly,. 
the r~ler _ of_"p~f1b9th~a -__ or Pataliputr~ when Alexander fought against 
---·~·-•->C•~-· 
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Pur1:1. (Porus) on the banks of the river }helum (J.J:ydespas) in the Punjab. 
Alexander's return from I11dia probably took place about 327 BC; it is 
therefore likely that the erid of the Nanda rule and the fo~ndation.of the 

,c, ,V '~-~1.1rya dynasty can be placed in 325 BC. So~~ scholars, hm'leve;,-p;;fer 
'\ '\ t~~,lte the beginning of tl:ie Maurya dyn;:istyin 324 or 32..L!3C::, Ac~o-;di~g 

\) to the Pura:r;ias, the Maurya rule lasted for 137 years. If it is granted that 
!_he_I'.tlaurya rule could not have gone beyond the maximum duration of 140 

1 \ \ / years, then EY)85Bc, the Maurya political presence in India became a thing 
of the past. So what is known as the Mauryan period or Mauryan Age in 
Indian history spans from late fourth century BC to the first quarter of the 
second century BC. 

Little is known about Chandragupta's ancestry and his life prior to 
(0 ascending the throne of Magadha. The Mudrtirtikshasa describes him as a 

~ci~~"'of the Nanda h?~se (Nandti~a),_h,i~ ~.<?.ther b..~in&iiiiY$,,;-~~ 
na1!:ecr~~r~Ifissuggesrea1:nat'_J)~i11g the son of Mura, he hecame_knQwn 
asa · Maurya, which eventually turned out to be a dynastic epithet. The 
historical reliability of this late textual evidence is open to question and the 
description is not corroborated by any other account. The twelfth century 
AD Jaina author Hemachandra in his Parisish.~qpf!:~-~q,n,_held Chandragupta 

( . . \ as _the grand~on of the chief of the peacock-tamers' cla;r: gy1.czyil:[f1:posbczka), 
../ ~~e_::?Y th~-~ the ~~~~t_k name__ flll_~~ry~-~-~~--4,~_ived from ffie 

!e:m maz.~~~3,~.J2eacock_ .. , The lack of other evidence in support of the 
Parzszsh_taparvan does not allow us to rely on this account. It is, however, 
interesting to note that Hemachandra at least hinted that the founder of 
the new dynasty did not enjoy any pedigree. According to the Sri L~nkan 
Buddhi_~t .. !e~t, .. t~e .. M~~qvamsa, _Chandragupta ·wa;·-b~~c,i~-th~-.!ih;ttiya 
(kshatriy_~)_M<::>~iY~J~nnily. A reading of thfa"'fexf:Tridfcafes·thaftne·prln-dpal 
mtentfon was to establish Chandragupta's kshatriya birth, underlining that 
he was fit enough by birth to ascend the throne. The earliest of all sources 
!he Pali canonical text Mahtiparini?btinasutta, certainly belonging to the pre~ 
Mauryan times, ~peaks of a non-monarchical clan named Moriyas located 

__ in Pipphalivana. P1ppna11vana was sltuate·,r;;~~,:~;y~~;-tn betw-;;~;t:Ke 
Nepa1ese terai and Gorakhpur district in Uttar Pradesh. This is indeed the 
earliest known mention of the Moriyas/Mauryas who seem to have been 
initially a non-monarchical clan. The name Pipphalivana strongly suggests 
that they were associated with a forest tract. It is difficult to get more concrete 
data on the early life and family background of Chandragupta Maurya from 
indigenous sources. His initial association with a forest tract is alluded to in 

the later account o~ Justin. Though J:ustfJ:!an.i£Jmar<Ji (:_~te~~ris~!!z.s.ta.te 
tha_t_9.9-.11_c:lrgc:o_ttas (1.~.- ~l:i~Dc<;l.rag~pta] __ di4_nqt _enj~Y.§lBY-1'.!?Ya.:!~e~~e~~' ~t~ey 
recount the le_gend_ that the feet of Chandragupta, while asleep in a dense 
forest, were_ hcked by_~ lion and also a wild elephant upltfted him by. its 

. tr~nk. Justin probably tries to impress his readers that Sand;o;;~ttas,' though 
without a royal pedigree had acquired enough legitimacy to his power, since 
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both the lion and the elephant are well-known symbols of royal power. Later 
Greek. ac,co11J:!t~. report that Sandro,couas as an energetic and ambitiqus 
·young p~rson, we~1: to meet Alexander hi the-·Punjab, urgingEhii '(although 
·unsuccessfiillyffo invade-the.powerfiilJi].o.faniuler(ffieNandas of tvfagadfia) 
who was detested byhis subjec-ts bec;use of his ,tyrannical and extortionate 
rule and low origin as well. It is difficult to ascertain the veracity of these 
accounts in the absence of any other contemporary supporting evidence. 

The Greek accounts leave little room for doubt that~()()_!} after Alexander's 
dispersal from India, Sandrocottas established a new dynasty, conquered a 
vast area and removed the last vestiges of the Greek political presence in 
the north-western extremities of the subcontinent. It is evident that the 
foundation of the Maurya dynasty was possible by ousting the Nanda rule 
from Magadha. Scholars however are not unanimous about the sequence of 
these events: whether Chandragupta first overthrew the Nandas and then 
fought against the Greek rulers, or if it happened the other way round..:..!?:.l':J· 
M~tlg~rj~e, having weighed in all possible evidence,_holds that Chandragupta 
fir~t_u_pr:2,oted the las~ ~DQW!l_}Janda king Dhanan,:mda and founded the 
MauryaxuJe inMagadha in 325-324 BC. Elaborate accounts of the violent 
wars between Chandragupta __ <!.,l}d the Nandakj:□,.g ~ccm in th~ !-f ilindapafili£, _ 
the Mudrtirtikshasa and the Mahtivamsatikti; but all these texts are dated 
mu"ch1at~~--t'f~;;;~th~ fuun·aa.1:10n-0Tthe-'Maurya dynasty. That is why, the 
course of events leading to Chandragupta's victory over the Nandas cannot 
be ascertained. What is beyond any doubt that soon after establishing the 
Maurya rule in Magadha, Chandragupta became the master of the extensive 
territories formerly under the Nandas. As we have already noted earlier, the 
western limit of the Nanda realm could have reached the Ganga-Yamuna 
doab region and the upper Ganga valley. The occupation of these areas by 
Chandragupta appears to have brought him to hostile encounters with the 
Greek governors of the Punjab, who were in charge of these areas since 
Alexander's departure. The most eloquent account of this was penned by 
Justin: 'India after the death of Alexander had shaken, as it were, the yoke 
of servitude from its neck and put his governors to death. The author of this 
liberation was Sandrocottas.' 

Justin also indicates that this event followed Chandragupta's securing 
the throne of Magadha by removing the erstwhile Nanda ruler. Of the 
Greek administrators, Eudemus was in charge of the areas to the east of the 
Indus; the territory along the Jhelum was assigned to Taxiles and Peithon 
held Paropanisadai or the country to the south-east of the Hindukush. 
The last known date of the presence of these Greek governors is 317-316 
BC. Chandragupta's military success against them therefore seems to have 
taken place in or around 317-316 BC, at least not later than this date. His 
first major political success being his victory over the last Nanda king in 
325/324 BC. His second success against the Greek governors probably came 
seven or eight years later, during which time Chandragupta must have 



132 Exploring Early India 

consolidated his hold over greater parts of the Ganga valley. His victory over 
the Greek governors of the Punjab and the North-Western Frontiers of the 
subcontinent resulted in the steady expansion of the Maurya rule beyond the 
Ganga valley and into the north-western parts of India. This speaks highly 
of the military prowess of the newly established Maurya empire in a short 
span of time. Chandragupta Maurya has been seen by several nationalist 
historians, especially of the 1920s and 1930s, as an astute political figure 
bringing an end to foreign rule in India and by extension, a defender of the 
integrity and sovereignty of the country. Without belittling the military and 
political success of Chandragupta Maurya against the Greek governors of 
the Punjab, these cannot be viewed as heroic activities of a patriot back in 
the late fourth century BC intent upon removing 'foreign' rule, In the wake 
of the freedom movements in India in the 1920s and 1930s, Chandragupta 
was enthusiastically portrayed as an exceptional leader capable of driving 
away foreign rule on Indian soil-a feat fit for emulation by Indians in the 
early part of the twentieth century. 

His victories against the Greek governors paved the way for another 
encounter with a separate Greek ruler. At the time of the death of Alexander, 
his vast territorial possessions were apportioned among several of his 
generals as he did not leave behind any successor. Extensive areas of West 
Asia up to the north-western borderlands of the subcontinent came under 
the charge of Alexander's general, Seleucus Nikator. Seleucus from his 
principal power base in Syria, expanded his authority up to Bactria (north
eastern area of present Afghanistan). This brought Seleucus close to the 
northwestern borderland of the subcontinent and set the stage ready for a 
conflict with the expanding Maurya power. Apprehensive of Chandragupta's 
military designs and political ambitions, Seleucus in 301 BC, marched 
to the north-western borderlands of the mrbcontiii.ent:-the d~t~ils of the 
conflict are unknown as also the definite outcome of this war. But the Greek 
accounts inform that Chandragupta's hostilities against Seleucus came to 
an end with the signingof a. treaty. As a result of this treaty, Seleucus ceded 
to Chandragupta, as Strabo, Appian and Plutarch report, three territories, 
viz., Paropanisadai (areas to the south-east of the Hindukush), Arach.9sia 
(Kandahar in Afghanistan) and Gedrosia (Baluchistan). Chandragupta 
is said to have reciprocated by gifting 500 war elephants to Seleucus. The ___ , .. ·- ·•-•-·'" -~~- -····· ·-··-~--------i 
widely cherished idea that Seleucus also ceded the territory of Aria (Herat in 
Afghanistan) to Chandragupta cannot be established by any contemporary 
evidence, as B.N. Mukherjee rightly points out. 

It is reasonable to infer that conditions of the treaty proved more 
advantageous to Chandragupta as he received three significant areas in 
exchange of 500 war elephants. The Greek fondness of this war-animal has 
been known since the baule of 1!ex<!~...r.us_. That considerable 
portions of Afghanistai{ ~ame under the Maurya control as an outcome of 
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this treaty, is well driven home by the discovery of the edicts of Asoka from 
Afghanistan. Asoka therefore seems to have retained the Maurya control over 
this region, which became a part of the empire founded by his grandfather (an 
elaborate discussion is made later). One direct result of the treaty is th~yisit by 
Megasthenes t.9_tj1eMa_ury_g ca_:pi!c:j,tf~g~_othra (Pataliputra) as a Seleukidian 
envoy.~Th;~e is a widely popular belief in historians' circle and also among 
general public that this treaty coincided with aE1<1rri':ge alliance .1:etwee,n 
Chandragupta and ~~cus

1
~whose daughter was said to have oeen given 

~iage to his Mauryan counterpart. It was first suggested by Vincent 
Smith whose view then became almost a text-book statement. Though 
Raychaudhuri criticizes Smith on this point, he too seems to have accepted 
the marriage alliance between the two rulers as a distinct possibility. On a 
careful scrutiny of the descriptions of the treaty in the accounts of Strabo, 
Appian, Justin and Plutarch, B.N. Mukherjee and Romila Thapar have ruled 
out any such matrimonial alliance between the two rulers. What the treaty 
recognized is the practice of intermarriage (epigamia/kedos) between Indians 
and Greeks. It is likely that such intermarriages had been quite common in 
the northwestern borderland of the subcontinent, noted for fluidity in its 
socio-cultural life, but the practice was given official and social recognition 
by the treaty between Chandragupta and Seleucus. Chandragupta's name.is ,_ 

i_~?_g9,ate_dJ~Lithtbefi..rnt.knq_wn_ i,nJ~~I_l.?-L!.!~_aty ~.iqeJ:>}.'_~~" 
In ian ruler. ________ . 
~he-Maurya empire· expanded to a nearly pan-Indian proportion during n l 

the reign of Chandragupta's grandson Asoka. ~5-0ka has only 011e military 1. \ ,\ \ '; 
conquest to his credit, that of Kalinga. _Chandragupta's son a~~~~I_ll--~9;~!~-"" 
successor Bindusara is not known to have contributed to the expansion of the 
·enipi?e:Tii'~ffiEttVJo°icfs", the credit of annexing extensive areas in peninsular 
India to the Maurya realm should go to Chandragupta, though the events 
and the process of this territorial expansion remain hazy for the historian. 
There are only a few allusions to the conquest of the Dravida areas by the 
Maurya upstart (vamba Moriya) in much later Tamil sources, but it cannot 
be totally relied upon. The possibility of Chand!a_g~R!i.t1~cJ.tl:i in I<:<1rnat;;tka, 
recorded in the Jaina traaifioris,rnay--alsoi:;.;_J;:;::~ctly speak of th~ inclu_si.9n ()f , 
pemrrsutarinclia'"'witliinfitsre,ain:1:_6part fromEissignificant achievements 
~roundei= o{ an extremely powerful ruling house and as a remarkable 
conqueror, he seems to have also excelled as an administrator. Such an 
impression emanates from the readings of Classical sources (elaborate 
discussions on the Maurya polity is made later). A later Jaina tradition in 
the Rajavalikathe informs us of Chandragupta's reign period of twenty-four 
years. Towards the end of his tenure, Ch_ar:td_i:agupta_i~~d to hav~ .. !-1::.~d 
a devotee of Jainism and under the influence otrus mentor, t'h~ Jain m9.nl<. 
Bhadrabfilm, went toK~rnataka, ~r;-~;~h;--~·d. The nearly quarter century 

of'Iiiiiiil~p-rob'ably came to an end in 300 BC. 
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III 

The immediate successor to Chandragupta was his son Bindusara, who 
possibly rnled for about twenty-seven years (300-273 BC). In the absen~e ~f 
any contemporary source referring to this Mauryan ruler, very little is known 
about his reign. Athenaios and Strabo knew the successor of Sandrokottas 
as Alitrokhates or Amitrokhates. Both the Greek epithets were probably 
derived from the Indian ter~!!!,ftrq.]Ll:!.,.q!Ei_a_ ~lay~r CJf amitras or:foe§) ,.wbi,ch 
:o~l_d haye b.e.e11,;;1.n_epithetofBindus.~a,.The royal epithet.isTndicativeof@s 
prowess and formidable strength. There is no indication that the extensive 
empire that Bindusara had inherited suffered any shrinkage during his 
reign. To Bindusara may therefore go the credit of retaining the territoriai 
possessions of the Mauryas more or less intact. The_Qiyyttyq_dEnq speaks of a 
r~volt or a popular u_erisi_gg_~Lie.k§hg@~Jfaxila)· during~~ii~_ra's ref~. 
~mdusara s"::1~ .. hl~-~g11_A,sQ;i5:,<!o,JP_ts!.£kJ1; tl:t.e stt:!1atJpn. If the Divyavadana 
account is a reliable one, then the subjects of Taxila, according to the 
Divyavadana, had little to complain against the Maurya rulers, but they 
were indeed unhappy with rogue administrators (dush_tamatyas). There is 

_, no indication that Bindusara lost his control over the north-western area 
,,'? / of the realm. Bind1:1,s

0
~_ra (,L\IJ?i!r<J½h~tes) however,.figure~ in Athenaios' text 

,~ \( for ~aving mafotai_t1:~.:~;~i~l ~elation with the Syria~!!!}IL~11ti9_shii£:r:ile 
Ina1an ruler requested his T~':c ~~1:E~~pa:!_!o buy for l1i:rp. fine wineiJig 
~~--.3. sophist (~~~- a_p;llilg~QRQ,~!1, Antioch us I is said to have agreed to send 
E1m wine and fig, but not the sophist since the latter was not purchasable. It 
is not possible to prove or disprove any such event in the absence of adequate 
evidence. But the Greek account certainly highlights the continuity in the 
Maurya policy of maintaining close diplomatic linkages with Greek rulers of 
West Asia during Bindusara's reign. 

IV 

Expansion and Consolidation 

The history of the Mauryas enters its most significant stage during the reign 
of the third ruler ofthe 9,ynas!Y, Asoka, son of Bindusara. Asok~~ reig~ spans 
for nearly four decades (273-23~_13s:),,_ which is considered a landmark and of 
profound importance i~f~di~~ history. We have already stated that the most 
important evidence of his reign comes in the form of his own lithic records, 

en_c:ou1:;~d Jar jJ~:e __ first ti11:giI1fu£l~!1isJRfY"" Significantly enough, his 
eclicts record the events and administrative measures of his times in terms 
of the years since his coronation. In fact the Greek and Aramaic edicts of 

3s~ leave it absolutely clear that the chronology of his reign was counted in 
terms of 'expired' years since his coronation. For example, the Greek version 
of the bilingualJGraern-Ara:grn.k)_em,g,irom Shar-i-kuna informs that Asoka 

, -~~ .. =-.. --·-···· '" ... -·..;,;._,,,. -
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(Piodasses, i,_~._P:i;Jyadars.i) promulgated Eusebia (Pie_!y, tl:i~ G_r~~k-~qtiiy_aJ~nt 
d th~ Prakrit term Dhamma) 'after ten years having elapsed' since his 
coronation. A similar statement is also available in the Aramaic version of 
the same record. The evidence proves that the date(s) in Asoka's edicts was in 
expired years. When studied and compared with the Prakrit edicts of Asoka, 
the Shar-i-kuna edicts therefore record the promulgation of his Dhamma in 
the expired tenth year-and therefore in the eleventh current year-since 
his coronation. This is indeed an unusual way of recording major events in l-() 

~~~-r=~~~:! ~~ui::~~~~~~iilt!~:nr~Q~:~~~[~~~~~::,t;~~~~i~~~i~h~;;~~~ 1.bJ 
'tat~r :suadhist te~ts explain this gap of four years between his accession to 
the throne and his coronation in the light of Asoka's alleged involvement in 
bitter fratricidal feuds over a protracted period. The enthusiasm of Buddhist 
authors to portray the transformation of the cruel Asoka (cha~ajo]<a) tp ~tbe 
righteous ruler (dharmasoka) under the spelrofBuddhis~ is unmistakable. 
·'rnesestories try to gl~;ify the ;ale of Buddhism in the making of Asoka into 
a pious Buddhist king. There is no other corroborative account to establish 
the image of Asoka as an exterminator of brothers, the rivals to his claim 
for the throne. R.K. Mookerjee's straightforward and rather uncritical ,l y
acceptance of the · Bi.iddhist leg~nds that Asoka succeeded Jri,a hl~dLJ--"'' :: : 
fratricidal war with the help of his2me minis_!~atyq), B-~5!h~.g~)21~ - ' 
has little corroboration from contemporary epigraphic records. On the 
contrary, Asoka in his edict clearly instructed his officials to take proper care 
of his brothers' households (olodhanesu). The possibility of a rivalry for the 
Maurya throne however cannot be entirely ruled out, as there are precedents 
of such an event in previous Magadhan regimes. 

In his edicts, Asoka is systematically styled Devanamp~ya (peloved of the 

go~l and Priyadar.:>.U~f be~utiful. app~aran~e). Th __ e RE ~~I-~- suggests th~t \2 L v..' 
ni~ predecessors too were Devanampiyas. Seen from this light, Deva~arnpiya 
·foti'tanave··been·a·~triditi~-~l d~;sti~-epithet of the Maurya kings _c1:nd 
·not a personal epithet of Asoka. However, we do not know which one of 
his predecessors actually assumed this title, as neither Chandragupta nor 
Bindusara issued any royal document. One of the Matrtya ruler,s of the 

post-Asokan phase, Dasara~~i):!.~~~~?!;-_th.~,,~£l!~etg_~~a_n,a_rr,i:piy~ in ~is 
.. inscr1ptions. The Greek and the Aramaic edicts refer to him respectively 
as Piodasses· ~nd PRYDRS (prnnounced as Prydarsh), which were obvious ··"., 
tra~;lit~~ations of Prakrit term Piyadasi (Priyadarsi) .. While Asoka assumes 
the political title Ra;ti (literally king) in his Prakrit edicts, he is called as 
basileos and MLK (pronounced as Malka, comparable with Malik, i.e. lord, 
king) respectively in his Greek and Aramaic edicts. The terms basileos and 
MLK are therefore literal translations of the title Raja respectively into 
Greek and Aramaic. At the initial stages of researches in Asoka's edicts, 
identifying the unnamed Devanampiya Piyadasi Raja with a known king 
resulted in scholarly controversies. The problem was resolved when the MRE 
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discovered from Maski (in Karnataka) clearly bore the name of Asoka along 
with the usual epithets Devanampiya Piyadasi Raja. Besides the MRE from 
Maski, the MREs from Gujarra (in Madhya Pradesh), Nittur and Udegolam 
(both in Karnataka), discovered in recent decades, also mention the personal 
nameAsoka. 

The f9ur-d~cade long reign of Asoka witnessed only one military campaign 
and conquest, that of Kalinga. The RE XHIJurnishes informatiqn ofAsoka's 
v:i.ctory over Kalinga. He defeated and conquered Kalinga when eight 
yea.ri ha.cl elapsecf since his coronation (a_thavasa-abhisitasa Devanapriyasa 
Priadrasisa rafw Kaliga vijita: RE XIII). Jhe conquest therefore took place in 
his thirteenth regnal year, i.e: 261 BC. Asoka himself admits that the Kalinga 
conquest was associated with terrible bloodbath and violence: hundreds 
of thousands of people were carried away forcefully, probably as prisoners 
of war; many more were killed in the battlefield and even greater number 
than these died because of the war. The massacre perpetrated during the 
Kalinga war left deep impressions on him and though victorious, he was 
full of remorse (So asti anusochana Devanapriasa vijiniti Kaligani). Asoka is 
justifiably celebrated for his unique feat of having eschewed war for ever, 
not in defeat but after a victory. Perturbed by the horrors of war, he is 
said to have embraced Buddhism soon after the Kalinga war and this was 
followed by his promulgation of the Law of Piety (Dhamma). Interestingly 
enough, inscriptions indicate that he7~braced Buddhism aft;; perpetrating 
the mass-a.ere and violence in the Kalinga war, ~hile Buddhist texts of later 
times connect his conversion to Buddhism on-account of his killing,m;my 

_ brot:hers. There is thus a clear divergence between two sets of sources-one 
contemporary, and the other of later date-on the circumstances leading to 
his embracing Buddhism. It is logical to place greater credence to the account 
figuring in the contemporary source, i.e. Asoka's own edict, than a later 
textual reference. O~_e of the most significant changes in Mauryan polity 
since the victorious Kalinga war was the official replac~ment of the sound 
~f t~e war-drum (bherighos~a) with the sound of Dhamma_(Dhammaghosh,a). 
Right: from the days of Bimbisara in the late sixth century BC till the 
Kalinga conquest in 261 BC Magadha's rise to political paramountcy in the 
subcontinent was largely the outcome of pursuing the policy of military 
conquest and annexation of vanquished areas. The Kalinga conquest by 
Asoka saw the culmination of this protracted process. Though Asoka's stated 
remorse for having unleashed terrible violence against Kalinga appears 
genuine, that did not deter him from annexing the territory of Kalinga to 
the Maurya empire. The RE XIII while recording the violence in the war and 
Asoka's repentance also states that such killing of life, forcible carrying away 
of vanquished people and death of large number of people became inevitable 
when an unconquered area was conquered (Avijitam hi vijinamano yo tatra 
vadha mara"(lam vii. apavw;lhe vii. janasa: RE XIII). The statement almost 

T The Maurya Empire 137 

sounds like a justification of the violence and the loss of human life during 
the Kalinga war. It is also interesting to note that Kalinga was considered 
as an unconquered (avijita) territory by Asoka before the war and therefore 
it was at the receiving end of the Maurya political and military might._Ih_e_ 
first important ruler of Kalinga itself,namely, Khar;i:ve!c1, (l_;ite first centu..ry 
BC), however, was aware of the former occupation of Kalinga by a Nanda 

- ruler (Nandaraja). Was this an inaccurate perception, or did Kalinga slip out 
of Magadhan political control after the fall of the Nanda dynasty, thereby 
necessitating a fresh conquest of Kalinga during Asoka's time? 

The victory over Kalinga and its annexation to the Maurya realm resulted 
in the maximum expansion of the empire. Asoka's edicts are the most 
reliable evidence for determining the extent of the Maurya empire at its 
peak. But before embarking on the discussion on the geographical spread 
of the Maurya rule, another significant point demands our attention here. 
For the first time, the vast Mauryan realm was given a distinct designation. 
At least four REs (II, III, XIII and XIV) used the term vijita to denote the 
domain of the Mauryas. As the term vijita stands for something conquered, 
it is therefore clear that Asoka viewed the area under his jurisdiction as a 
conquered territory. In RE XIII also figures the term rii.javishaya (royal 
domain) as a synonym of vijita or conquered area. The Maurya ruler gave a 
message and perceived that the realm was carved out of military conquests 
(vijita rajavishaya). Asoka also considered that his energetic exertions 
(pakama, i.e. prakrama) resulted in significant changes in the spiritual life in 
Jambudvipa (pakamasa esa hi phale: MRE I). It is reasonable to assume, in the . r;•, 
light of the above passage, that he could exert his authority and efforts ~ver ? v y 

0 
the area under his juris~iction whi~h in this case is labelled as Jambu~v1pa. jp,rr'~ 
The term Jambudvipa m the Pura:i;i~8- denotes not only the subcon:ment o.JJ\ 'J 
but also some areas beyond the geographical confines of the subcontment. N._ , r __ t 

Asoka however used the term Jambudvipa as a distinct geo-political entity :· 
under his authority, in other words-his empire. The term Ja_~~-~~yipa 
therefore denotes in this case the _Ma11_ryarealm itself.-·· 
""--Asoka also claims to ha;e distributed the message contained in his MRE 
I all over the pa_thivi (sava-pathaviyam ea viva.site iti: MRE I from Nittur). The 
Prakrit word pa_thivi is certainly the same as prithvz or the world. The passage 
can literally mean that his message was dispatched all over the world. But 
an interesting explanation of the term pa_thivi or prithv1/prith1v1 can be 
offered in the light of the Arthasii.stra, which defines prithivi as the area lying 
between the Himavat (Himalayas) and the sea. TheArthasii.stra, thus, equates 
the term prith1v1 with the chakravartzkshetra or the domain of a universal 
paramount ruler. Put differently, the term prithivi in the Arthasastra is used 
in the sense of the subcontinent and not in its literal meaning, the earth. The 
above argument strongly suggests that Asoka probably intended to denote 
by the term pa_thivi the territory under his jurisdiction. Pa_thivi in this edict 
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has a geo-political connotation and is more or less the same as Jambudvipa. 
Seen in this light, the Maurya empire under Asoka was variously labelled as 
a conquered royal domain (vijita, riijiivisaya), Jambudvipa and Pathivi. 

Asoka was aware that his realm was vast (Mahalake hi vijitam: RE XIV). The 
geographical distribution of the findspots of Asoka's edicts provide a reliable 
image of the extent of the Maurya empire, since his promulgations would 
be effective in areas under his control. His PEs from Lauriya Nandagarh, 
Lauriya Araraj, Rampurva (all in north Bihar), the MRE from Sahasram and 
his cave inscriptions from Barabar (near Gaya) point to his rule over present 
Bihar, which of course included the Maurya capital Pataliputra (Patna). 
The Nepalese terai has yielded two of his inscriptions from Nigali Sagar 
and Rummindei (Lumbini village), the latter recording an administrative 
measure-exemptions from revenue. His control over the Ganga plains 
will be evident from his MPis from Sarnath (near Vara:µasi), Kosam (near 
Allahabad), an MRE from Ahraura (near Mirzapur in Uttar Pradesh) and 
Bahapur (Delhi) and the PEs from Delhi-Topra (originally standing at Topra in 
Haryana and transported to Delhi during the reign of Firuz Shah Tughluq in 
the fourteenth century AD) and Delhi-Meerut. Another important findspot of 
Asokan REs is Kalsi near Dehradun in Uttarakhand. The inclusion of former 
mahiijanapadas of Gandhara and Kamboja in the North-West Frontier of the 
subcontinent will be evident from the Greek edict from Taxila and REs from 
Manshera and Shahbazgarhi (all in present Pakistan). The locations of the 

(\. 

(' ~,edicts at Manshera and Shahbazgarhi are not far away from northern part 
, ',t(\ '· ~: , 1 ~,' of Kashmir. Interestingly enough, _the famous twelfth century AD historical t,,t' ~~r_onicle of Kashmir, the Rajataranginf of Kalha:µa, spoke of Asoka's ruie 

over Kashmir. The discovery ofhis Greek and Aramaic edicts from Kandahar 
Laghman a~d Pul-i-Darunta incontrovertibly establishes the Maurya reig~ 
over these regions of the present Afghanistan. The region in question must 
have come under the Maurya rule as a result of Seleucus' ceding these 
territories to Chandragupta. Asoka, therefore, certainly maintained the 
Maurya control over these areas that he had inherited. His edict from Bairat 
in Rajasthan and the REs from Junagarh are pointers to the incorporation of 
extensive stretches of western India within the Maurya realm. The Maurya 
rule over the Kathiawad peninsula is further corroborated by Rudradaman's 
inscription from Junagarh (AD 150). A set of his fourteen REs is available 
from Sopara (ancient Surparaka), a northern suburb of present Mumbai 
and an ancient port. Asoka's MREs are found from Gujara, Pangurariya, 
Rupnath and a MPI has come from Sanchi (all in Madhya Pradesh). That 
Kalinga was conquered and annexed into the Maurya empire is known not 
only from his RE XIII, but the two SREs from Dhauli (near Bhuvaneswar) 
and Jaugada (near Ganjam) also demonstrate Mauryan control over Kalinga. 
The largest number of Asokan edicts (both REs and MREs) are from western 
Andhra Pradesh and Karnataka: Brahmagiri, Siddapur, Jatinga-Rameswar, 
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Maski, Govimath, Palkigundu, Nittur, Udegolam, Sannathi, Yerraguddi and 
Rajulamandagiri. 

Asoka further categorically states that the following people/ communities 
were under his jurisdiction: Yona (= the Yavanas, referring obviously to the 
people in the north-western borderlands that have yielded his Aramaic 
and Greek edicts), Kambojas (in the Hazara district of Pakistan, adjacent 
to ancient Gandhara), Nabhaka-Nabhaparhtikas (in present Maharashtra 
and Karnataka), Bhojas (in the Vidarbha-Nagpur region of Maharashtra) 
Petenikas (location uncertain), Arhdhas (Andhras in the eastern part of the 
Deccan) and the Palidas (Pulindas located in the area between the Narmada 
and the Vindhyas in central India). There is a strong likelihood that north 
Bengal (ancient Pui;ic;lra region) was also a part of the Maurya empire, as 
Mahasthan (an excavated urban site in Bogura, present Bangladesh) has 
yielded a stone plaque inscribed in Brahmi of third century BC. The findspots 
of Maurya inscriptions thus offer an image of the vastness of the realm, 
stretching from Afghanistan in the north to Karnataka in the south and from 
Kathiawad in the west to Kalinga in the east, if not as far as north Bengal. 
What is remarkable is Asoka's awareness of the extent of his jurisdiction, 
but also of the unconquered (avijita) areas, which lay outside the frontiers 
(arizta/prachanta = anta/pratyanta) of his realm. Enlisted as unconquered 
areas beyond his frontiers are the Chola (in the Kaveri delta, Tamil Nadu), 
Pac;la (Pai;ic;lya country around present Madurai in the Tamraparni-Vaigai 
deltas, Tamil Nadu), Satiyaputa (Satyaputra, northern part of Tamil Nadu), 
Ketalaputa (the Chera country in Kerala) and Tambapamni (Tamraparni or 
Sri Lanka) (REs II and XIII). 

Five Yavana kings are also explicitly mentioned (RE XIII) as rulers over (J 
areas beyond his realm (avijita/amta). They were clearly his contemporary <. 
kings to whom he sent Dhamma missions. They are: 

1. Arhtiyoka (Antiochus Theos of Syria 261-246 BC) 

2. Turamaya (Ptolemy Philadelphos of Egypt 285-24 7) 
3. Arhtekina (Antigonus Gonatus of Macedonia) 
4. Maga (Megus of Cyrene, death in 258 BC) 

5. Alikasudara (Alexander of Epirus 272-235 ~c) 

Mention of these rulers as contemporaries of Asoka immensely helped 
scholars to determine the possible date of Asoka's reign. But the striking 
point is that the areas clearly designated as anta/pratyanta and avijita 
(unconquered areas beyond the frontiers of the empire) have not yielded 
any edicts of Asoka. Thus the impressions of the physical distribution of his 
edicts (external evidence) match his own inscribed words (internal evidence) 
on the extent of his realm. There is absolutely no doubt that the Maurya 
empire under Asoka assumed nearly pan-Indian proportions, except the far 



140 

/ 
.I 
1•1a.i. 

1b XX 
•X•X 
\ 1c 

/' 
i 

ARABIAN 

SEA 

Exploring Early India 

• 

/ND/AN 

INO!;.X .. LO PLACE NAMES; 

grahrna utra R. 

I 

\ 

BAY 
OF 

BENGAL 

REFEREN.GE.S 

:~~~:lm°!;~~e - • • - • • 
ASOKAN INSCRIPTIONS 

Pillar Edicts .L 

Major Rock Edicts .lo 

Minor Rock Edicts X 

OCEAN 

1a. Lamghan 1b. & 1c. Shar-i-kuna 2. Kabul 3. Shahbazgarhi 4. Mansehra 5. Taxlla 6. Kalsl 7. Topra 
8. Mira! 9. Balrat 10. Bhabra 11. Nlgall Sagar 12. Rummindei 13. Rampurva 14. Lauriya Nandangarh 
15. L. Araraj 16. Barabar 17.Sahasram 18. Samath 19. Kosam 20. Gujarra 21. Arahaura 22. Rupnath 
23. Pangurarla 24. Gimar 25. Sopara 26. Dhaull 27. Jaugada 28. Sann all 29. Amaravatl 30. Maski 
31. Palkigundu 32. Siddapura 33. Brahmagiri 34. Nlttur 35. Udegolam 36. Jalinga Ramesvara 
37. Raju la Mandaglrl 

Map 4.1: India-The Maurya Emprire 

The Maurya Empire 141 

south and areas to the east and north-east of north Bengal. No other power 
in the history of early India held sway over a more extensive territory than 
the Mauryas. The distribution of Asoka's edicts in his far-flung empire also 
suggests certain patterns. The fourteen REs in their different recensions 
were engraved at ten sites, all of which are located in the outlying areas of the 
empire. The six sites yielding seven PEs are situated only in the heartland of 
the Ganga valley. On the other hand, MREs I and II were distributed over the 
entire domain. Such a pattern is unlikely to have emerged out of accident; it 
speaks of a conscious design. Also significant is to note that the earliest of 
his edicts were his MREs, issued in the tenth year since his coronation, while 
the latest inscribed record of his reign is the seventh PE, engraved in the 
twenty-seventh year. 

This vast realm is described by historians as an empire. Romila Thapar 
examined the judiciousness of the indiscriminate application of the term 
empire to ancient realms of India. She points out that the formation of large 
colonial empires in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries prompted 
historians to look for predecessors of empires in the remote antiquity. 
If the term empire denotes a vast area into which were accommodated 
diverse regions having varied ethnic groups, different socio-economic 
milieu and plurality of cultural patterns-including religious and linguistic 
differences-then the complex polity could be considered an empire . .Ib.~
large, nearly pan-Indian expanse of thgJvfaurya realm, is one justification 
c:;r-Jesignating it as an empire. In this empire lived diverse ethnic grqµps, 
including the non-indigenous yavanas. The M'ai:iry~;;: realm includec!_ in it 
extremely fertile tracts in the Ganga plains and parts of the Indus basin; 
it also accommodated areas not noted for agricultural prosperity, but 
conducive to hunting-gathering and animal breeding pursuits. There were 
areas known for sustaining a complex urban society, in sharp contrast to 
the relatively simpler lineage societies-especially in peninsular India. The 
acknowledgement and accommodation oflinguistic diversities is best seen in 
the issuance of Asoka's edicts in three languages, Prakrit, Greek and Aramaic; 
the Prakrit used in Asoka's edicts shows the presence of local variations 
and dialects. Asoka's edicts clearly recognizes the multiplicity of religious 
beliefs and practices: Vedic and brahmanical practices, Buddhism, Jainism, 
Ajikivism and other local cults. That the Buddhist sarilgha experienced 
sharp differences of opinion and dissents also figures in Asoka's edict. The 
attempt at integrating the vast realm amidst pronounced diversities would 
require the presence of a super-ordinate authority, which comes close to the 
description of an empire. Multiple foci of administration, as seen during the 
Mauryan epoch, would also strengthen its candidature as an empire. The 
accommodation and integration of these diversities by the Maurya rulers 
therefore do not suggest the prevalence of a unitary polity that stamped 
out all regional variations. This is a point which will be elaborated in the 
following section. 
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V 

The Polity 

The Maurya rulers are famous for carving out a vast empire by military 
conquests and the annexation of conquered areas. No less significant was the 
achievement that this realm embracing almost the entire subcontinent was 
ke~t under the political control of a paramount power for at least a century. 
:his spe_aks of an efficient administrative system, which helped the political 
~ntegrat10n of the Maurya empire. A far-flung empire as that of the Mauryas 
mdeed accommodated in it many former monarchical entities, which had 
already experienced state system. The degree of difficulty in managing a 
huge empire is certainly much higher than that in the cases of relatively 
si:n~ller and more compact polities. A vast territorial polity has to tackle the 
difficult problem of adjusting to the inevitable imbalances and diversities 
in the widely dispersed areas. The mobilization of resources by an efficient 
revenue system from disparate zones is also one of the prerequisites of the 
making of _an imperial administration. The imperial authority may either 
choose to impose uniformity by stamping out diversities in the different 
par~s of th: em~i.re or establish an overarching authority by accommodating 
reg10nal di~ersities and imbalances. The complexities of the system can 
hardly be missed. The making and the maintenance of the empire, as Romila 
Thapar underlines, demand constant adjustments, accommodation and 
manouevering of many factors and, therefore, is not a static situation, but 
witnesses a lively process. These preliminaries may help appreciate the 
salient characteristics of the Maurya administrative system. 

On:_ may note a sustained preference of scholars for the_ IS_qu,t.ilfya, 
Arth~s~stra_and Megasthene~c<:_cmnt as sources for studying the Maurya 
~dJJ1i~istrat10n. T~e popular view is that the Mauryas established a unitary 
and hig~l! centralized, if not a monolithic state system, in which every policy 
and decis10n emanated from the apex political centre at Pataliputra and was 
uniformly applied to disparate regions of the empire. Such a position does 
n~t al~o~ much scope of accommodation for local and regional features and 
diversities. It also tries to visualize an early empire as having anticipated 
the featur_es of a centralized modern nation state which the Maurya polity 
was ~ertamly not. Recent enquiries into available sources and especially, 
the discovery of new edicts of Asoka, have brought in significant shifts in 
the historiography of the Maurya state. Asoka designates himself as the 
t:J~gaAh,a~ rule~agadhe.:_l3_air.1.! ~diet), implyi~1£ th~-;;by that Magadha 
was consc10usly proJectectasthe most significant unit of the empire. Romila 
Thapar, therefore, cogently perceives Magadha as the metropolitan state in 
t~e Ma~rya empire. Thapar further argues that the erstwhile mahajanapadas 
(hke Kosala, Vats a, Avanti and Gandhara), incorporated in the Maurya realm, 
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became the core areas of the empire. These core areas either had already 
experienced state formation, or would emerge as secondary states after the 
collapse of the imperial authority. Situated far away from the metropolitan 
state and the Ganga valley were the peripheral areas like the north-western 
borderland of the subcontinent and the peninsular tracts. The composition 
of the Maurya empire in these three zones suggests, according to Thapar, 
a complex system of administration. Though the political paramountcy of 
the Mauryas over the empire is not doubted, it is unlikely that the Maurya 
political control was uniformly exercised and felt over all these units. 
Thapar logically assumes that the degree of control by the Mauryas over 
the metropolitan and the core areas was much stronger than that in the 
peripheral regions. There is not an iota of doubt that Pataliputra was the 
apex political centre of the empire. 

The Maurya emperor was of course the pivotal figure in the statecraft.-\ 1 °' rr 
We have already indicated that the M~u:ry:grnkrsassumedJ::_he simple title C" 
of raja; grand titles like maharajad½_in]Ja, bhupati, adhipati and chakravartf 

'are -C0°nsp:icuously a6sent inthe Maurya in~criptions. Th~t the emperor 
himself strove hard to supervise administration is eloquently described 
by Megasthenes who wrote about the hectic daily schedule of the ruler. 
Megasthenes impresses upon us that Chandragupta attended to the 
affairs of the realm even when he was relaxing. A close parallel to this 
was also practised by Asoka. Asoka clearly instructed that his messengers _ 
(pativedakas) must inform him about any important matter ir-~espective of 

-~ether he was in his inner chamber or in the pleasure garden. He stressed 
on the need of the communication of information to the ruler, as in former 
times conveying information regarding state-affairs (athakamma) was not 
duly performed (RE VI). This constant and energetic exertion by the ruler 
is referred to as pakama or prakrama by Asoka (MRE I) and as utthana in 
the Kau_tilfya Arthasastra. All the high ranking functionaries of the realm ;':, :;~-
were probably appointed by Asoka. Megasthenes notes that the Maurya · · 
ki~g used to go out of his palace everyday to supervise the administration of 
justice. Since the Maurya ruler headed the administration of justice, it was 
possible for Asoka to allow a reprieve of three days to a prisoner awarded 
capital punishment (RE VI). Could the Maurya ruler frame new laws? The 
traditional sastric view is that the ruler is an upholder of the established 
norms, usages and customary practices, which are brought under the rubric 
of dharma, but he was not a source of law. Kautilya, however, advocates 
that royal proclamations or charters (rajasasanas) could be a source of law. 
Asoka's inscriptions are excellent examples of royal edicts; the promulgations 
therein are expected to be obeyed by subjects and officials of the realm. All 
these would demonstrate the concentration of immense power in the hands 
of the Maurya king, though he did not seek the enhancement of his power 
by performing typical royal sacrifices like the Vajapeya, the Rajasuya and 
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the Asvamedha. The purohita or priest is conspicuous by his absence in the 
Maurya polity. The Vedic and/ or brahmanical rituals, especially the cult of 
sacrifices (yajna), have little bearing on the Maurya polity. 

The metropolitan and the core areas of the Maurya realm appear to have 
been brought under the direct control of the ruler. The administration 
revolved around a number of very high-ranking functionaries. Kautilya 
considers that the ruler, however powerful, could not run the administration 
single-handedly; kingship is possible only with assistance, a single wheel 
does not move a vehicle (sahaya sadhyam rdjdtvam chakramekam na varttate). 
The Arthasdstra recommends the appointment of amdtyas or high-ranking 
officers for this purpose. The amdtyas are to be selected on the basis of a 
peculiar type of test of deception (upadha), examining whether the applicant 
would fall prey to the vices of unrighteousness, fear, lust and greed of wealth. 
While the passing of any one of these tests (i.e not being deceived) leads to 
the appointment of an amdtya in the related department, the one succeeding 
in all the tests of deception (sarvopadhasuddha) is considered more qualified 
a candidate and therefore should be made a minister (mantrf) with an annual 
salary of 48,000 pa"IJ.as. Thus, the appointment of an amdtya and/ or a mantrfn 
rests on the candidate's ability to prove his purity (suddha) in the tests of 
deception (upadha). Kautilya also clearly distinguishes between an amdtya 
and a minister (mantrf), though in later Indian treatises on polity, mantrf, 
amdtya and sachiva would often figure as interchangeable and synonymous 
terms. One is not sure if the Maurya emperors regularly appointed ministers. 
Megasthenes, classifying the population of India into seven groups, speaks 
of the last and the seventh one as counsellors and assessors who were small 
in number, but held the highest positions in the administration. From this 
group, according to the Greek account, were appointed the highest officers 
of the realm like the chief of the army and treasury. Those who offered 
counselling to the ruler could be analogous to ministers. The word parishd 
in Asoka's edicts (REs III and VI) is often taken to mean the mantrfparishad 
or a council of ministers. T~~~rrp. "!:Cln~r_zp(;lri~~gd figur~_sj:r1the Arthasdstra. 

K.P. Jayaswal argued for the existence of a-;~ry po~erful rnu~~ff-of 
ministers that could even question royal decision and send information to 
the Murya ruler about its debating the king's decision. A careful scrutiny 
of the edicts by B.M. Barua and U.N. Ghoshal however suggests that the 
parishd during Asoka's reign was at the most a deliberative body without any 
executive authority. Under such circumstances, it is highly unlikely that it 
c~uld challenge the king's decisions. Jayaswal possibly stretched the point a 
bit too far for portraying the council of ministers as a check on the Maurya 
ruler. What Asoka in fact instructs in his edicts is that his messengers should 
forthwith report to him in case there were differences of opinion in the 
p~ris~d (i.e. among the members of the mantrzparisad). Evidently it was not 
bmdmg upon the Maurya ruler to be present during the deliberations in the 
parishd, a point which does not speak of much importance of the body in 
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question. Asoka's edicts also inform us that the parishd could meet on an 
emergency issue(s). Kautilya recommends an annual salary of 12,000 pa"IJ.aS 
for the mantrzparisad-o:;;_iy aquarter-of the-arinualj:>ayment assigned to the 
mantrf. This too goes against Jayaswal's ascribing excessive importance to 
the mantrfparishad during the Maurya times. 

The above arguments may suggest that the burden of administration 
at the apex level was borne more by high-ranking executive functionaries 
than by ministers. Asoka speaks of pulisas (= purushas in Sanskrit) of three 
types. Some scholars have interpreted the term pulisa/purusha in the sense 
of secret ag&n~_J.gu!}hapurusha of K:gy_tih@l___§ut a close perusal of the 
Asokan edict points to a_ three-fold classification of the pulisa into high, low 
and_middle (ukasa, gevaya and mqjhima: PE I). Such gradation in the secret 
service is rather unusual and may suggest hierarchies among administrative 
officers. In other words, the word pulisa may more cogently be interpreted 
as rdjapurushas or royal functionaries of high, middle and low ranks. Such 
an interpretation also corresponds to the Arthasdstra ideal of classifying the 
officers into several grades, their gradation being further underlined by the 
Kautilyan scheme of differentiated salary-scales ranging from 48,000 pa"IJ.aS 
down to 720 pa"IJ.aS a year. The highest officers under Asoka are, however, 
not designated as amatyas-;r adhaykshas~(heads of departments), but_.as 
mahdmdtras. 

The mahamdtras were of the following types: 

1. Amtamahdmdtras:_ in charge of the anta or frontier areas (SRE I) 
2. .!!:Jiha}m_mahamdtras: strz-adhyakshamahamdtras_9~ in ch~rge of women in 

general or the mahamdtraintb_g_i_nner chamberJ_RJ:l_XII) 
3. '!_(!;_c_h_abhumikamahamdtras: in charge of the Vrajabhu~ika or the pasture 

grounds (RE XII) --
4_-- Nagalaviy_ohalaka:rzahdmdtr_as: in charge of the judicial department in the 

city (SRE I) 
5. - Dhammamahdmdtras: in charge of the Law of Piety, ~ecially created for 

~he propagation of Dhamma (REV, PEs V and VII). The cr_E'.c1tion ofthis 
~~t was an Asokan innovation. 

The enormous importance of a powerful armed force in the making of 
the far-flung Maurya empire can hardly escape our attention. The Greek 
accounts credit Sandrocottas with the conquest of the whole of India by a 
huge army of 600,000 soldiers. The Greek authors impress upon us the large 
number of soldiers employed by the Mauryas, though the number was clearly 
exaggerated. Asoka does not speak of the numerical strength of his army but 
its striking powers are strongly impressed in his accounts of the victory over 
Kalinga. The army was indeed the most visible manifestation of the coercive 
authority of the ruler. J_he _Greek texts suggest thatJ:he administration of 
the army was assigned to six boards, each consisting of five members (total ------ - , .. •~--~--·----·•" ··r------~-'--· .c,:._-:'- --
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of 30 members). These were: (1) concerning the navy (comparable with the 
-navadhyaksha ~f the Arthasastra[{i5 concerning the supply of provisions for 
the army with the help of bullock carts (comparable with the go'adhyaksha 
of the Arthasastra), (3) in charge of the infantry_ (comparable with the 
patyadhyaksha of the Arthasastra)~ (4) in-charge of the cavalry(comparable 
with the asvadhyaksha of the Arthasastra), (5) _ in charge of the chariots 
(comparable with the rathadhyaksha of the Arthasastra) and (6) ind1arge of 
the elepha_11t_corps (comparable with the hastyadhyaksha of the Arthasastra). 
Th; Arthasastra does not prescribe the administration of the army through 
committees or boards, but places different units of the armed forces under 
respective heads of departments (adhyakshas). Both the Classical sources 
and the Arthasastra leave a clear impression of the composition of the army 
in different units. The Arthasastra mentions the senapati as the commander 
of the army; he was one of the four highest paid functionaries, drawing 
ari annual salary of 48,000 pa,:ias. There is at least one historically know.n 
senapati of the Maurya army-Pushyamitra Sung<!, _tl:ie commander of th~ 
last known Maurya ruler B:rihadratha. 
· It is, however, doubtful if the Mauryas, essentially a land-based power, 
required and raised a regular navy. Many nationalist historians often read 
Megasthenes' accounts of the Mauryan navy in too literal a sense. They also 
point to the account of Nearchus's sailing along the lower Indus area and 
ultimately voyaging in the Persian Gulf during the return trip of a section 
of Alexander's vast army. It has been argued that Nearchus was able to build 
a large fleet with the help of local people in the lower Indus region, thereby 
implying seafaring traditions by local people in that region. While there is 
a long-drawn seafaring indigenous tradition in the lower Indus Valley, how 
much of it was geared to launch and maintain a combative flotilla is open 
to question. Many scholars also highlight the assumed correspondence 
between the Greek accounts of the Maurya navy or 'admiralty' and Kautilya's 
recommendations for the functions of the Navadhyaksha. The Navadhyaksha 
in the Arthasastra did not command a navy, but was the director of shipping, 
including his supervision of the mercantile marine. Significantly enough, 
the Arthasastra speaks of only riverine vessels and not sea-going crafts in 
the chapter on Navadhyaksha. All these offer serious problems to the claim 
for the existence of a navy under the Mauryas. It is, however, true that the 
Arthasastra advises the Navadhyaksha to put down the vessels of the pirates 
(hirnsrikas). But this alone does not amount to the maintenance of a naval 
unit in the Maurya army. 

The Mauryas were aware of the importance of elephants as an offensive/ 
defensive war machinery, according to Trautmann. The efficacy of the 
elephant force looms large intheGre;k account; ;:J;ar between Alexander 
and Porns. The urge for procuring Indian war-elephants by the Greeks is 
apparent in the treaty between Seleucus and Chandragupta, who gave 500 
war-elephant~ !C>_S~J~_µ-~tg, as per this treat)'.. Kautilya not only recommend~d 
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the appointment of the head of elephant forces (hastyadhyaksha), but also 
underlined the importance of maintaining specific forests for the rearing 
of elephants (hastfvana). For Kautilya, the elephant was clearly a strategic 
animal, fit to be brought under state supervision. It is significant to note 
that early Indian texts, including the Arthasastra, considered Kalinga and 
Magadha as areas noted for excellent elephants. T~~_<J_ther war-animc1l°.f . 
great importance was the horse. Good quality war-horses being rarely 
'available in the subcontinent, these were often brought from West and 
Central Asia through the north-western extremes of the subcontinent. 
It is therefore not surprising that Kautilya enlists several regions of the 
western and north-western zone (e.g. Gandhara, Vanayu, Sindhu-Sauvira 
and Parasika) for the availability of horses for cavalry, which according to 
him, should be supervised by the Asvadhyaksha. What is striking here is 
Kautilya's recognition of the efficacy of the fighting-forces recruited from 
forest-dwellers (atavf-hala). 

Closely associated with the organization of the army was that of the secret 
service, encountered for the first time in the sources of the Maurya period. 
The Classical texts speak of the overseers, inspectors and spies (episkopoi/ 
i phor) "'1ho are praised as the most reliable people in the realm. The mo:t 
elaborate-prescription of setting up a _secret _service (gucjhapurushas) IS 

available in the Arthasastra. Secret agents, according to this text, are of two 
types: the· si~tionary (;;riistha) and the roving (sanchara), _further divided 
into nine sub-types. Kautilya also proposes the utilization of a spy on the 

-sim~lt~~eous payroll of two kings (uhhayavetana), possibly a king and his 
enemy; this may come close to what is now known as a double age~t. T~e 
head of the secret service in the Arthasastra is the samahartta, pnmanly 
entrusted with the collection of revenue. Kautilya advocates ari· elaborate 
network of espionage in which information gathered by the roving (sanchara) 
agents should be routed through th:,_ stationary _spies _ (~arnstha), to the 
head of the secret service. In other words, Kautilya underlmes the need of 
verifying the information gathered by spies. This system clearly contradicts 
the romantic impression of Megasthenes on spies, who, according to him, 
were never accused of lying. Kautilya has greatly stressed on the gathering 
of secret information on the activities and attitudes of high-ranking officers 
(including the samahartta himself), watching over the officers in the finance 
department, invigilating upon the suspect elements of the state and the 
application of force, fraud and dubious means to eliminate them. That the 
collection and sending of information to the authority was vitally important 
for the statecraft is not merely underlined by Kautilya; the messengers 
(patived(!~µs) in the Asokan edicts carried out the same fi.i:nction. 

------rfiis -brings us to another vital feature of the government at the apex 
level, namely the availability and management of resources of the state. The 
maintenance of the large army and an impressive number of salaried state 
functionaries would certainly require an enormous amount of resources. Even 
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before the days of the Maurya empire, the Nandas are said to have extracted 
revenue by resorting to extortionate measures. The Arthasiistra repeatedly 
stresses on the significance of a strong treasury (kosa). According to this 
treatise, the collection of revenue is entrusted with a high-ranking officer, 
the samiiharttii (collector of revenues). The samiiharttii should supervise the 
<:()llection of reven~e from the followingseven heads: (1) fortified urban areiJ. 

,_(durga), (2) i:he countryside (riishf:ra), (3) mines (khani), (4Yi;~igation projects 
(setu), (5) forests (vana), (6) pasture -grounds (vraja) and (72_ trade-route 

·(vaJJikpatha)._The theoreti~ian.clearly impresses upon the diversified sources 
of revenue from both agrarian and non-agrarian sectors. The most important 
source of taxes must have come from agriculture. When Asoka paid a visit 
to Lumbinigrama, the place of nativity of the Buddha, he reduced the rate of 
the share of the agricultural produce to one eighth and totally exempted the 
village from ball (ubalike kate a_thabhagiye cha: Rummindei pillar inscription). 
The share of the produce (bhiiga) has been the primary demand of the ruler 
since-tnepre-Mauryan times. Asoka does not specify the actual rate of bhaga, 
but it must have been higher than the reduced rate of one eighth (12 1>er 
cent). The ruler in early India is generally considered to have bee1:1 ;ntitled t~ 
?ne-sixth of the produce (shatj.bhagin). The rate of_bhaga cluring the)\,1aurya 
times is likely to have been at least one sixth (16 per cent), if not an even· 
mgher rate of one fourth (25 per cent). The bali signifying a levy is known 
since the later Vedic times, but its rate is °u.nce.rtain. The Greek accounts also 
inform us that cultivators had to pay to the state a share of at least one fourth 
of the produce. It is only the Arthasiistra that recommends the levy of an 
irrigation cess (udakabhiiga) from cultivators, ranging from one fifth to one 
third, but no other contemporary source corroborates that the Maurya state 
actually imposed such a levy on the agriculturists. The ruler in early Indian 
theoretical treatises is seen as the supreme authority over irrigation projects 
and that is the basis of demanding a levy on the users of irrigation facilities. 
In the absence of any other source than the Arthasiistra on the collection of 
the water-cess, it is unlikely that the Mauryas exacted this particular tax 
from farmers. There is no ground to hold that the~~i:yan realm belonged 
to what Karl Wiufog~l ~~~gibed as hydraulic society, nurturing an Oriental 

~~s;p9_~·_!:'1egasthe_nses reports that neatherds, sheph;rds and hu1:1ters h~d 
to pay a levy, p~ssibly in kind, to the state. This closely corresponds to the 
Arthasastra recommendation that both forests and grazing grounds should 
yield revenue to the treasury. The Maurya rulers were possibly the first to 
have exploited the faunal and floral resources of forests through revenue 
measures. It is no wonder that some forests in the Arthasiistra appeared as 
material forests (dravyavana). Kautilya is also the first theoretician of early 
India to have underlined the importance of mines and minerals as valuable 
resources to the state; here too, the state is perceived as the ultimate 
authority over the resources lying beneath the soil (elaborate discussion in 
a subsequent section). 
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Giving his impressions of the municipal administration at the Maurya 
capital Pataliputra, Megasthenes reports that commerce was closely 
supervised by officials and a levy of one tenth was collected from the merch;;i.nt 
on sale proce~_~s. Two Aramaic edicts of Asoka and Greek texts leave a strong 
impression that the Mauryas paid some attention to the maintenance of 
routes of communication. Seen from this light, the Kautilyan prescription 
of raising taxes from trade routes may have materialized to some extent 
during the Maurya period (elaborate discussion in a subsequent section). 
The Maurya realm therefore appears to have developed a regular resource 
gathering machinery, which recognized the importance of both agrarian and 
non-agrarian pursuits as sources of revenue. While agrarian revenue must 
have been the most important resource of the state,. the Arthasiistra el)lis.ts 
_as many as twenty-two _and twelve types of imposts, levies and dema,nds 
available respectively from the urban area (d'!!rga) and mining operations 

. '(khani). He thus recognizes the significance of revenue collected from non
agrarian sectors. The vast Maurya realm did not have uniformly fertile areas; 
many regions were relatively arid and agriculturally less prosperous than 
the Ganga valley. That such areas could yield non-agrarian resources from 
forests, craft production (including mining) and trade was attempted for the 
first time in Indian history by the Mauryas. ': ,. , >' ' <) 

For Kautilya,. one of the most serious crises of the realm was financial 
_stringency. The treatise proposes that the ruler should take recourse to 
extremely harsh measures to replenish the treasury during an emergency 
(pra7J-ayakriyii). According to the text, _the ruler should demand very high 
rate of taxes from peasants (karshakas), artisans (kiiru), animal breeders 
(yoizTjioshakas), merchants (vaidehakas) and even courtesans. The measures 
aresoharsh that thesecar{be applied only once during a particular reign and 
never twice (sakrideva na dvib prayojyab). Kautilya also does not rule out the 
employment of secret agents and of force and fraudulent measures to raise 
resources during such emergency situations. 

The extensive Maurya empire could not be effectively administered only 
from Pataliputra, the apex political centre. That the Maurya empire had 
within it administrative centres at regional levels is demonstrated by Asoka's 
edicts. Two SREs at Dhauli and Jaugada clearly record that there were 
~egional headquarters at Ujjayini (in western Madhya Pradesh), Takshasila 
(Taxila in north-west Pakistan) and Tosali (Dhauli near Bhuvaneswar), each 

_{i1:1-d~r-i:he charge of a kumiira or a prince of the blo""a·d royal~At Suvan;iagirC · 
identified by D.C. Sircar with Jonahgiri in the Kurnool district of Andhra 
Pradesh, there was an ayaputa or iiryaputra (Brahmagiri, Siddapur and 
Jaitnga-Rameshwar versions of the MRE I). Th~ iiryaputra was also a Maurya 
prince and Suvarnagiri is generally regarded ;:s thefourth ~nd-south~rn 
·regional headquarters of the empire. 

Before one delves into a discussion on these headquarters, it is important 
to explain the term iiryaputra. Ayaputa or iiryaputra is not any ordinai:y 
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prince of the Maurya house, but the term probably stands for the eldest son 
. ~f the emperor, If the term ayaputa corresponds to the term aryakumtira iri 
Paµini's grammar, it is likely that as the eldest son of the emperor, he was 
the heir designate, closely analogous to a yuvartijti. His status was, therefore, 
surely higher than that of an ordinary kumtira and hence a different label was 
devised to underline his higher rank and status. He could have held a position 
of the viceroy directly representing the Maurya ruler. Why an ayaputa was 
appointed only at the southern headquarters is a matter of conjecture 
and logical guesswork. The reasonable inference is that the southern area 
which is noted for the maximum concentration of Asoka's "edicts was rich 
In :mineral resources (the very name Suvarnagiri, literally the hill ~f-gold, i; 
a pointer to this possibility). There is a distinct likelihood that the material 
interests of the Mauryas prompted them to set up an administrative 
headquarter at Suvarnagiri under a governor of very high rank. According to 

1 Thapar, peninsular India was a peripheral region for the Maurya rulers who 
could have been keen on exploiting the mineral resources for enriching the 

,metropolitan area of Magadha. What has so far been discussed may suggest 
that at three centres kumtiras were placed,. . .while the southern division was 
e,ntr~sted to an authority of a more exalted nature. 

Though· the kumaras belonged to similar rank and status, a perusal of 
the two SREs speaks of a more complex arrangement. According to these 
edicts, the kumtiras at Ujjayini and Takshasila could send officers on tours of 
inspection (anusamytina, itself an administrative innovation by Asoka)_aft~:r 
every three years. On the other hand, similar tours of inspection were sent 
out from Tosali after every five year, not by the kumtira stationed there, but 
by-ffie Maurya emperor himself. In fact in the SRE I Asoka directly instructs 
local officers (mahamtitras and nagalaviyohtilaka) in Kalinga without at 
all referring to the kumtira at Tosali, who is expected to issue instructions 
regarding the tour of inspection to his local officers. Does this not leave an 
impression that the ku!!7:~r_czc1t 'J:'osali, though of equal rank with two otper 
kumtims, enjoyed less power and authority than his counterparts at Taxila 
and UjJayini? Put differently, one may argue that the kumaras at Taxila and 
U3jayini had a greater say in the administration of their respective areas than 
the one at Tosali. D.R. Bhandarkar has little hesitation that the kumtiras at 
Ujjayini and Taxila enjoyed considerable autonomy in their respective areas. 
G. Bongard Levin does not agree with the perception that these kumtiras were 
under relatively lesser control of the apex authority. He points out that in 
the case of the ayaputa at Suvarnagiri, Asoka's instructions were not directly 
addressed to him, but to local officers of inferior rank. It is also possible 
that there was a greater degree of intervention by Asoka in the functions 
of the kumtira at Tosali than that in the case of other kumtiras since Kalinga 
was a newly conquered area. Even arguing for a strong control of the apex 
political authority over a powerful governor in a distant territory through 
a chain of command, it is difficult to miss that there was no uniformity in 
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the power and authority of kumaras of equal rank. This in turns strongly 
speaks of the allowance for and accommodation of regional diversities in the 
Maurya administration. 

The historiography of the Maurya administration often presents a 
stereotyped image of a vast realm neatly organized into ~pr()vincial units 
in four cardinal directions: Takshasila, Ujjayini, Tosali and Suvan;iagiri. This 
image ffis well with the per~eption of a unitary character of the Maurya state. 
The view in question requires a rethinking in the light of recent studies in 
Asoka's edicts. The Asokan MRE at Pangurariya in Madhya Pradesh reveals 
to us 3mother kumtira, Samba by name (the only kumtira known by his 
personal_11~me) associated with Manemadesa, through which Asoka toured 

during his visit to Upanithavihara. Kumtira Samba was possibly in charge of 
Manemadesa in central India. The presence of a fifth kumtira gives a jolt to 
the conventional image of an empire divided into four compact provinces 
under four kumtiras. There could have been, thus, a fifth unit of regional level 
administration in central India. There was indeed another zone of regional 
administration in Kathiawad where we find Pushyagupta and Yavanaraja 
Tush.ispha serving Chandragupta Maurya and As-;k~·respectively (Jun~garh 
rock inscription of Rudradaman I, AD 150). These two did not belong to the 
Maurya ruling house and did not carry the designation kumtira. Pushy~ta 
?ore the epithet rtish.!J:Jy_a, in charge of the regional unit called rtishtra. Both·· 
governors were outsiders to the royal house. 'tushaspha is commonly seen 
as a Greek on the ground of his epithet Yavanaraja. Though the term yavana 
is derh;~d from Ionia in Greece (and hence a Yavana is identified as a Greek), 
Tushaspha could not be a Greek. Tusha is an Iranian name and aspha or aspa 
is the Iranian equivalent of Sanskrit asva (horse). Tushaspha was therefore 
a person of Iranian origin. The term yavana could stand for any Hellenized 
person of West Asiatic extraction. The significant point is that in Kathiawad 
the Mauryas consistently appointed persons outside the royal lineage as 
regional administrators. B.N. Mukherjee's reading of two Aramaic edicts 
of Asoka from Laghman brings to light another governor Whsu (Vakshu?), 
once again possibly of non-Indian origin, in charge of the north-western 
borderland (the Yona/Yavana area of the empire). In the Maurya empire 
therefore probably existed large administrative units more than the four in 
cardinal directions, entrusted to provincial authorities of different types. 

The province-like administrative unit is likely to have been divided 
further into locality-level tiers, knCJ2"!1_c1~)ll!1_l!PEilf! .. a1y:l tihara i11 A5okc1,'.s 
edicts (MRE at Rupnath, Sanchi PI and REs II and IV). It was A. Venis who 
first explained the significance of the term tihtira as a locality-level unit of 
administration, akin to a district. The term could also imply a fiscal unit 
from where revenue could be procured (tihara'(la). The administration 
of the locality level unit was possibly in charge of the rtijukas-figuring 
prominently in Asokan edicts-who looked after the people of the district 
(janam jtinapadam). They were entrusted with the power of rewards (avihtile) 
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and punishments (dmyj.a: RE IV and SRE I); this gives an impression of their 
being associated with the administration of justice at the locality level. The 
term rajuka may have a close affinity with rajjuggahakamacca of the Pali text; 
the latter denotes an officer (amatya/amacca) holding the rope. This implies 
that the rajjuggahakamacca functioned as a settlement officer holding a rope 
to measure the field. The description relates to the officer's functions in 
the countryside which fits in with the term janapada. Jhe _,:_tijy_kas of Aso_ka, 
therefore, could have also functioned as an officer measuring land in rural 

.. ar:_as,_ in addition to their discharging other important functions at the 
locality level. Megasthenes labelled officers in charge of the countryside 
as agronomoi who were entrusted with, among other things, collection of 
revenue, supervision of irrigation facilities, judicial administration and 
maintenance of roads. One cannot miss some similarities in the functions 
of the agronomoi and those of the rajukas of Asoka's edicts. Asoka seems to 
have enhanced the importance and responsibilities of the rajukas, since they 
were associated with the propagation of Dhamma. Acccording to Asoka, 
just as the father of a new-born child felt confident having put the child in 
the care of an expert nurse, Asoka in a similar way, was assured by having 
placed many inhabitants of the janapada under the care of the rajuka. This 
statement above amply bears the significance of the rajuka/agronomoi in 
Mauryan locality-level administration. 

The Arthasastra prescribes a somewhat different set up of locality-level 
administration than that apparent in the Classical accounts and inscriptions. 
~he largest unit of rural administration is sthaniya, consisting 800 villages; it 
~~dtwo sub-units in descending order, namely the dro,:zamukha ( 400 vill~ges) 
':~-~ karvatika (200 villages). At the lo_~estrung stg_Q.c:l _the sa17!m::_qji_ang,. ____ , 
consisting_ten ":i!~~g_e._~-Jhe villages were certainly the lowe;t ~~it of l;;cal 

·aarriTnistration. It is not possible to ascertain whether the Kautilyan scheme 
of hierarchial rural units of descending order was actually experienced in the 
Mauryan times. 

Megasthenes and other later Greek writers furnish some evidence about 
the city administration at Pataliputra, the Maurya capital, and also the 
premier urban centre in the subcontinent. ]'l-tere were officers in charge of 
ci117_administration, known as astynomoi. They were divided ihto six boa;ds, 
each consis!i,!:lg qf .five m.embers. The first board looked after everything 
concerning industrial arts. The second board was entrusted with information 
on_?irths and d;~ths occurring in the city. The Greek account informs us that 
this helped the administration to assess the amount of taxes to be levied 
from the city dwellers. The third board took care of thel_Cl_!eigners_"!~iting 
!te Maurya capital. The fourth board supervisecl exchange-related activities. 
The fifth board ensured that no old article was to be mixed with the new one. 
The sixth board was entrusted with the collection of one-tenth of the sale 

_procee_ds; failure to pay this levy was, according to Megasthenes, punished 
with death sentence. The astynomoi in their collective responsibility also 
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supervised the maintenance of marts, ports and shrines. There is not much 
corroborative evidence in support of the Classical accounts on municipal 
administration. The Arthasastra assigns the administration of the urban 
area to the samaha;ttti., who was primarily the revenue collector. Kautilya 
fays down strict norms to maintain cleanliness, health and hygiene in the 
urban (possibly the capital city) area. The Arthasastra also emphasizes the 
collection of elaborate data on the size of the household, the number of 
male, female and children in each family, the general trends in income and 
expenditure, and also the ingress and egress of people from their houses 
in both villages and cities. This was recommended to form a thorough 

assessment of revenue to be collected. 
This overview of the Maurya administration speaks of the creation of a 

well-organized polity. But it is difficult to perceive that the administration 
was run solely and uniformly at the instructions issued from the capital 
by the apex political authority. The Maurya administration seems to have 
recognized local and regional variations which were accommodated and 
not wiped out. Readings into Asoka's edicts do not uphold the image of a 
monolithic and/or unitary polity, recommended by the Arthasastra where 
every command seemingly emanated from the capital. Asoka himself 
admits that his realm being vast, his officers were allowed to issue elaborate 
(vistata), medium-sized (majhima) and abridged (samkhita) versions of edicts 
(RE XIV). That subordinate officers could modify the central text of royal 
orders according to their respective local needs and situations, is clearly 
upheld by the Maurya emperor. The accommodation of local peculiarities 
is best indicated by the issuance of edicts in Greek and Aramaic languages 
and scripts, specifically catering to the local needs which could not be served 
by the use of_Prakrit language and Brahmi or 15h_aE9shj:i scripts. ?n the 
other hand, Asoka chose to cause the engraving of the edicts in peninsular 
India in Brahmi script and Prakrit language though the area could well have 
been more familiar with Dravidian speeches than Prakrit. Some degree of 
centripetality in the Maurya realm is visible, but this does not imply the 
existence of a unitary, monolithic polity bereft of local diversities. At any 
rate, the direct authority of the apex Maurya government was effective 
mostly in the metropolitan and core areas of the empire, that is in the Ganga 
valley, while its penetration into the peripheral areas was limited. 

VI 

Asoka's Dhamma 

% 
The Maurya realm was created by a strong army and maintained by 
an -efficient administrative machinery. Besides these two factors, the 
integration of the empire probably required an ideology that would provide 
an overarching framework, accommodating many diversities at local and 
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regional levels. While the expansion and consolidation of Magadhan power 
were achieved by powerful rulers like Bimbisara, Ajatasatru, Mahapadma 
Nanda and Chandragupta Maurya, Asoka was possibly the first ruler to have 
realized the need of an ideology for ensuring coalescence in the empire. This 
is evident in his idea and propagation of what he called Dhamma. This is a 
subject which has received sustained attention of historians commenting on 
the nature and dissemination of Dhamma. Dhamma was indeed the central , d i-

h f h d d b /- r ' ' "' 'I , ' · I<('( ,0 • t eme o t e e icts issue y Asoka. /-1 UJ c, ;, 1 / ·' , • , • ·• v , • ,;--J-

The Prakrit term Dhamma is the same as Sanskrit 'Dh;rma' which is , : ,', 
popularly, but not accurately, translated as religion. This is often taken in .. , ,,1yi 

1 :::i £' the sense of the religious leaning of an individual or a group of persons. Thus V 

Asoka's Dhamma is commonly viewed as his personal religious leaning. The 
much cherished notion is that Asoka, out of his deep and genuine remorse 

<,_ of the violence pE:_rpetrated during the Kalinga war, became a BufAhist. As a : . 1 
~ ,-,·cJ_o\·,,-,. 

devout Buddhist, he steadfastly practised non~olence (ahimsd , eschewed/ 
war for good since the victory over Kalinga and'fullowed a pacifist policy. In 
other words, Asoka after the Kalinga war governed his empire as a devout 
Buddhist. That is why he is celebrated as a Buddhist ruler and a sage-like king. 
Such a perception as this is largely based on the portrayal of Asoka in later 
Buddhist annals and legends, especially in the Divyavadana, Asokavadana 
and the Buddhist texts of Sri Lanka. It is therefore not surprising that many 
scholars hold that through the propagation of Dhamma, Asoka turned 
Buddhism into a state religion, and his Dhamma was but a synonym of 

' " 

Buddhism. L / , n n · 1 ) j r , I '> v ' f • , / , 1 , : 
1
- ! 0 1 I · _ ' ' t 

Recent scholarship however examines the nature of Asoka's Dhamma bf! 1 ·,: 

primarily in the light of his edicts as contemporary records dealing with 
his understanding of Dhamma. He did not clearly define what Dhamma 
was but spoke of several features of Dhamma in his edicts. The edicts leave 
little room for doubt about Asoka's personal leaning to Buddhismc? He 
categorically calls himself an updsaka or a lay Buddhist devotee (MRE I)?The 
MRE at Maski more specifically labels him as a lay worshipper of the Buddha 
(Buddhupdsaka). In some recensions of his MRE (issued in the tenth year 
since his coronation) he frankly admits that for one year he was not striving 
as an updsakaJ:i'\but he became an active lay follower during the last one 
and half year~he tenth year since his coronation having elapsed, Asoka 
visited Sambodhi (modern Bodhgaya), the place of the Enlightenment of the 
Master~His visit to Lumbini grama, the place of the nativity of the Buddha 
(hide Budhe jate Sakyamuniti), clearly figures in the Rummindei inscription. 

G He twice visited the stilpa associated with the memory of the Buddha 
Kanakamuni (a Buddha prior to Siddhartha Gautama), first in the fourteenth 
'past' year and then in the _twent_ieth_'p;;;,t'..ye_ar since his coronation when he 
respectively enlarged the stupa and erected a stone pillar there (Nigalisagar 
pillar inscription). He also visited Upanitha-vihara (a Buddhist monastery) 

( p 
,,___) 
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in Manemadesa (in Madhya Pradesh: MRE at Pangurariya) when he was away 
from the capital for 256 nights. Such a tour was described as Dhammayatd 
(dharmayatrd or tours of Piety) and was undertaken when ten years had 
elapsed since his coronation (MRE, especially the recension at Aharaura). He 
prescribed the following canonical texts for Buddhist monks and nuns in the 
Samgha to study: Vinayasamukase, Aliyavasani, Anagatabhayani, Munigatha, 
Moneyasute, Upatisapasine and Laghulavada (Bairat edict). This clearly 
establishes his familiarity with Buddhist canonical literature. Asoka strongly 
admonished those monks and nuns who fomented schism in the Samgha 
and the ordered excommunication of such monks and nuns by making them 
wear white dress, white being inauspicious to the Buddhist monastic life 
(Schism edicts at Sarnath, Kosam and Sanchi). Along with these epigraphlc <t\) QJ 
data one also takes into account the~~~ of Buddhist texts that ~ring h~s o:"',c ~ 
reignwas held the ~bird Budd~ist_ Cou~cil (samgfti) u~der th_e pres~d~ntship '\,"\ 
of Moggaliputta Tissa. The Dzvyavadana recounts his sending missions to 1JJ 

Sri Laril<a-tci propagatEi Buddhism under the care of his son Mahinda and 
daughter Sanghamitra. The spread of Buddhism to Southeast Asia, including 
Java, has been credited to him in some later Buddhist texts though not 1), 

supported by any other contemporary evidence. Asoka figures in Buddhist ~v, 

texts as the ruler who constructed 84,000 stilpas all over Jambudvipa . .lb~ .. -j'\o) 
seventh century Chinese Eilgrim Xua1! Zang (~~~-1:_1§.~ng) also spoke of v' rJY' 
thisfeat of Asoka. These legends and perceptions explain why Asoka was 

hailed in Buddhist tradition as the P,~r~d~~~a,tic ~~dqhist king (dhammik
1
a-:_ 

1 
,/ 

1 
r 

dhammaraja). - · _] · ~' I .-Hit Sorr 1 1\ f / · 
-------xIItli.ese ~~~~ot but show him as a pious and practising Buddhist, his c,. Ip I 
familiarity with canonical texts, his concern for the unity of the Samgha 
and his perceived role in the far-flung spread of Buddhism. But his edicts, 
on the other hand, are conspicuously silent on certain essential tenets of 
Buddhism. He never spoke of t~e F?l_l_:_~oble Tr_:1ths (Chaturarya~~tz!!) .. ~!:.,d \ ~ 

a~!t1
tf~~:;~;;;;:~gt~:nh7~~H;~~~~~;~~:~~t:~~~~: 

'other fiana~-ne .. considered theattainment of heaven (svaga, i.e. svarga: 

MRE I) as the highest goal for hiss:1bje0ts to stri:e for. As these fo~ndational "01 _ 1 
principles of Buddhism are conspicuous by their absence from his concept«: 
of Dhamma, it is a pertinent quest~on whether thro~gh ?hamma he was iY' 
propagating Buddhism. S,J. Tamb1ah_ feels that Asoka s Dhamma was ~," 
strongly embedded in Buddhist principle. He has critiqued Thapar's attempt 

at _separating Asoka's personal faith in Bu~~-:fJ:CJ~public ~fficial 
policy of Dfiariima. Tamoiah argues that Asoka's edicts do not contam any 
mnfaf-This crucTaCseparation. He suggests that the contents of Asoka's 
edicts were an outcome of the -suaaliist stress on metta (lovmgkin~~s), . 

-mudita (sympathetic joy), karw;ia (compaSS!Q!l) a:ncfaana (donorshi:e)- He 
also :pouit~fu-that~As6ka wisli.=;g. that this. .. sum;issoi::s :weuld uphold the 
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policy of Dhamma and if necessary would apply minimum (unavoidable) 
violence. Tambiah argues that has a close similarity with the ideals of the 
Chakkavatti (universal) ruler in the Chakkavatti Sihanada Suttanta. 

In the light of the debates on the nature of Asoka's Dhamma lies the special 
significance of his Aramaic and Greek edicts, which had not made their 
impacts on Maurya historiography when Tambiah presented his position. 
What figures as Dhamma in his Prakrit edicts is called Eusebia in Greek, 
meaning Piety. The Aramaic edicts mention Data and Qsyt (as synonyms 
of Dhamma), denoting Law and Truth respectively. In the translation of 
the term Dhamma in Aramaic and Greek, no association with Buddhism is 

J . , '( indicated. RN. Mukri_::je~'s studies in these edicts demonstrate that Asoka 
~ ,r'' :i l had no i:1fen_:10_r1 o_r equatinisJ:)_~amma ~t~!3~~-~isin, his personal faith. 
' In racfASOKa Joes not attach any sectarian approach to Dhamma. That is 

why he lays down on his subjects to show honour and seemly behaviour to 
Brahma1;1as and Srama1;1as alike (RE XI). The Dhammamafiamatras (officers., 
propagating the Law of Piety) are iristructedt~ treat the Samgha, the 
Brahma1;1as, the Ajivikas and the Nirgranthas (Jainas) with equal respect 
(PE VII). True to this attitude, Asoka donated cave-dwelling to Ajlvikas 
monks (Barabar cave inscription) .7rwillbe therefore afiifileexercfseffhis 
Dharririia is studied mer~ly from the point of view of his personal devotion 
to Buddhism. 

'v 

In the practice of Dhamma, Asoka actually emphasizes on the observance 
of certain conducts. One of the pillars of these principled conducts is the 
observance of non-violence. Asoka eschewed war ar:id replaced the sound 
of the war drum (bherighosha°:F..E Y)_ with the reverberation of the drum ,of 
Dhamma (Dhamamaghosha)following thi~ principle. This also prompted 
nim to emphasize on the non-injury to living beings and non-slaughter 
(anarambho pra,:i.anam, avihisa bhuta,:i.am) and to put an end to royal hunting 
(viharayatra). His personal zeal and integrity in promoting non-slaughter is 
replete in his statement that previously, many animals had been slaughtered 
for the royal kitchen; the number was reduced to just two peacocks and one 
animal. Even these were not be slaughtered in future (RE I). When 16 years 
had elapsed since his coronation, Asoka banished those who were excessively 
fond of hunting and fishing (Laghman Aramaic edict). Ten years later Asoka 
enlisted a number of birds and animals which could not be slaughtered. The 
policy of abstention of killing of living beings was employed stage by stage, 
and not clamped down at one single go. The guiding principle in this case 
was that one living being could not be sustained by another living being 
(jivena jive no pusitaviye: PE V). This attitude is in clear harmony with his 
instituting facitilies of medical treatment to both animals and human beings 
(pasuchikichha and manusa chikichha). 

Asoka prescribes the inculcation of certain virtues for the practice of 
Dhamma. These are, according to the PE II, little sin (apasinave), many 

~-..,.,..,.. 
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meritorious deeds (bahukayane), kindness (daya), charity_(dane), truthfulness 
(sache) and purity (~chaye). To these are added the recommendation for 
avoiding some vices: violence (chamdiye), cruelty (nithuliye), anger (kodhe), 
pride (mane) and jealousy (isya: PE III). Dhamma, therefore, appears 
to have consisted of practising a set of virtues and avoiding a number of 
vices. These conducts have no sectarian_aFp!Q,¥h nor are they typical of 
a particular religious behef. Sucn-prin~iples were in fact intended to cut 
across religiouscltfrerences. The relevance of Asoka's stress on self-restraint 
(sayame), mental purity (bhavasudhi) and gratefulness (ki,tanata) is therefore _ 
not difficult to appreciate. He strongly promotes the enhancement of the 
essence of all sects (saravatJhi: RE XII) and in that context, restraint of speech 
is"6f paramount importance. The ideal of his Dhamma denounces the over
praising of one's own sect and disparaging others' sects, because by doing 
so, one's own sect suffers. This undoubtedly marks his Dhamma with the 
spirit of accommodation of and respect for plurality; there is little scope of 
championing any particular creed, let alone Buddhism in these ideals. 

Daily life and chores were also within, the purvie~ ~tJ;?.,~Jr;r?:~· Insepar~bly 
associated .with the practice of Asoka s Dhamma a\re respe2tful behaviour 
to parents, teachers and elders; seemly behaviour to brahma1;1a-srama1;1a, 
kind attitude to the weak, miserly, slaves and servants (PE VII). Festivities '· ::-). \ i 1 

likesamaja (which according to the Arthasastra was marked with revelry, 
licentious behaviour and drinking) were not in keeping with the principles 
of Dhamma and therefore banned. Asoka also banned the performance of 
various rituals (mangala) which he found trivial and replaced these with 
Dhammamangala (REs I and IX). Once again, these principles and ideals are 
neither specific nor typical of Buddhism; these could be observed by and 
applicable to various groups irrespective of their ethnic, socio-cultural and 
material differences. This may explain why Asoka perceived that Dhamma 
was based on age-old values, norms and codes (pora,:i.a pakiti: MRE II), 
thereby underlining the long-standing commonalties among diverse socio
cultural, ethnic, economic and religious groups. The application of Dhamma 
would ensure welfare of his subjects, both in this world and the other world 
(hidalokika, palalokika). Asoka certainly considered that the application of 
Dhamma enabled him to act like a father to his subjects, who were seen 'as 
his offspring (sabe munise paja mama: SRE). 

The above discussions on Dhamma point out that it was not identical 
with Buddhism, nor was Buddhism reflected in it, though Asoka's personal 
leaning to Buddhism is beyond any doubt. There was no attempt to impose 
Buddhism as a state religion. R.G Basak, however, finds in the universal 
appeal of Dhamma some affinity with the teachings of the Dhammapada. 
Raychaudhuri considered that Dhamma highlighted the moral and ethical 
pnnciples -common to all religious beliefs.~~l~a11t~~ Sastri was-t-he-flrst to 
suggest that Dhamm-3,_~~p-~ted an ethical code of conducts place.cl before . 
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all his subjects. This idea seems to have been further refined and elaborated 
by Romila Thapar who perceived that Dhamma was largely an ethical concept 
related to the individual in the context of his society. 

In the propagtion of his Dhamma, Asoka was attempting to reform the narrow 
attitude of religious teachings, to protect the weak against the strong, and to 
promote throughout the empire a conscious social behaviour so broad in its scope 
that no cultural group could object to it. 

It is evident that, according to Thapar, Dhamma was therefore an ideology 
intended to weld a subcontinental society. 

Recent readings into the Greek edicts of Asoka offer another dimension 
to the policy of Dhamma. The Greek edict from Kandahar enlists some of 
the salient features of Eusebia (Piety)-the Greek translation of the term 
Dhamma. Among the virtues to be inculcated for the practice of Eusebia/ 
Dhamma was that Asoka's subjects 'had to mind the king's interests' (ta tau 
Basileos sumpheronta noi). This implies that the subject had to mind and/or 
pay respect to the interests of the ruler; in other words, the subjects were to 
demonstrate firm devotion to the ruler himself. B.N. Mukherjee considers 
that this concept in Greek edict is in fact an elaboration and elucidation of 
the term dii;lhabhatita occurring in his Prakrit edicts (REs VII and XIII). The 
Prakrit texts of the two edits did not elaborate on the question of to whom 
firm devotion was to be shown. Mukherjee cites Paµini's grammatical treatise, 
to suggest that in this pre-Maurya text one of the meanings of bhakti or 
devotion was devotion to the ruler. The elucidation of the term in the Greek 
edict therefore explains that firm devotion was to be shown not to a particular 
religious belief, but to the ruler himself. Paying unquestioned allegiance to 
the ruler was, thus, a component of Asoka's Dhamma. Asoka spoke of the 
lofty ideal of paternal rulership, but it was not a one-way traffic. The Maurya 
king would behave like a father to his subjects, who in their turn, riit1st pay 
him complete allegiance. Dhamma certainly accommodated diversities in 
socio-economic and cultural life; but such pluralities were situated within an 
overarching commonalty. The Maurya ruler was a cementing factor in the 
empire marked by diversities and imbalances. In this way personal allegiance 
shown to the Maurya king became an integral part of Dhamma. Dhamma 
therefore was indeed a very broad-based code of social and ethical conducts; 
to this must now be added the political dimension of Dhamma which 
B.D. Chattopadhyaya views as a unifier. The all-encompassing ideology of 
Dhamma is eloquently expressed by Asoka's aim to maintain by Dhamma, 
to rule according to Dhamma, to make people happy according to Dhamma 
and to protect according to Dhamma (Dhammena pa.Zana Dhammena vidhana 
Dhammena sukhfyana Dhammenagotfti: PE I). 

An important aspect of his Dhamma programme was his sending Dhamma 
propagation missiq_g_ in areas beyond his realm. Here lies the rel~vance.ofhis 
appointment of the Dhammamahamatra class of high-ranking functionaries. 
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The Dhamma missions reached the lands of the Chola, Pa:r;ic;lyas, Satiyaputra 
and Keralaputra in south 'India. The propagation of Dhamma was conducted 
in Sri Lanka, as both Asoka's edicts and later Buddhist traditions would bear 
it out. No less significant is the fact that his Dhamma propagators also went 
to the far-flung kingdoms of five Greek rulers in West Asia and Ptolemaic 
Egypt. What does not escape our notice is that while Asoka accommodated 
plurality in his principle of Dhamma, he was not prepared to allow a 
dissenting voice in the matters of the Buddhist samgha. Thapar further 
suggests that PE VII-issued in the twenty seventh year-portrayed his 
obsession with Dhamma. She noted the possible elements of 'megalomania' 
and even 'germs of fanaticism' in some of his utterances on Dhamma. One 
has to admit that however noble and lofty the ideals of Dhamma were, these 
were Asoka's own understanding and formulation and left little choice for 
the individual. 

VII 

Economy and Society 

An overview of the social and economic situation in the Maurya empire 
may be relevant at this stage of our discussion. Traditional Indian society 
is expected to have strictly followed the four-fold varrza norm of social 
divisions, though there are known instances of departures from this ideal 
code. Kautilya also strongly upholds the maintenance of the brahmanical 
ideal of the social order based on the institutions of four varrzas and four 
asramas. For the understanding of the social life of the period, historians 
often turn their attention to the Classical accounts. Megasthenes and later 
Greek authors generally describe Indian society as divided into seven groups. 
This has led to the common perception that the Greek authors erroneously 
divided Indian society into seven 'castes'. It must be stated at the outset that 
the Classical authors referred to seven genos or meros; none of them referred 
to the term 'caste'. Genas and meros are not synonymous with caste. That is 
why it is difficult to consider that meros andgenos referred directly to castes. 
These seven J~:<:>ups, accordingto Megasthenes and other Classical writers 
were: 

1. Sophist or the Philosopher: They were held in highest esteem in 
the-socie·ty~- Tl-1e Greek authors while referring to the Sarmanes and 
Garmanes certainly meant the srama:r;ias and the brahma:r;ias. They were 
considered as public benefactors; sophists made public prophecies in the 
beginning of the year what would happen during the year. If a sophist 

. failed in his prophecy for three times, he was supposed to have remained 
silent for the rest of his life. As public benefactors, they were exempted 
from taxes. 
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2. Cultivators: They were the most numerous of all groups. This is certainly 
--acorrect ~ssessment of the Indian society by the Greek authors. 

Megasthenes stated that all lands belonged to the king and cultivators 
tilled the land on condition of paying to the king one fourth of the 
produce. According to one Greek account, however, cultivators received 
one fourth of the produce for tilling the land of the king. The second 
statement implies that they paid the state as high as three-fourths of 
the produce. The theory of the four-fold var~a society tends to locate 
the cultivator in the vaisya var~a. But Kautilya states that cultivators 
mostly belonged to the sudr~ group (stidrakarshakapraya_b). This is an 
interesHng position as the theoretician recognizes that the sudras were 
engaged in wealth-producing activities, in sharp contrast to the usual 
norm that they were only fit for the service of the three higher varnas 
(dvijatisusrusha). 

3. Hunters and shepherds: The third group lived outside the settled 
~iarian society. Hunte~s, neatherds, gatherers were considered public 
benefactors since they cleared the country from obnoxious beasts 
and birds. They had to pay to the state a portion of animals reared or 
captured by them. They may closely correspond to the vyadhas, nishadas 
(forest-dwelling hun-ters) of e~lndian literature. Fisher_men (kevata 
or kaivartta in Asokan edict) were possibly included in this group. The 
orthodox Brahmanical treatises generally assign a marginal position to 
these groups who were mostly active in forest areas. Kautilya includes 
in the list of forest dwellers (ara~yacharas) the cha~cjalas, pulindas, 
sabaras, etc., who were to be situated at the fringe of rural settlements. 
The strong admonition of Asoka to forest dwellers (a_tavikas: RE XIII) 
certainly speaks of the suspicion of the state society to them. 

4. Artisans and dealers: The fourth group comprise both artisans and 
dealers. Some Greek authors describe that all the artisans were employed 
by the state and hence were exempted from paying any taxes to the 
state. A variant account is that only armour-makers and ship-builders 
were employed by the state and hence, only they were not to pay any 
taxes. This implies that artisans other than these two paid taxes to the 
state. In terms of the_var~q t~eory, cl_~!i_sc1_:ri:s_<1._I1d d~al_~!1'_~~}()!1,g~~t<J !he 
vaisya category, tho~gh artisans and merchants often maintained their 

-di.s-tinct identities different from their ritual var~a status. 
5. Soldiers/ Army: In terms of number, they were only second to the 

cultivators. They ~ere not only exempted from taxes, but were paid by 
the state exchequer during the times of wars and peace as well. When 
there was no war being waged, they led a leisurely life. This group is 
commonly identified with the kshatriya whose prescribed profession 
was soldiery. But the term kshatriya actually denotes the ruler, members 
of the ruling lineage and very close associates of the ruler-in other 

T 
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words, the ruling group. The term to denote ordinary soldiers is yodha. 
The existence of a professional body of soldiers (ayudhajfvzsamgha) 
figures in the Arthasastra. 

6. Spies/Inspectors/Overseers: They are described as the most trusted 
persons-i.n the realm. Megasthenes makes an exaggerated statement 
that Indians were never accused of lying. He made this statement 
obviously to underline the reliability of these spies. The Arthasastra 
clearly recommends that the spy's report would be acceptable if and 
when it is corroborated by three other sources. Thus, Kautilya does 
not recommend the acceptance of an unverified report from a spy. This 
clearly contradicts Megasthenes' observation. 

7. Counsellors and Assessors: The seventh group was small in number but 
h~I;fir-i high- esteem, because from among this group were appointed 
the highest functionaries of the realm, e.g. the generals of the army, the 
head of the treasury, etc. The function of this group has close analogies 
to that of the amatya (including mantrf) of the Indian sources. That the 
high-ranking functionaries tended to form an exclusive social group is 
indicated by the mention of amachchakula or the group of amatyas in the 
Pali texts. Such a social group does not figure in the prescriptive texts 
but their identity as an important and elite group was recognized in Pali 
canonical texts. 

Megasthenes and other Greek authors, as was stated earlier, did not 
intend to describe the var~a-jati system. What is, however, significant is 
the observation in the Classical texts that no person was allowed to change 
professions and nobody was allowed to marry outside one's own group. The 
mention of the two crucial taboos speaks of their awareness of the importance 
attached to hereditary profession and the observance of endogamy, both 
being hallmarks of the var~a-jati system. But, on the other hand, it is 
also unmistakable that each and every group in the Classical accounts is 
described in terms of how it stood in relation to the state. This is an aspect 
which never figures in Indian normative treatises as a marker of one's social 
standing. Viewed from this angle, the list of seven social groups may have l. , , , I i.\ 1 ,-. 
some resemblance with the Indian concept of the seven elements (limbs) of 
the state (saptarigalscrp_taprakriti theory). It is well-known that there were 
many more social divisions than the mere four var~as which spoke only of an 
ideal Brahmanical order. So, the description of the Classical texts cannot be 
brushed aside on the ground that their authors failed to comprehend Indian 
var~a-divided society and therefore erroneously increased the number of 
social divisions from four to seven. The criticism that Megasthenes and 
other later authors confused occupational groups with var~as may not also 
stand scrutiny. The most significant difference of the seven-fold division of 
the society from the var~a-jati norm of social structure is that the Greek 
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aut~ors_ placed_ the seven groups one after the other without clearly stating 
thei~ h1era~chical positions, while van:,.as-jdtis were invariably arranged 
vertically with marked inequality. 

T~aLl_ti[zya Arthasastra strongly advocates the maintenance of the 
va,:_JJ.a-jatiorder in which the brahma1;1a is gi;en the highest ritual stattis. 

7'1ie image of the sharply differentiated society is also furnished by Asokan 
edicts which refer to brahma1;1as, noble (arya), slaves and servants (dasa
bha_taka), prosperous persons (mahat) and low (khudaka) persons. The 
~au_tilzya Arthasastra strongly upholds the norm of patriarchal society and 
family life in which the position of women .;_;ould be secondary to that of 

Vmale memb~rs. The ideal form of_ marriage _is witJ:l:tn_ th~_saII1e varJJ.a (savar. 
· na) but cmts1de !_~_gotra; one thus notes a combination of both endogamous 

and exogamous practices. If we take into account the mention of KaruvakI 
the second queen of Asoka (Allahabad-Kosam Queen's edict), then i~ 
indicates the prevalence of polygamy fo the societilvioreover, k~ruvaki is 
also described as the mother of prince Tivara (Tfvaramatu). Karuvaki was 
presented as the queen and the mother of a prince-that is, her position is 
judged in terms of two male members of the family, the husband and the 
son. This is a feature typical of a patriarchal society. It is striking to note that 
Kautilya in spite of a being staunch upholder of patriarchal social norms, 
allowed annulling of marriages (moksha) by a legal procedure. The same 
theoretician also recommends the employment of women in espionage 
network and in textile production .. The Arthasastra not only mentions 

__:_c:iur!esans (ga7J.ikas), but also advises th~ Ga7J.ikadhyaksha (officer in charge 
of prostitution) to regulate the entertainment offered by the ga7J.ika; the 
theoretician does not propose to do away with prostitution. 
· Like other periods of early Indian history, the root of the material life 
_of the Maurya period was agriculture. Greek writers were struck by the 
immensity of agrarian production. They unanimously speak of the profusion 
and diversity of crops which they attribute to the excellent fertility of the 
soil, presence of many rivers and profuse rainfall because of two rainy 
seasons (implying thereby both the s~uth-western and north~~astern 
monsoon seasons). The Mauryas were the first political power in India to 
have established a firm control over the areas watered by both the Ganga and 
~he I11:dus river systems. The bulk of the population was certainly engaged 
m agnculture, a point correctly observed by Greek authors. According to the 
Greek accounts, all land of the realm was held under royal ownership, an 
observation which is not supported by the Arthasastra. The latter includes 
disputes about land ownership under the scope of civil suits (dharmasthzya); 
there is little doubt; therefore, that such disputes could not have arisen 
without the recognition of individual right to own land. The Arthasastra 
clearly hints at the prevalence of individual ownership (svatva/svamitva) 
of land. The text however, suggests that vast stretches of crown land_(sita)., 
were held by the ruler and were designated as his _?wn land (svabhumi). The 
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Arthasastra bears a strong image that the state authority should participate 
in economic activities along with non-governmental initiatives in economic 
life which should ideally be closely watched over by the ruler. Keeping with 
this view the Arthasastra recommends that the overall agrarian production 
should be overseen by the Director of Agriculture (sztadhyaksha). The 
crown land (sfta) sh<?~ld be thoroughly ploughed (bahulaprikrish_ta), and the 

--sztilahyiiksa should employ two types of labourers tilling the crown land. This 
once again underlines Kautilya's emphasis on the utilization of resources of 
the crown land. 

One of the most significant agricultural policies laid down in this text 
is the creation of new rural settlements (janapadanivesa), in other words, 
the expansion of agriculture. The term janapada in the Arthasastra variously 
means a territory, a populated"'area and a r~ettlement. The. last 
cefrinotation oftheterm is i11.t:"elligible·wn;n the ter~ is contrasted with durga 
or fortified urban area. This is so important a measure (and also involving 
the input of considerable resources) that Kautilya strongly recommends 
administrative supervision for implementing the policy. A new janapada 
should be created either in a virgin area (abhutapurvam) or in an erstwhile 
habitat (bhutapurvam), which is currently fallow or deserted. The area 
would be populated by shifting people from an overcrowded region within 
the king's domain (svadesa) or by forcibly carrying people from elsewhere 
(paradesapavahanena). The latter recommendation immediately reminds of 
the forcible carrying away of many people (apavut;lhe) after Asoka's victory 
over Kalinga. Most of the settlers in the janapada should be sudra cultivators. 
Most of the land in the janapada are meant for allotment among tax-paying 
peasants (karadakarshaka), though some plots should be made free from 
revenue and distributed among brahma1;1as and officers settled in the newly 
created rural area. The watchword being the utilization of resources of the 
new janapada, Kautilya recommends eviction of a peasant who neglects 
agriculture and his plot should be given to another deserving peasant. 
Providing some financial inducements and assistance to new settlers-in 
the form of seed, cattle and cash -have also been recommended, but only if it 
is beneficial to the treasury (kosavriddhikara) in the long run. To what extent 
such a policy was implemented under Mauryan administrative supervision 
cannot be ascertained. In spite of the long occupation of peninsular India 
under the Mauryas, archaeological evidence does not point to regular 
plough-based agriculture in the Deccan during the Maurya period. The 
Mauryas do not seem to have been intent upon restructuring the economy, 
especially the material milieu outside the fertile Ganga plains. The active 
role of the state in agrarian production can at the most be perceived in the 
Ganga valley and the metropolitan area of the empire. Two inscriptions, not 
directly associated with any Maurya ruler but palaeographically belonging to 
the third century BC, may suggest some role of the Maurya administration in 
agrarian economic life. The Mahasthan inscription from Bangladesh and the 
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Sohgaura inscription from Gorakhpur region (Uttar Pradesh) inform us of 
the existence of storehouses or granaries (kosa/ko~thagara). Crops like paddy 
and sesamum were distributed among people possibly during the time of an 
emergency (atyayika). 

Agriculture was intimately associated with irrigation. Megasthenes 
narrates that one of the functions of the officers in the charge of the 
countryside (agronomoi) was to supervise the sluices on rivers so that 
irrigation facilities duly reached cultivators. This indicates the state's 
initiative in launching and maintaining river-based irrigation work. Early 
Indian theoretical treatises, including the Arthasastra, strongly advocate 
royal prerogatives over irrigation projects (setu). Two type of setus are 
mentioned in the Arthasastra: hydraulic projects with natural source of water 
(sahodaka setu) and those which were to be fed with water brought artificially 
(aharyodaka setu). The claim of royal prerogative over irrigation projects 
justifies the recommendation in the Arthasastra for raising an irrigation cess 
(udakabhaga), ranging from one-fifth to one-third. The Arthasastra on the 
other hand, also informs us about~el~~13E_a) and tanks{p_onds (.tatj.aga). 
that were local level irrigation projects. It is almost impossible that all the 
tanks and wells in the realm were owned and managed by the state. There 
is little dispute that such small-scale and local-level irrigation projects far 
outnumbered the large-scale ones. One may also reasonably assume that 
such small scale local-level hydraulic projects were looked after by initiatives 
of individual(s) and/or group of individuals. The river-based irrigation 
projects, often associated with sluices (srotoyantra of the Arthasastra), 
are indeed large scale and supra-local in nature, which required complex 
organization, employment of a sizeable labour force and investment of 
resources under the aegis of an impressive authority. The state apparatus 
was apparently suited to launch and maintain the supra-local irrigation 
project. The best illustration of the Maurya interests in large-scale irrigation 
projects comes in the form of the Sudarsana lake (hradagn_dsetu)....m..e..n_tj_QDed 
in the Junagarh prasasti of Rudradaman I (AD 150). Lake Sudarsana as a setu 
was constructed near ancient Girinaga;~-(Girnar in Kathiawad)_during the 
reign of Chandragupta Maurya. Asoka further added conduits (praralf) to it.· 
Excavations at Besnagar (ancient Vidisa) near Bhopal by D.R. Bhandarkar 
reveal the remains of a large irrigation canal (185' x 7' x 5'), which also was 
possibly built by politico-administrative initiatives. The known instances 
of the state participation in irrigation projects during th'e Mauryan rule 
are only two. Therefore, in spite of Kautilya's insistence on state care and 
control over setus, there is a remote possibility that all irrigation projects 
were brought under the supervision of the state. Most of the wells, tanks and 
other small-scale hydraulic projects were maintained by non-governmental 
efforts. There is thus little ground that the control over irrigation projects 
could have held a key to the growth of the Maurya political power. 
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The Greek accounts may suggest that armour-making and ship
building activities were under the Maurya state control. The Arthasastra 
recommendations for appointing two high-ranking officers, Ayudh~- . 
garadhyaksha (in charge. of the armoury) and Nav_qd~hy_a~sha (direct()! of 
s'ti1ppmg) ~eak:·-ortlie strategic importance of~se two manufacturing 
activities-:- though it is impossible to ascertain whether the Mauryas 
maintained a regular navy. The logic of imposing monopoly control on 
armour-making lies in the crucial importance of this manufacturing activity · .), 
from the point of view of the coercive authority of the state. f.\'<"--i0 

Much more pronounced is Kautliyan emphasis on the control and working 
of mines and minerals (akara). Mines are clearly seen by Kautilya as the very 
rooCofifi.e._treasury (kosa), ..;hich in its turn greatly influences the army 
(dartj.a). Thus, in Kautilyan argument, the sound condition of the treasury 
and the strength of the army ultimately depend on the mineral resources of 
realm. It is not surprising that Kautilya would recommend strong control 
of mines under the supervision of the director of mines (aka.r.!Jcl.hyaksha). 
The text also proposes to set up specific state manufacto~~-(karmantas) for 
the production of different minerals and metals. The production of salt too 
is viewed as a mining activity under the supervision of the director of salt
making (lavaradhyaksha). The Maurya interests in mineral resources may 
be apparent in the large concentration of Asoka's edicts in Karnataka and 
western Andhra Pradesh. This was the area where an a.ryaputra was present 
as a powerful administrator over a wide area. This part of peninsular India 
is well-known for its deposits of gold, diamond and other gems. Allchin 
demonstrated through excavations that many areas close to the findspots 
of Asoka's edicts bore marks of mining since the pre-Maurya period. Thapar 
therefore argues that the Maurya interest in capturing and controlling 
extensive areas of the Deccan was largely prompted by the access to vital 
mineral resources. It is also important to note that the Zawarmala mines 
in Rajasthan have yielded archaeological evidence of the production of zinc 
around fo~;th c~-~tury. According to A.K. Biswas, this is the earliest known 
information on the production of zinc (important for the making of brass) 
in the subcontinent, if not in the ancient world. 

The Arthasastra recommends the setting up of state textile manufactories 
under the supervision of the director of . yarn/textile pr<Jductio!l 
(sutradhyaksha). The sutradhyaksha clearly figures as. -an employer of 
labourers, mcluding women workers, in the textile manufacturing unit. One 
of the striking recommendations of the Arthasastra is the employment of 
workers with clearly stipulated conditions of the time of their work, amount 
of production and salary. If there was a shortfall in the production from the 
stipulated amount of the output of yarns, that would lead to a reduction in 
the salary (sutrahrase vetanahrasa) of the workers:-I~~tile production being 
one of the traditional crafts of India over millennia, it is unlikely that all 
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textile manufacturing centres in the vast realm came under state supervision 
under the Mauryas. In the light of the Arthasiistra recommendations, at the 
most, it may be conceded that the Maurya state could have participated in 
textile production along with and parallel to numerous textile production 
units under non-governmental enterprise. The Arthasiistra also strongly 
recommends the setting up of state mints under the mint .. master. 
(rupadarsaka) and distilleries to produce liquors under the director of liquqr 
manufacture (suradhyaksha). There is no other evidence to establish t:h~t 
these prescriptfonswere-practised in the Maurya empire. 

That the Mauryas tried to supervise trade and commerce; at least in 
and around the metropolitan area of Magadha, may emerge from the 
impressions of Classical authors. They report of the presence of 30 city 
officers (astynomoi) at Pataliputra. S-ome of them looked after different 
aspects ·of trade in the Maurya capital. These included the measures that 
prevented merchants from mixing the old item with the new (an attempt 
at stamping out adulteration at the the Maurya capital?). Some of the city
officers were responsible for the collection of one-tenth of the proceeds from 
sale of commodities. Megasthenes says that failure to pay this tithe was 
punishable with death sentence. It is not possible to check the authenticity 
of this statement, but the Greek author underlines the importance of trade 
for yielding some levy to the Maurya treasury. The city commissioners were 
collectively responsible for the upkeep and maintenance of ports and marts. 

The agoranomoi class of officers, according to Megasthenes and other 
Classical authors, were entrusted, among other things, with the maintenance 
of a royal road or highway. After each ten stadia (equivalent to almost five 
English miles) they erected sign-posts, giving directions and distances of 
various places. Eratosthenses, a Greek geographer contemporary to Asoka, 
informs us of a royal highway connecting the Maurya capital Palibothra with 
?~sa in Iran. A-remarkable corroboration of this account is offered by two 
Aramaic edicts of Asoka from Lamghan in Afghanistan. Both the edicts speak 
of a karapathi or a royal road (kara or kar means the lord/king in Iranian and 
patha in Sanskrit denotes way, road). The two edicts also mention several 
places and give distances and directions. The two Asokan edicts from 
Laghman may be the typical instances of the signposts and road-registers on 
the royal highway figuring in the Classical accounts. The highway mentioned 
in the two Laghman edicts could well have been the same as the royal road 
stretching from Susa to Pataliputra, going obviously through the north
western borderland of the subcontinent. Asoka's emisaries on Dhamma 
missions to the kingdoms of five yavana rulers in West Asia must have 
traversed by this route. The very fact that Asoka and his officers went out on 
tours-for pilgrimage, propagation and inspection-also reflects upon the 
existence of the network overland routes connecting different parts of the 
empire. The same image also looms large when one takes into account the 
despatching of royal edicts from the capital to dispersed territories of the 
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empire. One cannot ascertain how and how much the Mauryas were aware of 
the possibilities of sea-borne commerce. Two sets of Asoka's REs have come 
from Girnar and Sapara, both close to the west coast-especially Sapara 
or ancient Surparaka being well known as a port in Buddhist texts. Recent 
excavations at Failaka (near Kuwait) by Salles highlight the importance of 
the Persian Gulf as the major sea-lane connecting the west coast of India. . 
If the Divyavadiina account of Asoka's sending his son and cl.9:ughter to Sri 0 v6, 
Lanka for propagating Dhamma is taken into account here, then one has to\l"' 
recogni~e the ~ignificance of the port of Tam!~!i.p_ta in the G..i!ng.1 ddtaJor 
the marihme network with Sri Lanka. 
-- · -The Arthasiistra, as expected, sees trade from the point of view of 
the monarchical state. The theoretician does not hide his suspicion of 
merchants (vaidehaka) who were considered as dangerous as thorn's to the 
state and therefore fit to be literally purified-actually suppressed-by the 
state (ka~.takasodhana). To keep merchants under invigilation and to enable 
the administration to engage in exchanges, the Arthasiistra prescribes the 
appointment of the director of trade (pa~yadhyaksha). The pa~yadhyaksha 
should be aware of the different products (niiniividhaniim pa~yiiniim), whether 
grown in land or in water (sthalajalajaniim), whether brought to the market 
place by land route or by water route (sthalapathaviiripathopayiitiiniim), their 
changing demand (priyapriyatiim) and changes in their prices (arghantaram). 
The pa~yadhyaksha is also entrusted with the sale of royal products 
(rajapa~yam), probably produced in royal farms and manufactories, through 
a single channel (ekamukham). One of the major duties of the pa~yadhyaksha 
is to keep the profit-making motive of merchants under check:_fi.ye per cen,t 
profit on indigenous goods and ten per cent profit on non-indigenous items 
were prescribed. Merchants trying to increase the price of commodities 
to derive more profit than the stipulated amount should be strongly dealt 
with by the pa~yadhyaksha. The pa~yiidhyaksha, according to the Arthasastra, 
should go wherever there is profit and avoid absence of profit (yato 
labhastatogachchhet, alabham parivarjayet). TheArthasastra also recommends 
the appointment of two other officers connected with trade and commerce. 
They are the officer in charge of the market place (samsthiidhyaksha) and the 
officer in charge of the collection of tolls and customs (sulkadhyaksha). 

The Arthasastra prescriptions have been heavily drawn upon by a large 
number of scholars to construct the character of a unitary and monolithic 
organization of the Maurya empire, effectively establishing a state-controlled 
economy, or realizing the potentials of an early welfare state. Both these 
positions now need considerable rethinking. The Arthasastra with all its 
pragmatic approach to material matters lays down norms. How far these 
norms were put to practice during the Maurya times is a debatable issue. The 
Maurya interests and participation in material life are visible at the most 
in the metropolitan area of Magadha and some parts of the Ganga valley. 
The Mauryan efforts at controlling economy, if any, aimed at enriching the 
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treasury by realizing the revenue-yielding potentials in agriculture, crafts 
and trade. Our foregoing discussions on the Maurya revenue system may 
suggest that resources gathered were mostly expended for the maintenance 
of the large army and the sizeable number of functionaries. It is doubtful 
whether and how much care was taken by the Mauryas for the redistribution 
of resources, even when one takes into consideration the wide scope of state 
activities. 

VIII 

Visual Art and Architecture 

An outstanding political power often attempts to record and glorify its 
might and magnificence through visual culture. This may manifest in the 
creation of monumental architecture and visual representation of rulers. A 
major case in point was the Acheminid empire of Persia, which collapsed 
shortly before the foundation of the Maurya realm. While royal palaces and 
massive sculptures mark the grandeur of this very formidable power not far 
away from the subcontinent, the Mauryas do not offer a close parallel to the 
Achaeminid rulers in this matter. Little traces of monumental architecture 
associated with the Mauryas have been found, save the excavated remains 
of what is identified as the Maurya palace at Kumrahar near Patna. 
Megasthenes however, left behind an eloquent description of the Maurya 
royal palace at Palibothra. Excavations at Kumrahar revealed the floor of a 
large pillared hall marked by eight rows of ten columns each. The columns 
were systematically placed at 35 feet apart from one another. The columns 
are monolithic shafts made of Chunar sandstone and they stand free on the 
wooden floor of the hall without any pedestals or sockets or holes. As we 
shall see later, workings on Chunar sandstone are typical of the Mauryan 
period. The other important feature is their polished surface, which also is 
first encountered in the Maurya period and is a salient feature of the visual 
art of this epoch. These are the principal grounds on which the pillared 
hall is generally identified with the Maurya palace. The superstructure 
is completely lost. To the south of the pillared hall stand a series of long 
wooden platforms, each measuring 30' x 6'x 4'. According to the excavators, 
the superstructure of this building consisted of heavy logs of sal wood. The 
wooden construction in the Mauryan palace complex also finds mention 
in Megasthenes' descriptions. This is the only known instance of Mauryan 
secular architecture. Apart from wood being a perishable building material, 
it could also easily be damaged by fire. In fact, the Kumarahar excavations 
bear marks of conflagaration at the site. The Maurya palace could have been 
destroyed by a fire. One may include in the monumental architecture the 
fortifications of some of the cities in North India, but these fortifications 
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could have also been constructed during the pre-Maurya phase and therefore 
continued during the Maurya period. -;,~ u c 

Buddhist traditions of later centuries credit Asoka with the construction'; 
of84;6oo stupas (the stupa as a Buddhist architecture is discussed in the 

::1 W\' fl 
next chapter). In the seventh century AD, the ~!!1e_se pilgriIIl Xuan Zangis -, 
said to have seen and visited some of the__g_ll_J)_~scrrigtn.;i,lly built by Asoka. 
Asoka himself spoke of his two visits to the stupa of Buddha Konakamuni 
(a former Buddha) and his efforts of enlarging the said stupa when fourteen 
years had elapsed since his coronation. This may suggest that the stupa 
architecture was prevalent or known in the Mauryan epoch, but there is 
no stupa that can be securely assigned to the Maurya times on the basis A:\) W \I
of archaeological records. Asoka a11:~_3ne of his later successorJ?_ Dai~£a.Jlg~.c:, ~ 'f"'.i 
~nated <:_~~-~_he!ter~ for wc1JJ.dering Ajivika monks in the Barabc1rJ:glls near 
Gaya, as their respective inscriptions record these donations. These cave 

~~were artificially created. These mark the beginning of the rock-cut 
architecture that would take the form of the well-known chaityas in post
Mauryan times, especially in western Deccan. 

The period in question will remain as an important landmark in the 
history of visual culture of India because the Maurya period witnessed the 
regular introduction of stone as a medium for the art of sculpting. It is true 
that the earliest stone sculptures in the subcontinent go back to the days 
of the Harappan civilization, after which stone sculpting disappeared as a 
creative activity. It is in the Maurya period that stone sculpting re-emerged 
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Plate 4.2: Asoka Pillar 

and continued since. The outstanding examples of Maurya sculptural art are_ 
the Asokan pillars and the capitals atop them (consisting of animal figures). 
TFie Mauryan columns are free-standing pillars,- mad~ of Chunar sandstone · 
and noted for their mosaic-like polish on their outer surface. Some of the 
pillars were inscribed, like those at Sarnath and Allahabad, while several 
were left with plain columns, like those at Lauria Nandangarh, Lauriya 
Araraj and Basar Bakhira (all in Bihar). These are indeed the examples of 
what Asoka himself mentioned as stone pillars (szla thamba). Noted for their 
superbly chiselled form, these tall, circular and free-standing columns have 
a graceful and slightly tapering shape. The columns are sculptures made out 
of monolithic pieces and not created by mounting blocks of stone one above 
the other. There is no precedence of this kind of sculpting of stone to create 
pillars. The Achaeminid empire had known the use of pillars earlier than 
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the Mauryas, but the Achaeminid pillars were not monolithic; unlike the 
Mauryan columns, these were more architectural components, rather than 
sculptured stone pieces. Moreover, the Achaeminid columns were fluted, 
whereas the Mauryan pillars were plain and undecorated. The Maurya 
columns could have been inspired by Achaeminid ones, as the latter had 
been fashioned earlier than the Mauryan columns. It may not altogether be 
impossible, as has been suggested by some scholars, that some Persian artists 
had initially been present at the court of Pataliputra and helped create the 
form of the Mauryan columns. But the Mauryan pillars are too distinctive 
to be considered a mere copy of the Persian columns. The polished and yet 
undecorated, plain outer surface of the Mauryan columns enhances their 
grace; on the other hand, their tall tapering shape inevitably attracts the 
attention of the onlooker from afar. 

Contrasting the plain and tall shaft of the monolithic pillar was the 
decorative crowning element atop the column. At t3e top of the pillar stood 
the 'bell c"!pital' with its flowing downwards linear contour,_r: __ es~mbling ap 
-inv~rted lotus. Above the bell capital is seen an abacus, square (Basar Bakhira) 
or round (Lauriya Nandangarh, Rampurva) in shape. Jl1e topmost portion 
carries the figure of a crowning animal: lion (single_!iQ11 figure at Lauriya ~~ 
Nandangarh, Ramp_t::r:_"':'_a; quadruple lions at Sarf!;:i._th), _?lll!_(R..9,JTIJ;2UT~,.g.1 S '1 

efepfianY(Sanki~;": The modelling of the lion figure calls for our attent10n. 
N'iliarranja~ R~y notes a gradual stylistic evolution in the modelling of the 
lion, which is a seated or couchant image. At Basar Bakhira, the hind portion 
of the lion seems to have protruded out from the abacus, thereby hampering 
the harmony and the linear arrangement of the composition as a whole. 
This was gradually overcome in the specimens at Lauriya Nandangarh and 
Rampurwa, where the figure is well integrated with the bell capital and the 
abacus. The most famous example in this case is certainly the figure of the 
quadruple lions at Sarnath (which is the symbol of independent India). The 
lions are delineated in a tight and compact modelling, while the_ four lion 
figures face the four cardinal directions. The lion figures on Asokan colu~~s 
are sculptures in the round, visible from all angles-a remarkable art1st1c 
feat as there is no known beginning of this sculpting tradition. The Mauryan 
artist displays amazing skills in his realistic portraying of the animal figure, 
specially the flowing linear contour and a roundness of form. The four lions 
are shown frontally, the immense power of the animal is faithfully portrayed 
in the modelling of the chest and the two forelimbs. The artists' preference 
for anatomical details and precision are unmistakable in the treatment of 
the veins of the forelimbs and the paws with prominent claws. Considerable 
stylization is visible in the modelling of the mane, the gaping mouth, the 
flexed whiskers and the large bulging eyes staring at the onlooker. The 
entire composition is permeated with a formal and frontal approach that 
is intended to instill a sense of awe and reverence in the viewer. Ray rightly 
considers the lion figure as the image and symbol of the Mauryan imperial 
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authority. The static, tightly spaced and compact composition of the 
quadruple lion-figure has a pleasant contrast to the figures of other animals 
(t:Qelion, the elephant, the horse and bull) portayed with lively moving gaits · 
in the round abacus immediately at the bottom of the lion figures. These 
figures in the abacus are shown in high relief. The galloping horse, the slow 
moving bull, the majestic gaits of the lion and.the-elephant, each separated. 
oy a spoked ~h~-~[Tmparf a serise-circontinuous and flowing movement vis
a-vis the formal and compact composition of the four lions above them. The 
lion, the elephant and the horse shown in the abacus could simultaneously 
symbolize both the Buddha and the Maurya ruler. The three animals are 
generally associated with the royal insignia in ancient India;_!::b:ese could also 
denote the Buddha, the Sakyasimha who is said to have first appeared in the 
. ifream ofMayadevi i;-the form of an elepha~! and who left Kapilavastu on 
his horse. 
-----U o~e compares the treatment of the lion figure(s) with those of the 
bull (as an independent figure on the Rampurwa column) an~_the elepb_g_nt 
figllres at Sankisa, Kalsi and Dhauli, one cannot but note a difference in 
-stylrandcomposition. tl1ellesnir1ess- of Ehe form, the power of the animals, 

•· the roundness of the plastic form-especially seen in the treatment of the 
dewlap of the bull-figure and the of trunk of the elephant-are stylistically 
akin to the portrayal of these animals in the Harappan seals, though there 
is no known connectivity in the two sculptural traditions separated by more 
than fifteen centuries. Of particular significance is the superb figure of 
theel_:r_hant_ atphauli._ Hewn out of a rock, the composition i~p~rts the 

Plate 4.3: Rock-cut elephant figure, Dhauli __ __, 
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sense of the majestic and benevolent emergence of the animal from out 
of the rock itself. The artist has achieved here the delineation of the full 
weight of the massive animal although only the front half of the figure is 
actually carved out. The treatment of the flowing trunk of the elephant has 
immensely contributed to the aesthetic appeal of the sculpture. This can 
also be compared with the complete image of the elephant in outline on . 
the rock at Kalsi (near Dehradun), which has the accompanying inscription, 
g-afafcirifiT(tlYe elephant par excellence). There is also a frieze of elephant 
figures adorning the entrance to the Lo~;isa,~ishi __ cave_in the_Barabar hills (: 
(near Gaya) which Asoka donated to the Ajivika monks. The flowing rhythm 
~nd mo;~ment is also clearly marked in the composition of geese and floral 
motifs . 

In the visual art of the Maurya period is conspicuously absent a human 
figure, especially that of the ruler. One salient exception to this general 

Plate 4.4: Didarganj Yakshi up. 



174 Exploring Early India 

pattern is the ~r1~!1:.an_t_ir1gfemale figure, celebrated as the Didarganj ya"fs_shf, 
vVhich was found from Patna. A free-standing sculpture in the round, this is 
a wonderful instance of modelling the female figure with all the charms and 
grace of youth. She !10!~sa chowrie in her right hand that apparently rests Ol]. 

_her right shoulder. Elaborate ornamentations on the head and neck enhance 
her sensuous appeal. The typical features of portraying a female figure as 
per the Indian sculptural tradition are already visible: roundish face with the 
hint of smile, open and inviting gaze, flowing shoulder blades, heavy breasts, 
attenuated waist, deep-set navel and broad hips around which is worn a thin, 
almost transparent garment with stylized bands of drapery. Though some 
scholars tend to situate this sculpture in the first century BC, the typical 
Mauryan polish may indicate that it was created somewhat earlier. 

Niharanjan Ray cogently argued that the stone sculptures of the Maurya 
period-best illustrated in the pillars and their crowning elements-were 
created under the direction and patronage of the court, the awe-inspiring 
and reverential image of which was carefully symbolized and represented 
by the artists, who were employed by the court. Morevover, the principal 
medium of sculptures, the Chunar sandstone, came from a single specific 
area, namely Chunar to the west of present Varal).asL Recent archaeological 
findings reveal working of the query site near Chunar and remains of 
unfinished and semi-finished stone pillars. Querrying the stone from a 
single site, fashioning them and designing them in a specific shape and style 
and distributing them over distant areas, all these undoubltedly speak of the 
presence of an impressive authority that directed the production of the art 
form. Therefore, according to Ray, Mauryan art was a court art-a unique 
and isolated chapter in the history of earlylndian visual art-which needs 
to be situated in the context of the propagation of the ideology of Dhamma 
with a view to integrating a vast realm marked by immense diversity. It did 
not enjoy any root to the existing social and cultural norms at a popular 
level. As a court art it had no known antecedent in the subcontinent nor 
did it leave behind any legacy for the subsequent times. From the p~ints 
of view of the theme, composition, treatment and even the material (the 
Chunar sandstone), there is a visible change in the art and architecture of 
the post-Maurya times from the Mauryan tradition. There was, in the view 
of Ray, little urgency or agency to promote a court art with the collapse of 
the Maurya power. 

IX 

Decline and Collapse 

The_ first nearly pan-Indian power of the Mauryas was not however a long
lastmg one. _1:he Satavahanas of the post-Mauryan times, the Guptas and 
~he Palas lasted much longer than the Mauryas as a dynasty. The Pura.I).as 
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indicate that around 187 BC, the Maurya empire collapsed when the last 
ruler -of the dynasty,-Brihadratha, was overthrown and assassinated by.his 
military commander (senapatf), Pushyamitra Sunga, the founder of the 
succeeding Sunga dynasty. The memory of the overthr~.;_;;fng of Brl:hadratha 
by fushyamli:i-i also fig11~~s in thE:'_~D s~\TE:'_r1tli century Harshacharita of 
Bal).abhatta, In other words, the mighty Maurya realm collapsed in less th.an 
·half~ century after the demise of Asoka (232 BC). It is difficult to ascertain 
how many successors ruled after Asoka, since the Puranic genealogies are 
not uniform. One of the later Maurya rulers, Dasaratha,_ is definitely known 
and is a historical figure, because he had issued an inscription. On the 
basis of later Buddhist legends, Romila Thapar suggests that one cannot 
rule out the possibility of the division of the empire between two post
Asokan rulers. Such a situation as this could have symbolized the growing 
weakness of the empire. H.C. Raychaudhuri and B.N. Mukherjee explain 
that the arrival of weak rulers after Asoka doomed the future of the empire, 
which was built by Chandragupta Maurya and Asoka. While one concedes 
that great charismatic political personalities could add to the strength of 
a political power, the formation and demise of a formidable empire cannot 
satisfactorily be explained by highlighting the personal calibre of one or two 
rulers and/ or the presence of less prominent persons in a dynasty. 

The integration of the Maurya empire could have been threatened 
by the invasions of the Bactrian Greeks in early second century BC. The 
Mahabhashya of Patafljali alludes to the yavana inroads into Saketa (near 
Ayodhya) and Madhyamika (near Chittor), both of which had been included 
1nthe Maurya territory during the heydays of the empire. The Gargz samhita 
of the Yugapura,:ia also speaks of the yavana military success ove;-Paflchala 
(around Ahichhatra in Uttar Pradesh), Mathura (in western Uttar Pradesh) 

_ a-nd even Pataliputra. In the light of the emergence of an independent Greek 
kingdom in Bactria in the late third century BC, it is unlikely that the Maurya 
occupation of some areas in Afghanistan and North-Western Frontier region 
would remain intact after the death of Asoka. 

The historiography of the Mauryas has also critically assessed the role of 
Asoka himself in the speedy decline of the ruling house. Long ago, Haraprasad 
Sastri held Asoka responsible for the downfall of the Maurya empi~e. 
The principal thrust of Haraprasad Sastri's arguments was that Asoka, by 
following the policy of Dhamma, which Sastri held equivalent to Buddhism, 
'deliberately downgraded the position of the brahmal).a, the highest group 
in society. The discontent of the brahmal).a community, according to hi~, 

· erupted in the form of the rniiitary coup led by Pushyamitra Sunga, who was 
of brahmal).a birth. This critique of Asoka by Sastri is not free from doubt 
and inaccuracy. First, Asoka's Dhamma, we have already discussed, _was not . 
sectarian in character, never projected Buddhism as the state cult to the 
detriment of the brahmal).a and was admirably broad-based. Asoka's edicts 
amply show his equal respect to all religious groups, Budhdism, Jainism, 
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Ajivikism and the brahma:r;ias. That Pushyamitra was the Maurya sentipatf is 
a clear pointer to the fact that the brahma:r;ia was not discriminated against 
in the Maurya realm and could rise high in politico-administrative circle. 
It is merely a coincidence that Pushyamitra overthrew the last Maurya 
ruler and was also a brahma:r;ia by birth. There is absolutely no ground nor 
any empirical validity that he represented the brahmana varna when he 
assassinated Brihadratha and overthrew the Maurya rule.· · 

__!i.~_: Raychaudhuri who disagreed with Sastri, also found fault with 
Asoka's poHcy of Dhamma, but from a different perspective. He equated 
Dhamma of Asoka with a pacifist policy, which reversed the ~~-oldpoli~y 
of blood and iron that was, in his opinion, at the very root of Magadha's 
military and political success since the days of Bimbisara in the sixth century 
BC. By banning the -~ar drums which were replaced with the reverberation 

.. of Dhamma, Asoka virtually signalled the disbanding of the Maurya army to 
the great peril for the later Mauryas. Asoka, in Raychaudhuri's estimation, 
was a dreamer and not equal to the tough task of ruling like his grandfather, 
Chandragupta Maurya. It must be pointed out here that nowhere in the 
entire range of Asoka's edicts is there even a hint that the Maurya army 
was disbanded after Kalinga war. Asoka was far from being a weak and 
pacifist king. His strongly worded admonition to the forest dwellers bear 
ample testimony to this. Moreover, Asoka also sternly stated in one of his 
edicts that he would pardon only up to the limit that was pardonable. His 
advice to his successors regarding the application of violence was that if 
that was inevitable and unavoidable, only the minimum violence was to be 
taken recourse to. That he continued with capital punishment even when 
he personally was a Buddhist, does not portray him as a weak ruler, who 
is erroneously thought to have been more a sage than an astute political 
personality. In the light of these arguments, it is difficult to hold Asoka 
responsible for weakening the Maurya state by following the soft and pacifist 
policy of Dhamma. 

One may, however, ponder whether the policy of Dhamma, with its lofty 
ideals and noble aims, ever acquired any root among people in general. Without 
at all belittling the broad-based appeal and approach of Asoka's Dhamma, it 
has to be admitted that everything concerning Dhamma emanated from the 
apex political authority. One_<:>f the effects of the Kalinga war was Asoka's 
banning the samtija. Samtija was brought back to popular cultural life in 
I<:~li11:ga by the first major politicaHigure of Kaiing;, Kharavela, in late first 
century BC (Hathigumpha prasasti). This may symbolize a negation of the 
Dhamma policy of Asoka in Kalinga itself. 

Was it possible by even a ruler of Asoka's calibre to ensure smooth 
administrative functioning all over the vast empire, perhaps an overstretched 
empire? In his edicts Asoka had to admit that his instructions did not 
always reach his subordinates, nor did his officers always comprehend the 
significance of his instructions. If these problems of politico-administrative 

I 
I 
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integration persisted even during the lifetime of Asoka himself, then 
administrative malfunctioning and the fissiparous tendencies among 
powerful officers of the realm can hardly be ruled during the time of rul~rs 
less authoritative than Asoka. One may recall here the Divytivadtina narrative 
about the popular discontent at Taxila against the misrule by Maurya 
functionaries (dushtamatya). The problems of administrative integration, a 
problem from within the empire, could have threatened the longevity of the 

Maurya rule. . . 
The maintenance of a strong army and a large number of officers m 

the Maurya empire must have required enormous resources. Thapar 
argues that the Mauryas were not able to strengthe~ their res~urc:-base 
by expanding agriculture, because vast areas of penmsular India did not 
experience plough-based agriculture during Maurya rule:_:!'_li.e Mqhabhashya 
of Patanjali may suggest a period of financial crisis during the later phase 
~ri:he Maurya rule .. The text in question depicts the Mauryas, by whoi:11 
divine images w~re designed, as seekers of gold (hirm:,.yarthibhib Mauryazb 
archa prakalpita). This queer description will be better intelligible in the 
light of Kautilya's recommendations for replenishing the depleted_ treasury 
on an emergency basis. Strongly advocating dubious means to raise funds 
during financial stringency, Kautilya advises to plant fearful images of 
gods by spies, who would encourage people to donate lavishly to appease 
the wrath of gods. The fund thus raised will be surreptitiously taken away 
by spies to the royal treasury. The depiction of the Mauryas as_ seeker~ of 
gold and encouraging the making of divine images, when read m the hght 
of Kautilya's recommendations, leaves an impression of financial strin~ency 
in the Maurya realm, probably during the later phase of the empire. If 
such a situation prevailed, it could contribute to the declining power of the 

Mauryas. . . 
The Maurya empire is a landmark in Indian history as the p10neer m 

establishing a nearly pan-Indian parmountcy, an efficient administrative 
system with a centripetal orientation. _Tlie id.~al of chakravartf (universal) 
rulership was realized during this period. It will be remembered for the 
formulation of the policy of Dhamma to underline and accommodate 
plurality ·1n the ·socio-economic· and cultural situation in the subconti~e_nt. 
Two other legacies. that the Maurya period left behind were the traditi~m 
of inscribing royal orders and documents, and the use of stone as a major 

medium of sculptural art in India. 
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CHAPTER 5 

Confrontations, Commerce and 
Cultural Scenario 

(c.200 BC-AD 300) 

Preliminary Remarks 

The Maurya empire collapsed in 187 BC and with it, ended the epoch of a 
nearly pan-Indian political power. The five centuries subsequent to the fall 
of the Maurya empire saw several formidable political powers, often engaged 
in conflicts in different regions of the subcontinent. The political scenario 
of what is called the post-Maurya period in Indian history assumes further 
complexities as some groups of West and Central Asian extractions began 
to play an important role in the subcontinental polity. For instance, the 

-~reek, Saka (Scythian), Pahlctya (Indo-Parthian) and Kushai;i.a rulers left 
their marks in the politics of this phase. The principal arena of their political 
and military prowess is the north-western part of the subcontinent and the 
north-western borderland. In the Deccan, for the first time, monarchical 
polity emerged and consolidated, due to the rise of the Satavahana dynasty. 
The period in the historiography of early India has often been portrayed as 
an age of crisis, even a dark age. Such an estimation probably stems from 
the historian's preference for the study of long-lasting empires, which are 
frequently believed to have been periods of peace and stability generated by 
centralized polities. The ideal polity, in this genre of historical enquiry, is an 
expansive and centralized polity, which is projected as a norm; an absence 
of the same is viewed as a deviation from the norm, signalling a period ef 
overall crisis. The traditional historiography of early India often looks for 
oscillations between a centralized polity and a decentralized situation, 
marking, as it were, a swing of the pendulum from a glorious epoch to a dark 
age and vice versa. It is from this point of view that the.129_st-Maurya phase 
i§.J2!_~§-~pted by many historians as a perio_d __ Qf_c_risi~. One -possible reason 
for this gloomy portrayal was the presence of what is perceived as 'foreign' 
powers on Indian soil. Such a historiographical position emanates largely 
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from the nationalist agenda of writing the history of early India in the early 
twentieth century. The period is situated between two celebrated empires, 
respectively of the Mauryas and the Guptas, both lauded as indigenous 
powers vis-a-vis the 'foreign rulers' like the Greeks, the Sakas and the 
Kusha:r;ias. Romila Thapar has recently questioned whether the northwestern 
parts of the subcontinent, which were indeed the principal stronghold 
successively of the Indo-Greeks, the Sakas and the Kushanas viewed these 

. ' 
powers as foreigners, since that zone had been open to interactions with 
and influences from West and Central Asia since sixth century BC onwards. 
The borderland of the subcontinent did not stand as an inflexible political 
frontier, typical of a modern nation state, and instead, was porous enough 
to allow continuous movements and exchanges among neighbouring 
communities. 

As our study in the following pages would reveal, there was no major 
catastrophe in spite of the absence of a pan-Indian political power and the 
presence of rulers of non-Indian extraction in the north-west. The period 
in question witnessed unprecedented development in crafts and commerce, 
and especially experienced far-flung commercial and cultural exchanges. The 
fall of the Maurya empire also did not prove as an impediment to the ongoing 
process of the ~~11~ urbanization, which in fact, reached its peak during 
~-=ri~d from 200 BC to AD 300. ~t least three major schools of sculptures 
(Gandiiara, Mathura arid Amaravati) flot1rished during this period, which 
is also noted for the composition of many literary texts, including the early 
Dharmasastras, the Buddhist Jataka stories, compositions in Prakrit and 
hybrid Sanskrit and the earliest literary creations in Tamil. 

Historical probing into this phase is to some extent facilitated by the 
proliferation and ~i":rsity of source materials-inscriptions, coins, field 
a.:.~h~~ol~gical sources and various type ofliterary texts. The last mentioned 
source includes both indigenous and non-indigenou~ texts. Indian literary 
sources range from the normative Dharmasastras to the two great epics, 
creative literature in Sanskrit, Prakrit and Tamil, and technical treatise like 
the grammatical work, the Mahtibhashya by Patanjali. It is not surprising 
that India's growing interactions with the Hellenistic world resulted in the 
depictions of India in the Greek and Latin texts. '[he most importantof the 
9assical texts throwing)ights on India are .the Bibliothekes Historikes by 
_D~odorus (sernnd century BC), t~gr_ap~ikon by Strabo (late-first century 
BC), the Naturalis Historia by Pliny (late first century AD), the Periplus Maris 
Erythraei by an anonymous Greek mariner (late first century AD), the Indika 
by Arrian (second century AD) and the Geographike Huphegesis by Claudius 
Ptolemy (AD 150). Recent historiography stresses on the utilization of sources 
of _descriptive categories to assess the situation, a distinct methodological 
shift from the erstwhile tendency to judge early India merely through the 
lens of normative treatises. 
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II 

Political Situation: North India 

In 187 BC, Pushyamitra Sunga-the Maurya general (senapati)-revolted 
against his master Brihadratha and overthrew this last ruler of the Maurya 
dynasty by what i;-;;-mpara6Te witha inodern military ,coup. He· founded 
in Magadha the dynasty-of the Sungas, which according. fo the Pura:r;ias, 
lasted for 112 years. The S_11i1ga rule on that count came to an end in 75 
BC. Pushyamitra's capture of political power figures in a much later text, 

the-Harshacharita. ~~Q_.:ibhatta in his Harshacharita (seventh century AD) 

considered Pushyamitra, a brahma:r;ia, an ignoble person (antirya) for this 
frea-cherous act. What is surprising is that Pushyamitra did not assume a 
sovereign political title despite overthrowing a ruling house and founding his 
own. Dhanadeva, a Sunga ruler of Ayodhya and sixth in the line of descent 
from Pushyamitra, remembered his ancestor as a sentipti. It is logical to 
assume that Pushyamitra wielded his authority over Ayodhya, though that 
is difficult to prove in the absence of any contemporary records. Besides 
founding a dynasty Pushyamitra's political fame also rests on his countering 
the Yavana invaders in the Ganga valley. 

The Mahabhashya of Patanjali (a commentator on Pap.ini's Ash.tadhyayz) 
indicates that he was Pushyamitra's contempor.c1ry. The same text, while 
illustrating g~ammatical rules to refer to a rece~t ~eni, -mentfons the 
successful invasion of the Yavanas at Saketa (near Ayodhya) and Madhyamika 
(near Chitore, Rajasthan). The invading Yay.1113.:_s .~I~_ge_ner§llly identifted 
with the Bactrian Greeks (to be discussed later). It is possible that soon after 
t'Ke"collapse of the Maurya empire, the Greek ruler of Bactria (north-eastern 
Afghanistan) raided north India just when Pushyamitra had established his 
power over the Ganga valley. H?~!ilities between the Sungas and the Yavanas 
are also allud~~!CJ in the Malavikag~imitram of Kalidisa, ~dmittedly a drama 
oTa much later date. The drama depicts Agnimitra, son of Pushyamitra, as 
the governor of Vidisi .. (near Bhopal, Madhya Pradesh) and also describes 
a victory of Vasumitr<l (?_ll~hya1Ei!.!~j_g!~mdsot11 over a Yavana king in an 
area to the south of the river Sindhu (this is the river Kalisindh in Madhya 
Pradesh and not the river Indus). Although the drama does not record a 
historical event, it may suggest the Sunga control over eastern Malwa. The 
Sunga rule, with its centre at Pataliputra, seems to have embraced territories 
in the middle Ganga plain, the upper Ganga valley and eastern Malwa. 
According to the Pura:r;ias, Pushyamitra ruled for thirty-six years, which 
appears to have ended in 151 BC. B_e is praised by D~adeva as an ancestgr, 
~ho performed two horse sac:!:_i.fices (dvirauvamedhayajin), which alludes to 
his military success. It is also significant to note that this Vedic sacrifice, 
with a view to enhancing the power of the sacrificing king, reappeared after 
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it had been discontinued in the Maurya times. Though the J'llrai;ias mentiqn 
as many as ten Sunga rulers, only Agnimitra, Vasudeva and Dhanadeva can 
be considered as historical figures among the successors of Pushyamitra. 

fhe_Sunga rule was termin~ted by a new dynasty at Magadha, namely,' the 
Kai;ivas. Four Kai;iva rulers figure in the Puranic dynastic lists: Vasudeva, the 

founder· of the line, his son Bhumimitra, Narayai;ia (son of Bhumimitra) and 
Sus-arinan (son ofNi~iyai;ia). The Purai;ias assign 45 years as the total reign 
period of the Kai;iva kings; if that is believed, then the short-lived dynasty 
ceased to exist by 30 BC. The Purai;ias considered the Kai;ivas as servants 
of the Sun.gas (sungabhrityas), which may imply that the Kai;ivas began 
their political career as subordinates of the Sun.gas, but later removed their 
suzerain and assumed an independent position. 

Around the same time, in the second half of the first century BC, a new 
power appeared in Kalinga, which denotes the coastal and eastern part of 
Orissa, embracing the Mahanadi delta area. The Mahameghavahana dynasty, 
also known as the Chedi house, rose to cons1derable prominence, because of 
the political exploits of the third and the most illustrious member of the 
ruling house. :t!_I:' was Kharavela, a devoutJaina ruler, known exclusively from 
inscriptions, particularly from a prasasti or eulogy in Prakrit found close to 
present Bhubaneswar in Orissa. A mahajanapada type of monarchical polity 
had not existed in Kalinga hitherto before. Kalinga figured in connection 
with the possible conquest of the area by a Nanda king and it certainly was 
a part of Asoka's empire. The emergence of a monarchical polity in Kalinga 
seems to have drawn upon the process of state formation in the Ganga valley 
to which it had been exposed. No less interesting is the fact that Kalinga's 
geographical position made it a corridor between north India and the 
peninsular part. 

King Kharavela's various military exploits and other achievements appear 
in the prasasti in chronological order of his reign. Kharavela is said to have 
ruled 300 years after (tivasasata) a Nanda king had excavated an aqueduct in 
Kalinga. The last known date of Nanda rule being 324 BC, Kharavela therefore 
seems to have been in power 300 years after that; in other words, around 30 
BC. The alternative interpretation of the word tivasasata in the sense of 103 
years does not hold true, as the palaeo_gr:aplry_ of th(:' _ H~~~i.gllI_IJJJha prasasti 
is not as old as the third.century BC (324c:-103 BC = 221 BC). Kalingadhipati 
~. -- - ---

(Lord of Kalinga) Kharavela's military exploits began in the second year of 
his reign when he sent an army without considering a ruler named Satakari;ii 
(an early Satavahana king) of the west (dutiye cha vase achitayita Satakmnim 
pachhimadisam). The account speaks of his westward campaign (from 
Kalinga), towards parts of Madhya Pradesh and Maharashtra. His large and 
powerful army crossed the river Kahi;iavei;ia (river Krishi;ia or Wainganga) 
and threatened Asika (B.ishika)-nagara, located somewhere between the 
Godavari and the Krishi;ia. The Rathikas and Bhojas (possibly of Vidarbha, 
i.e. Nagpur area in Maharashtra) are said to have succumbed to him in 
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the fourth year. The eighth year marked a successful raid of Goradhagiri 
(Barabar caves near Gaya, Bihar) and Rajagriha in Magadha, forcing a yavana 
King pimita to run away to Mathura. It is difficult to s_atisfac;orily id:nti?" 
this Indo-Greek ruler; but it certainly demonstrates Kharavela s campaign m 
Magadha. Commemorating these military successes and his growing political 
power, Kharavela built an impressive palace of victory (mahavijayaprasada) 
in the ninth regnal year. This was followed by a_victorious i11y~sigr1_9f 
Bharadhavasa (Bharatayarsha) in the tenth reg:ri:<ll ye<1r. 'Ihl.~. is the ear:liest 
kno~n~pigraphic II1entionof Bharatavarsha, which certainly did not conno~e 
here th-e~ ~nti;e subcontinent. The same inscription clearly distinguishes it 
from Mathura and Uttarapatha, and this Bharatavarsha should therefore be 
located in the Ganga valley, somewhere between Magadha and Mathura. In 
the same year, Kharavela is said to have ploughed Pithui;ic;l.a, settled by a 
previous king, with donkeys (Pithwyjam gadabhanangalena kasayati). Such 
poetic exuberances were used as an expression of inflicting _humiliatio~ 
to the vanquished enemy. Pithui;ic;l.a, identified with Pityndra m. Ptolemy s~·· 
Geography, possibly stood in the coastal area of southern Andhra. Next fell 

·befor~ Kharavela a group of rulers of the Tamil-speaking area (Tramira-daha 
samghatam) of the far south. Kharavela therefore must have continued his 
campaigns further south after his victory over Pithui;ic;l.a in coastal Andhra. 
The description underlines his possible interests in pushing his military 
victories to a southern direction in his tenth regnal year. Another successful 
campaign against Magadha and Uttarapatha was launched two years after 
this, in his twelfth regnal year, when the Magadhan ruler Bahasatimita 
(Brihatsvatimitra?) fell at Kharavela's feet and he captured a vast amount of 
w~alth from Anga and Magadha (Anga-magadham vasum cha nayati) possibly 
in the form of war booties. In the same year, the ruler of Kalinga is credited 
with having caused to have brought many pearls and gems from the Pai;ic;l.yas 
near Madurai in south India (Pamdaraja ... mutamm:ziratanani aharapayati idha 
satasahasani). This claim cannot be taken at its face value since it is unlikely 
for the Kalinga ruler to have established his control in the Tamraparni-Vaigai 
valleys in far south India; nevertheless it speaks of Kharavela's interests in 
the eastern sea-board areas of south India. It is, however, not impossible 
that Kharavela could have sent his expeditions as far south as the Pai;ic;l.ya 
area when he fought against rulers of Tamilakam in his tenth regnal year. 
The inscription leaves little room for doubt that his military campaigns were 
directed particularly against Magadha. Does it indicate a Kalingan reaction 
to and retaliation of long Magadhan dominance over it? Apart from being a 
powerful ruler and a successful campaigner, Kharavela has been repeate~y 
lauded in the prasasti for his support to Jainism, his charity and his 
patronage to works of public utility (like extending an old aqueduct). In spite 
of Kharavela's achievements, the Mahameghavahana dynasty did not laSt 

long in Kalinga, subsequent to Kharavela's reign; only one of his successors, 

namely Vakradeva, is known. 
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III 

The North-west: Greeks, Sakas, Pahlavas and Kushai;ias 

The political situation in the north-western part, especially the borderlands 
of the subcontinent became considerably complex from the close of the 
third century BC. The north-west provided regular linkages with West and 
Central Asia because of its geographical location. As we have noted earlier, 
the Maurya political control over Kabul, Kandahar and the Laghman 
regions of Afghanistari was established by gaining these territories from the 
Seleucidian authority. Near Kabul was situated the ancient area of Bactria, 
under the Seleucid control. By late third century BC the local Greek satrap 
Diodotus I overthrew his allegiance to the Seleucid authority and established 
what is known as the Bactrian Greek kingdom in Bactria with its capital at 
Bactra (Balkh, modern Majr-i-Shariff in Afghanistan). Bactria was ideally 
in a position to maintain intimate connections-political, commercial and 
cultural-with Central and West Asia on the one hand and South Asia on 
the other. Its capital Bactra stood at the crossroads of Asian overland long
distance commerce. Basing largely on the Classical accounts, W.W. Tarn, 
among others, contributed to the reconstruction of the dynastic history of 
the Greeks in Bactria. To this was further added the numismatic evidence. 
Nearly 30 Greek rulers are known through their coins, thanks to the studies 
of A.K. Narain. Its importance for early Indian history lies in the fact that the 
subcontinent experienced for the first time the coinage with the names and 
portraits of the ruling authorities engraved on it. This has important bearing 
on the political attitude towards coinage. When coin legends of Greek rulers 
carried both Greek and Prakrit languages (in Greek and Kharoshti scripts), 
these undoubtedly point to political control of these rulers over certain areas 
of the subcontinent where the bilingual coins would be in circulation. 

Plate 5.1: Silver coin of Demetrius (obv.) with the figure of Athena (rev.) 
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During the early years of the second century BC, the Greek rulers of 
Bactria became ambitious enough to have launched several incursions into 
the subcontinent through the north-western corridor. These are_tlie rulers 
who are referred to in the Purai;ias as Yavana invaders towards the last days of 
the rvi~~rya rule Euthydemus or his so;b~m-etrius is generally credited with 
the beginning of the Yavana incursions into the subcontinent. This pattern 
of Greek incursions continued during the successive reigns of..~_p<:>~lodotus, 
Pantaleon and_Agathocles. According to B.N. Mukherjee, the coins of the 
~;~;d ruler suggest his control over the north-west frontier and Taxila 
in Gandhara. It is in Agathocles' one type of silver coins, found from the 
famous excavated site of Ai Khanoum in Afghanistan, that the first iconic 
representations ofVasudeva Krishi;ia and Sarhkarshai;ia (Balarama, Krishi;ia's 
elder brother) are seen. The inclusion of the figures of these Indian divinities 
on the reverse of Greek coins amply demonstrates the occupation of some 
territories in the north-western part of the subcontinent. We have already 
noted the allusion to the Yavana invasions of Madhyamika and Saketa in 
the Mahabhashya. Mitchirier has shown that the -~ci~gzsamhitti section of 

-the Yugapurti~a narrates, in the form of a pseudo-prophecy, the victorious 
campaigns of the Yavanas at Pafichala (Rohilkhand region), Mathura and 
Kusumadhvaja (Pataliputra?). The text in question also informs that the 
Yavana control over the Ganga plains would be of a short duration. The 
Yavana rulers (Bactrian Greeks), according to this text, would withdraw 
to their original stronghold, which faced a serious internal power struggle 
among the Yavanas. The Puranic narrative gains credence from the well
known fact (mentioned by Justin) that Eucratides rose in revolt against 
Demetrius while the latter was campaigning in north India. Eucratides not 
only became the master over Bactria, but also possibly controlled Kapisa 
area (contiguous to Gandhara) to the west of the Indus; a particular type of 
his copper coin mentions the city-deity of Kapisa (Kavisiye nagaradevatti). 

The power struggle in Bactria between two contestant groups eventually 
resulted in the establishment of the rule one group of Greek kings exclusively 
in the subcontinent; they came to be known as Indo-Greeks, distinct from 
the Bactrian Greek kings. One such Indo-Gre~l.< ruler, Antialkidas. was 
certainly in control of Gandhara in the second century BC; his ambassador 
Heliodorus (later a Vaishnava, with the Prakritized name Heliodora) visited 
Kasiputra Bhagabhadra, the king of Vidisa (Besnagar pillar inscription of 
Heliodorus), near Bhopal in Madhya Pradesh. The most formidable among 
the Indo-Greek kings was probably Menander. His silver tetradrachm coins 
(bust of the king: Athena hurling thunderbolt), according to B.N. Mukherjee, 
may indicate his association with Bactria, as these carried a typical Bactrian 
coin device. These coins also carry legends both in Greek and Prakrit, clearly 
implying their circulation in the north-western part of the subcontinent, 
which was under his control. His other type of coin depicting the figure of 
Nike appears to have been issued from mints in Arachg_~i?(K<!ndahar). The 
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Plate 5.2: Square silver coin of Inda-Greek ruler Apollodotus I with legends in 
Greek (obv.) and Kharoshti (Dev.) 

use of numismatic evidence thus helps reconstruct political history, at least 
to some extent. Strabo credits him with extensive conquests over the areas 
watered by the Beas and even as far east as the Yamuna; according to the 
same author, his control embraced Patalene (the Indus delta) and Saraostus 
(Saurashtra ?) . !''t~r:tctnder, identified with king Milind.ii, is particularly famous 

.for his cCJ:i:ye_r?icm to Buddhism under the influence of his teacher Nagasena, 
a matter which is the subject of the __ J?t11i text, Milindapafi.ho (Questions of 
Milinda). His capital was Sagala, near Sialkot (Pakistan). · · 
· The Greek rule in Bactria came to an end in 130 BC, judging in the light 

of Strabo's account and the annals of Early Han dynasty of China (Chien Han 
shu), as itsuccumbed to the raids of a few fierce Central Asiatic nomadic 
gr()llP,S. Among such nomadic groups were the __§cJ.i or Sek or the Scythians 
(the Sakas in Indian sources) and the Yueh-zhi (probably pronounced as Ye
tti, according to B.N. Mukherjee), the latter speaking Tocharian language. 
These groups obviously moved westwards from the Central Asian steppes and 
destroyed the Bactrian Greek kingdom. By about 75 BC the Paropanisadae 
(Kabul) area came under the control of a new Iranian power, the Arsacids 
of the Greek accounts, also known as the An-XI in the Chinese texts. One 
group of the Scythian people, according to the Chinese texts, migrated from 
the lake Issyk-Kol area in Central Asia and reached Chi-pin (Jibin) or Ki-pin 
after having passed through Kashgarh and the Pamir plateau. It was Sylvan 
Levi who first successfully identified Chi-pin (Jibin) with Kashmir. That 
Kashmir, Ga1:dhara and the contiguous Swat area (to the west of the Indus) 
came under Saka rule is indicated by an inscription. It records a donation 
made by kshatrapa (subordinate ruler) Patika at Taxila in the year 78 when 
his overlord Maues (Moga) was in power. The year refers to an Old Saka era, 
~eginning from 1 70 BC (not the better known _homonymous era beginning 
m AD 78). Calculating the 78th year of the Old Saka era, B.N. Mukherjee has 
assigned the rule of Maues to 92 BC (170 BC-78 = 92 BC). Maues' control 
over Kandahar was suggested by John Marshall on the basis of a particular 
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coin of Maues, though his view has not met with unanimous acceptance. In 
his silver coins (carrying both Greek and Prakrit legends), Mau~ears the 
Indian epithet-rajatiraja (king of kings). Such an epithet strongly suggests 
his control over a sizeable territory in the north-western part, including the 
borderlands of the subcontinent. No less significant is the use of an Indian 
epithet in the coins of a Saka king. 

Another branch of the Saka rulers had their stronghold in Kandahar and 
adjacent areas. The earliest rulers of this branch were Vonones, his junior 
co-ruler Spalahora and Spalahora's son Spalagadama. The names bear clear 
Scythian and Parthian elements, the latter coming from Iran. Inscriptions 
and coins throw light on three po'\,V~:rful_anc:l prominent Saka. rulers.of a 
later time. They are Azes I,_Azilises_ and A?~§.Jl. The existence of two Azes 
will be evident from an inscription from Bajaur. It was engraved during the 
time of king Azes and his subordinate local ruler Vijyamitra and dated in the 
year 63 of an era named after the dead (atita) king Azes. Thus the reigning 
king Azes was certainly different from the dead king of the same name. 
The senior and the dead king Azes was Azes I and his successor was Azes 
II. The inscription also establishes that Azes I founded an era or a regnal 
reckoning, which was continued by his successors. Recent researches by G . 
Fussman and B.N. Mukherjee show that Azes I founded his era in 57 BC. 

This is of considerable significance as the era of 57 BC is widely known as the 
Vikrama era. Its founder was therefore not a Vikramaditya, but a Saka king. 
His two successors Azelises and Azes II were able to retain the authority 
intact over Gandhara and adjacent territories. What is more important 
is the possibility of the eastern extension of the Saka power during their 
time. Four inscriptions from Mathura inform us about the presence of Saka 
kshatrapa/mahakshatrapa Rajuvula and his son Soc;l.asa at Mathura where 
they must have ruled as subordinates of a superior authority. One of these 
records bear the date of year 72, which probably is dated in the era of 57 BC 

(Azes era). It therefore should be dated to AD 15 (72-57=15) when Rajuvula 
probably ruled as a subordinate of Azelises and Azes II. Seen in this light, 
the Saka rulers belonging to the Vonones group carved out an extensive area 
comprising the north-western region, the Indus basin, the Punjab, upper 
Ganga valley and the Ganga-Yamuna doab, upto Mathura. 

The growing power of the Sakas was thwarted byth~ ri1,g of the Jndo
Parthi~~-ki;;_g Gondophares. He is parti~ularly known from an inscription 
from fald-{t=:i~B;_hi near P~shawar. This Kharoshti inscription bearing a date of 
year 103 is assigned to AD 46, since it was possibly issued by following the Azes 
era of 57 BC (103-57=46). Described in Prakrit as Guduhvara, Gondophares 
had this important record inscribed when he had ruled for twenty-six years. 
In about AD 46 Gondophares had already ruled for twenty-six years; he 
therefore came to power in AD 20/21. Takht-i-Bahi and the adjacent areas of 
ancient Gandhara appears to have come under his possession at the expense 
of the erstwhile Saka rulers. A particular type of his billon (an alloy of silver 
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and copper/tin) coin, issued jointly with his subordinate ruler Aspavarman, 
depicts him as a horse-rider. This device had already been in use in the coins 
of Indravarman (father of Aspavarman), which had been in circulation in the 
Bajaur frea. The Bajaur area, one may recall, formed a part of the territories 
of the Saka rulers. It is therefore likely that the billon coins of Gondophares 
were struck after he had captured Bajaur from the Sakas; the local ruler 
Aspavarman transferred his allegiance from his previous overlords, the Saka 
kings, to the Parthian ruler. Another type of his silver coins were meant for 
circulation in the lower Indus valley, which also is likely to have come under 
Gondophares' authority. A third type of his silver coins are associated with 
the Mathura region, which too may have been included within his realm. In 
view of the possible expansion of his authority over Gandhara, the territory 
to the west of the Indus, the lower Indus valley and north Indian plains up 
to Mathura, Gondophares fittingly used the title rtijtitirtija (in Prakrit) and 
basileos basileon (in Greek) in his coins. 

The political career of the Sakas having been threatened and cut short in 
this manner, their activities can be seen more in the western and peninsular 
parts of India in the subsequent times. This will figure in our discussion in 
a later section. 

Among the Central Asian nomadic warlike groups that entered Afghanistan 
and the north-western areas of the subcontinent, the Yueh-zhi people were 
the most important and left a lasting impression on Indian polity and society. 
Their history as a Central Asian nomadic people is available in the Chinese 
annals of the Han dynasty, the Chien Han Shu and the Hou han shu. Strabo 
knew them as the Tokharoi people, probably because they spoke Tokharian 
language (belonging to the Inda-European group of languages). The Chinese 
text~al accounts recall continuous conflicts among the Yueh-zhi, the Sai or 
the Sakas and the Xiongnu (from the last one emerged the dreaded Huns 
of the later centuries). These incessant wars forced a large body of the 
Yuezhis (da Yueh-zhi) to migrate westwards from the lake Issyk-Kol area in 
Chinese Central Asia. The Shi-ji narrates that this eventually brought them 
to Bactria, then under Greek rule, which was overthrown by several nomadic 
groups, including the Yueh-zhi. The arrival of the Yueh-zhi in Bactria has 
been assigned to the end of the second century BC. The Chinese evidence, 
analyzed by Zurcher, leaves an impression that in course of time, the 
Yuezhi group became further subdivided into five clans (yabgus); one of 
the five clans was called Guei-shuang. The Guei-shuangs gradually became 
more powerful than the four other groups, captured Da-xia-the eastern 
p~rt ~f Bactria. They subsequently conquered the whole of Bactria along 
with its capital Bu'ta (Bactra, modern Majar-i-Sharif, Afghanistan). The 
Guei-shuang of the Chinese annals then became better known in history as 
a mighty and celebrated power, the Kushai;ias. The strategic importance of 
Bactria has already been underlined. The control over Bactria holds a crucial 
clue to the political fortune of the Kushai;ias. The expansion of the Kushai;ia 
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power has been a subject of sustained enquiry for the last four decades and 
the discovery of several important evidence has significantly added to the 
knowledge about this power. Scholarly contributions from G. Fussman, R. 
Gobls, R.N. Frye, A.D.H. Bivar, J. Harmatta, B. Litvinsky, G. Pugochenkova, 
J.M. Rosenfield, B.N. Mukherjee and many other specialists have offered 
new insights into the Kushai;ia history. 

The earliest possible Kushai;ia ruler known from coins was Miaos, who 
not-o;,_ly ru.led over Bactria, but also over areas to the north of the Oxus 
(Amu Dariya) river. The Kushai;ias later conquered vast stretches of land 
in northern India, but the core area of their power was situated not in the 
subcontinent, but in Bactria. Bactria was indeed the launching pad from 
where the Kushai;ia power expanded in different directions and over a vast 
are·a. There has been a significant change in the orientation to the Kushai;ia 
studies. Till the 1950s, most Indian historians viewed the Kushai;ias as a 
ruling house of 'foreign' origin, which later became Indianized and began 
to expand from northern/ north-western India to different areas. The 
emerging historiography of the recent decades shows that the Kushai;ias, 
with their base in Bactria (which is oriented more towards Central Asia 
than to South Asia), expanded their authority over the northern parts of 
South Asia. The spectacular growth of the Kushai;ia power was largely the 
outcome of the military and political success of _f<:!_rrn:_i~~ble_ r.ul.~_rs like Kujula 
Kadphises,_ V'ima Kadphises, Kanishka I, Huvishka and Vasudeva I. There 
was a l~ng-~tanding idea that the Kush~r,ias_had two groups o~_rulers: fi_!st, 
the Kadphises group-consisting of Kujula and Vima, then followed by the 
Kani~hka group o(rulers. A recent discovery of a Kushai;ia inscription from 

'Rabata:k (in Afghanistan) very clearly demonstrates that there was no second 
group of Kushai;ia rulers; Kanishka and his successors enjoyed an unbroken 
descent and genealogy from Kujula Kadphises onwards. This very important 
inscription in Bactrian language (a middle Iranian language written in Greek 
script, so christened by W.B. Henning) has been edited and translated first 
jointly by N. Sims, Williams and J. Cribb and later by B.N. Mukherjee. The 
inscription is of monumental significance for our understanding of the 
Kushana territorial expansion. 

The. rapid growth of the Kushai;ia power is noticeable froP1 th~. time C?f 
Kujul~KacJ.12hises)-Ie figures as K'iu-tsiu-k'io in the Chinese sources an~ as 
Kujula kara kapha of the Kushai;ia yabuga in a particular type of copper cams. 
According to the Chinese textual sources, he conquered Gao-fu (Kabul) and 
Jibin/Chi-pin (Kashmir). Kabul was conquered possibly from the Arsacid (Xi 
or the Imperial Parthian) rulers of Iran and Kashmir from the Indo-Parthian 
control. This marks the beginning of the long-drawn hostilities between 
the Kushanas and the Parthian empire of Iran. The Chinese sources refer to 
his long reign till the age of eighty years, after which his_son and su~cessor 
V'ima Kadphises ascended the throne. The Hou Han shu credits V'ima with 
t:h~ conquest of Shen-du (the lower Indus valley and the Indus delta), which 
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was noted for its maritime commerce with Da-chin (Roman empire). V'ima's 
success in the lower Indus valley at once· resulted in territorial expansion 
and economic gain for the rising Kushai;ia power. Mukherjee argues that the 
Kushai;ia ruler was well aware of the commercial significance of the lower 
Indus valley with a major port in the Indus delta, named Barbaricum in 
Greek texts. Kandahar has yielded Indo-Parthian copper coins over which 
was struck a new device of the king at the altar, typically associated with 
Kushai;ia coins. This strongly suggests the conquest of Kandahar area by 
V'ima from the Indo-Parthian rulers. The king at the altar device on Kusha. 
na coins was introduced by V'ima, who modelled it on a similar device seen 
on the coins of the Arsacid ruler Gotarzes II (AD 38-51). A contemporary of 
Gotarzes II, V'ima too seems to have been in power till the sixth or seventh 
decade of the first century AD. The Hou Han shu suggests that the credit of 
conquering Sha-chi (Saketa in former Kosala mahajanapada) should also go to 
him. That he was able to expand the Kushai;ia authority even further east, up 
to Mathura, is evident beyond any doubt from an inscription from Mat (near 
Mathura), which has also yielded his famous statue seated on a lion throne 
with full regalian glory. An inscription from Dasht-e-Nabur firmly points to 
his continuous and uninterrupted control over northern Afghanistan. This 
inscription of V'ima is a trilingual one, one of them being Bactrian language, 
which was issued in year 279 of the Parthian era of 247 BC; the record is, 
therefore, dated in AD 32 (279-247=32). ,Y'.iITia Kadphises is thE:Jirst Kusha.. 
na ruler to have issued gold coins; the practice of issuing gold coins in the 
subcontinent also begins from his reign. An extremely powerful ruler, he 
assumed fittingly grandiose titles like maharaja, rajatiraja, sarvalogfsvara, 
mahfsvara, etc. 

The growing Kushai;ia power reached its peak during the reign of Kanishka 
I, {;ndoubtedly the most celebrated figure in the Kushai;ia dynasty. The 
R~batak inscription, according to the reading by Sims-Williams and Cribb, 
may suggest that between V'ima and Kanishka I stood another ruler V'ima 
Taktoo. The reading has been challenged by B.N. Mukherjee who prefers 
the suggestion by H.W. Bailey that V'imi(_hc1.d a son SaddashkamL(known 
from another inscription). ~addashkana, according_to--MukherjgeLE:Jth~r 
_did not ascend the thro!].~JJ_erh_ctps due to h.is_grematg:re demise, or ruJed 
for_ a yer:y _short. period. The reign of Kanishka is known largely from his 
several inscriptions, many coins and textual evidence. The epigraphic data 
demonstrate that he ruled for twenty-three years. Kanishka founded an era, 
probably marking his accession to the throne, since his regnal reckoning was 
continued by his successors. There is now epigraphic evidence suggesting the 
continuous use of the Kanishka era for 170 years by his successors. One of 
the most controversial problems of the Kushai;ia political history is to fix the 
beginning of Kanishka's reign. Even after an international conference having 
been devoted exclusively to solving this problem of chronology, no decisive, 
conclusive and unanimous position could emerge. The beginning of his reign 
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has been variously placed in AD 128, AD 144 and AD 248 (the last mentioned 
date is now virtually ruled out as the time of Kanishka's accession). But a 
very large number of scholars prefer to assign him to the last quarter of the 
first century AD. Since Ka!:}~ll}<a,_certainly e~tablj~t1_ed an era, t}lgs_e_~c,:holars 
strongly considered that it was the famous Saka era of AD 78 tha,t Ill1;1st have 
been founded by Kanishka). The view that Kanishka initiated the Saka era 
in AD 78 has gained considerable currency and acceptance among many 
scholars, but this is not a unanimous view. 

The newly discovered Bactrian inscription from Rabatak actua~ly b~longs 
to Kanishka's reign, possibly issued in the very first year of his reign_ or 
the first year of the reign of his subordinate ruler. The longe~t K~shai;ia 
inscription in 23 lines has thrown many new lights on the Kushai;i.a ~ist_o?. 
It records that Kanishka's commands were obeyed at Ozono (UJJaymi), 
Zagido (Saketa), Kozombo (Kausambi), Palibothro _(Pataliputra) an~_ Sro: 
tchompo (Srichampa or Champa near Bhagalpur). His sway over Kausam?i 
and Sarnath had already been known from his two inscriptions found m 
these two places, dated respectively in the second and third year ~f his reign. 
Mathura was certainly under his control, which is evident from his record of 
year 23. Two of his records from Sravasti cannot_ but point t? the in~lusion 
of ancient Kosala within his realm. In some Chmese texts impress10ns of 
his campaign in Pataliputra are available. But the Rabatak inscription for 
the first time presents an indisputable evidence of his rule a~ far_ ea~t as 
Pataliputra and Champa near Bhagalpur in eastern Bihar. Two mscr_ipt10ns, 
dated respectively in year 20 and year 22 of his reign from Sanchi clear~y 
demonstrates the inclusion of eastern Malwa in the Kushai;i.a realm; to this 
should be added also the region around Ujjayini in western Malwa in the light 
of the Rabatak inscription. If Saka kshtrapa Chashtana and his grandson 
Rudradaman had served the Kushai;ias as subordinate rulers of western 
India till AD 150, there is a strong possibility that they acknowledged the 
Kushana suzerainty. Put differently, it suggests Kanishka's control over 
wester~ India, including Gujarat and Kathiawad. Kanishka's empire certain~y 
included almost the whole of modern Pakistan, as will be evident from his 
inscriptions found from Suivihar (year 11), Zeda (year 11) and Manikiyala 
(year 18). Bactria indeed continued to be the most important territ?ry of the 
vast Kushana realm. It is. from Kanishka's reign that Kushai;ia corns began 
to be issued in Bactrian language, demonstrating thereby the immense 
importance attached to Bactria. His inscription from Surk?kota~ p~ese~ts 
a further proof of Kanishka's hold over Afghanistan. There is no i~dic~t10n 
that there was any shrinkage of the Kushai;ia control over the terntones ~o 
the north of the Oxus since its very inception. Chinese sources speak of his 
control over Khotan in Central Asia. Though admittedly an author of the 
later ages, Xuan Zang mentioned about Kanishka's rule ov~r areas _to t~e e~st 
of the Tsungling mountains or Pamir plateau. Central Asian terntones hke 
Kashgarh, Sogdiana and Tashkent were incorporated within his realm. The 
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KushaJ).a expansion in Central Asia seems to have brought him into conflict 
against Han China. Chinese sources narrate his campaign against the Han 
ruler Wu-ti, but Kanishka is said to have been defeated by the Chinese 
general Pan-chao. Kanishka evidently expanded the authority of the Kusha. 
nas over a huge area embracing almost the whole of north India, Pakistan, 
Afghanistan, the Pamir region and extensive areas of Central Asia. His reign 
witnessed the final transformation of the KushaJ).as from a nomadic group 
to a vast territorial empire. 

Whether and to what extent Kanishka's successors were able to retain 
control over areas to the east of Mathura is doubtful. But the Kushana control 
over Mathura till the very end of the KushaJ).a dynasty is well re.corded in 
inscriptions. His immediate successor Vasishka (also called Vajheshka and 
VaskushaJ).a) ruled over Sanchi during his reign (Saka era 20-28). The next 
ruler Huvishka had a long reign (year 28-60, i.e. AD 106-138). A number 
of his inscriptions are from Mathura. His control over Afghanistan, Bactria 
and the western part of Central Asia is borne out by inscriptions from 
Wardak, Surkhkotal and Airtam (in Uzbekistan). The Hou Han shu indicates 
that about AD 125 (during the reign of Huvishka) the KushaJ).as held sway 
over Pu-li (Tashkurgan in the Chinese Xinjian area) and Mu-lu (Merv in 
Turkemenistan). 

The KushaJ).a realm has a distinctive feature of the simultaneous rule of 
two co-rulers, one senior and the other-a junior co-ruler. In fact, it was 
a legacy from the practice of the Sakas. This can be observed in the cases 
of Kanishka and Vasishka; Vasishka and Huvishka, especially in the light 
of inscriptions. When Huvishka was ruling his junior co-ruler in Saka year 
41 (AD 119) was one Kanishka, the son of Vasishka, as is known from the 
Ara inscription (from Pakistan). This Kanishka is certainly different from 
Kanishka-the grandfather of Huvishka. Kanishka of the Ara inscription is 
therefore Kanishka II, who according to the Kamra inscription of year 20 (AD 

98), was born in that year. Paucity of evidence does not allow us to ascertain 
whether Kanishka II ever rose to the status of a full-fledged senior KushaJ).a 
ruler. 

The long reign of Huvishka is followed by an equally long reign of 
Vasudeva I, Saka era 64/67-98 (AD 142/145-176). The KushaJ).a hold over 
Mathura was intact, so was their control over the north-western part of the 
subcontinent and Bactria. In view of the rise of Mahakshtrapa Rudradaman 
I as an independent ruler in western India in or before AD 150, the KushaJ).as 
seem to have suffered a territorial loss in western India. Two more successors 
of Vasudeva I are known from coins which bear the names of their issuers. 
They were Kanishka III and Vasudeva II. A recently discovered inscription 
from Mathura, dated 170 Saka era (AD 248) carries the name of the king 
riijiitiriija devaputra shiihf Vasudeva, who can be identified with Vasudeva 
II. A Chinese text, San-kuo-chi, places the accession of the Yue-zhi king Po 
t'iao in AD 230. He is possibly the last known KushaJ).a king. The Kusha.J).a 
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Plate 5.3: Gold coin of Huvishka showing the king with a halo around 
His head (obv.) and the figure of Ardoxsho (rev.) 
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control over Mathura, therefore, was uninterrupted since the days of V'ima 
Kadphises till the very last days of the empire. While Bactria was the core 
area of the far-flung KushaJ).a empire, Mathura functioned as their apex 
political centre in the subcontinent. 

The end of the empire came in the wake of their defeat in the hands of 
the Sassanid ruler Shahpur I of Iran. The sustained hostilities between the 
KushaJ).as and their rivals in Iran are wellknown; the new Iranian dynasty of 
the Sassanids inherited this hostility from the Arsacids. The Naqsh-i-Rustam 
inscription of Shahpur I (AD 262) records his victory over the KushaJ).as, 
his rival possibly being ~:i,:ig~y_a II, the last kn9w11 Kusha.J).a ruler. Bactria 
went out of the KushaJ).a control, hastening the process of the decline of the 
KushaJ).a power. However, even at the time of Shahpur's victory, the 
Kushanshahr (KushaJ).a realm) was still of an impressive exent: it embraced 
Pushkbur (Peshawar) and adjacent areas Kashgarh, Sogdiana and Shashastan 
(Tashkent) in Central Asia and certainly Mathura in North India. The 
centrality of Bactria in the processes of the foundation, growth and decay of the 
Kusha.J).a power can hardly escape our notice. Nationalist historiography of 

Plate 5.4: Copper coin of Satyamitra from Ayodhya 
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Plate 5.5: An uninscribed copper coin of the pre-Satavahana period 

India used to glorify the role of a few non-monarchical groups of northern and 
central India (e.g. the Yaudheyas, the Ma.lavas, the Arjunayanas) in bringing 
about the downfall of the Kusha:r;ia empire. Implicit in such a position as this 
is the nationalist historian's agenda to establish precedents when 'foreign' 
rule in India was terminated by indigenous 'democratic'/'republican' forces. 
This view gained currency during the upsurge of nationalist movements 
against the British Raj. Recent researches negate such an explanation and 
do not give centrality to these non-monarchical groups for the downfall of 
the Kushanas. The non-monarchical groups at the most began to enjoy some 
political p;ominence when the Kusha:r;ia empire had already been tottering 
since its loss of Bactria. It is, however, not impossible that these non
monarchical groups could have represented autonomous spaces within the 
strong Kusha:r;ia monarchical polity. 

IV 

The Deccan: The Satavahanas and the Kshatrapas 

An overview of the political scenario in the Deccan during the post-Maurya 
period will be now in order. The Deccan for __ !h_~ fi~~1:___ time ex~erie11ced a 
monarchical polity with the emerg~r1c~_c1.11d consolidahQ!1 of the Satavahana 
dynasty. However, as--B.D. Chattopadhyaya has shown, a gradual process 

· of the emergence of the monarchical polity is possible to trace prior to the 
advent of the Satavahanas. Coins bearing the name of Maharathi have come 
to light from the stratified context at Veerapuram for both pre-Satavhana 
and Satavahana times. The Kura rulers issued coins in ancient Brahmapuri, 
once again during the pre-Satavahana days. As early as the second century 
BC, a raja by the name Kubiraka figured in an inscription from Bhattiprolu 
in the eastern Deccan. These may speak of the emergence of ruling elites 
in different parts of the Deccan after the decline of the Mauryan power. 
There is a distinct likelihood that the Bhojas and Rathikas, associated with 
peninsular India and figuring in Asoka's records, became prominent enough 
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during the second and first centuries BC to be given the epithets like 
Mahabhoja and Maharathika. All these point to the process of the formation 
of political localities, almost like the janapadas of north Indian experience, 
after the fall of the Mauryas and before the beginning of the Satavahana rule 
in the Deccan. 

Inscriptions, coins and the Pura:r;ias furnish principal information about 
the Satavahana realm. The Pura:r;ias provide the genealogical list_ (though not 
a uniform list) of the rulers of this dynasty. Some ~f the names of these 
rulers are also known from inscriptions. However, while the Pura:r;ias knew 
this dynasty as Andhras andAndhrabhrityas, inscriptions labelled the ruling 
house as Satavahanas and never as Andhra/ Andhrabhrityas. The Andhras
as a people of the Deccan-had already figured in the edicts of Asoka; the 
Satavahanas could have been a particular branch or clan of the Andhra 'tribe' 
or people and became renowned in course of their growing political power. 
The founder of the Andhra dynasty, according to the Puranic evidence, was 
one Simuks, who is also known from inscriptions and coins. That he was a 
hist~;icalfigure is therefore beyond any question. 

Historians however are sharply divided about their opinions on the 
duration and chronology of the Satavahana rule and determining the 
primary stronghold of the dynasty. Though histortal1s more or less agree 
that the Satavahana rule terminated around AD 225, the initial period 
of the Satavahana rule is difficult to ;scertain. The problem lies with the 
varying lists of kings available in different Pura:r;ias and sometimes even 
in the different manuscripts of the same Pura:r;ias. The l()_ng~~! list of 30 
rulers with a total chronological span of 460 years is available in the Matsya 
Purti.lJ-a, which on the other hand, in some of the manuscripts, also presents 
a m~ch ;horter duration of the Andhra rule of 272 years or 275 years. 
The Vayu Purti.lJ-a lists range from nearly 30 to 19 or 18 or 17 kings of the 
Andhra dynasty. Relying on the Puranic evidence, scholars have presented 

· two alternative chronologies of the Satavahana/ Andhra rule, a longer one 
of nearly 450 years and a shorter one of nearly 275 years. R.G. Bhandarakar 
and Gopalachari, in support of a long chronology of the Satavahana/ Andhra 
rule in the Deccan, argued that the Andhra rulers were related to and/ 
or originated from the Andhras of the Asokan edict. According to these 
scholars, the Andhras asserted independence in 225 BC, soon after Asoka's 
death and continued to wield power till AD 225. In their view, one of the 
early Satavahana rulers-Satakar:r;ii-was a contemporary of Kharavela who 
was in power after tivasasata had elapsed since the Nanda rule. The word 
tivasasata is interpreted by them as 103 years and Kharavela accordingly has 
been placed in the late third century BC (324-103=221 BC). His contemporary 
Satakar:r;ii is also similarly assigned to the same period, implying thereby the 
SatavJhana political presence in the Deccan in the late third century BC. The 
problem, however, is that both the Hathigumpha inscription of Kharavela and 
the earliest Satavahana inscriptions palaeographically cannot be dated prior 
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to late first century BC. We have already pointed to the distinct possibility 
of Kharavela's (and therefore his Satavahana contemporary) rule in the late 
first century BC. That further strengthens the possibility of the existence of 
his contemporary Satavahana ruler around the same time. In other words, 
scholars nowadays prefer to assign the beginning of the Satavahana rule 
in the Deccan in and around the second half of the first century BC. As we 
have already stated, some of the Matsya Pura.,:,.a manuscripts speak of a 
shorter duration of the Andhra rule of 272/275 years. Inscriptions, which 
are surer index of the existence of reigning kings (since they refer to the 
issuing authority) than the Purai;ias, enlist only about fifteen Satavahana 
kings who had actually ruled. It is therefore more logical to prefer a shorter 
span of 275 years under fifteen Satavahana rulers in the Deccan (from 50 BC 

to AD 225) to the long chronology of 450 years. This is further supported by 
the coins of king Satavahana (possibly identifiable with Simuka Satavahana, 
the founder ofl:he house), discovered from th~ excavations at Ne~asa. The 
;tratified evidence of one of the earliest of Satavahana coins suggests. their 
manufacture in the second half of the first century BC. 

Many scholars believe that Andhra being a region in the eastern part of 
. the Deccan, the Satavahana homeland should be located in that region. The 

Krishi;ia-Guntur area has been mentioned as Andhrapatha in an inscription, 
prompting some scholars to locate the earliest Satavahana territory in this 
area. The inscription, however, does not belong to the Satavahana house, 
and it was issued by the Pallavas who succeeded the Satavahanas in eastern 
Deccan. There is little concrete evidence to suggest that eastern Deccan 
was under Satavahana authority in the initial period of the Satavahana 
rule. Attention has been drawn also to a record from Bellary district, 
Karnataka, which mentions a district (a.hara) named after the Satavahanas 
(Satavahani). Once again, this inscription belongs to the third century AD 

and at the best, indicates the Satavahana association with Karnataka only 
at the very late stage of their rule, instead of demonstrating the Satavahana 
political presence in Karnataka in the initial phase of their history. The 
most reliable index is offered by the findspots of the earliest Satavahana 
inscriptions issued by the early rulers of the dynasty. These are available 
from Nasik and Nanaghat in the western Deccan. The inclusion of Nevasa in 
central Deccan (Ahmednagar district, Maharashtra) in the early Satavahana 
realm is indicated by the availability of the coins of king Satavhana from 
the excavations at Nevasa. That the Satavahana capital was situated at 
Pratishthana (Paithan, Aurangbad district, Maharashtra)-also in ce·ntral 

-I5eccan-is evident from the Purai;ias and also the G~ography of Ptolemy. It 
will be therefore logical to locate the earliest stronghold of the Satavahanas 
in western and central Deccan. 

_Sim1.1l<_a (a1so called Sisuka), the first Satavahana king, seems to have held 
sway over the region arou-ricl Prai:ishthana or Pai than. and Nanaghat near 
Mumbai; he figures in an inscription from Nanaghat too. The next ruler 

T 
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Plate 5.6: Silver Coin of Saka Kshatrapa Nahapana 

Krishi;ia Iis mentioned in his inscription from Nasik, which therefore should 
have come under the Satavahana authority. The king Satakari;ii, certainly 
one of the early rulers of this dynasty, is known from two records found 
in Nasik; he is possibly the same with the Satakari;ii of the west figuring in 
kharavela's prasasti. As he figures also in an inscription from Sanchi, there 
is a likelihood of the spread of the Satavahana rule in the Vidisa area in 
eastern Malwa. His coins coming from Kaundinyapur in Vidarbha may also 
suggest an expansion of the Satavahana territory to the east. In view of his 
likely identification with the Elder Saraganus (Satakari;ii I) in the Periplus 
of the Erythrean Sea, the Satavahana domain appears to have embraced the 
northern Konkan (Aparanta) coast, including the port of Kalliene (modern 
Kalyan near Mumbai). 

The steady rise of the Satavahanas in the western and central parts of the 
Deccan and also in Vidisa area to the north of the Narmada received a major 
jolt from Nahapana, the Saka kshatrapa ruler of western India. Nahapana 
(in Iranian language nah means people and pa.na means protector) belonged 
to the Kshaharata family (the dynastic name is derived from shahr or realm 
and raday or protector, i.e. the protector of the realm) which was one of the 
two Saka ruling lineages in western India. He is the same as king Nambanus 
(Mambanus) of Barygaza (ancient Bhrigukachchha, modern Broach in 
Gujarat), mentioned in the Periplus. That he was gaining political control at 
the expense of the Satavahanas will be evident from the distribution of his 
records: three inscriptions from Nasik, one each from Karle and Junnar (both 
located close to Pune). All these areas under the Saka rule had previously 
formed part of the Satavahana realm. A Nasik inscription impresses upon 
his sway over Bhrigukachchha, Dasapura (Mandasore in western Madhya 
Pradesh), Surparaka (Sapara, a suburb of Mumbai) and Govardhana (Nasik). 
The Periplus reports that Kalliene was a lawful port (nominos enthesmos) 
under the rule of Elder Saraganus (Satakari;ii I), but during the reign of 
Sandanes (identified either with Sundara Satakari;ii or Chandana Satakar. 
ni of the Purai;ias) it suffered a decline. The king of Barygaza, Nambanus 
put a naval blockade around the port and forced the visiting ships to go to 
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Barygaza. Kalyan's prosperity suffered and it did not figure in the list of ports 
available in the Qeography (!f Ptolemy (AD 150). Nahapana probably ruled 
from the late first century AD to the second decade of the second century 
AD. His reign marked the beginning of the Saka-Satavahana struggle, which 
became a major feature of the politics in the Deccan. 

The second phase of the Saka-Satavahana rivalry began with the accession 
of Gautami£1=1_!ra Sat9J<an;ii, the greatest ruler of the Satavahana family 
in the early part of the second century. -His.two inscriptions from Nasik 
clearly point to the recovery of Nasik by the Satavahanas from the Sakas. 
The most eloquent testimony to his achievements are available in the Nasik 
prasasti, which was caused to be engraved by his mother Gautami Balasri 
during the reign of Vasi$thiputra PulumavL Gautamiputra is eulogized as 
one who re-established the glory of the Satavahana family after having 
exterminated the Kshaharata dynasty (khakhartitavasa niravasesakara 
Stitavtihanakulayasapati_thtipanakara). The most clinching evidence of 
the defeat of Nahapana in the hands of Gautamiputra comes from the 
Jogulthembi coin hoard near Nasik. Thousands of Nahapana's coins were 
restruck and overstruck with the legends and symbols of Gautamiputra. 
In his eighteenth regnal year, he also donated to a Buddhist monastery 
near Nasik a piece of land, which till then had been enjoyed by Usavadata, 
Nahapana's son-in-law (khetam ajakalakfyam Usavadtitena bhuktam). Only 
after the political and military ouster of the Saka ruler could Gautamiputra 
have held the plot once possessed by his rival and made a gift of the same 
plot to the Buddhist monastery. The inscription in question also underlines 
that his victory over the Sakas must have been complete in or before his 
eighteenth regnal year. This marks the second phase of the Saka-Satavahana 
conflict that tilted clearly in favour of the Satavahanas. 

Gautarr_iiputra's success was however, not merely limited to his victory 
over the Saka Kshaharatas. The Nasik prasasti describes him as the ruler 
of Asika (B-ishika between the Godavari and the Krishi;ia), Asaka (Asmaka 
to the north of B-ishika), Mulaka (area around Pratishthana in the central 
Deccan), Kukura (northern Kathiawad), Anupa (Mahishmati to the south 
of the Narmada), Vidabha (Vidarbha in Nagpur), and Akaravanti (Avanti 
located around Ujjayini in western Malwa and Akara in eastern Malwa 
around modern Sanchi-Vidisa-Bhopal region in Madhya Pradesh). He is also 
praised as the lord of the following mountains (pavata-pati): Vijha (Vindhya 
or the eastern part of the Vindhya range), Achhavat (B-ikshavat, part of the 
Vindhya to the north of the Narmada), Parichata (Paripatra or the present 
Aravali mountains), Sahya (Sahyadri or the Western Ghats), Kanhagiri 
(Kanheri near Mumbai), Mahendra (Eastern Ghats) and Setagiri (the hill 
near Nagarjunakonda in the Guntur area of Andhra Pradesh). When he is 
lauded as the ruler whose chargers drank the water of the three seas (tisamuda 
toyapfta vtihana), there seems to have been an allusion to the expansion of 
the Satavahana power over the entire Deccan from the western to the eastern 
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sea-board. He fittingly assumed the epithet, the lord of the Deccan (Dakshinti
pathapati). Gautamiputra was certainly the first Satavahana ruler to h~ve 
conquered the eastern Deccan. For the first time, the Satavahana authority 
penetrated into the southern and western part of Gujarat and Malwa too. 

The end of Gautamiputra's reign of twenty-four years came in AD 130, 
when the throne passed on to his son and successor, Vasi$thiputra Pulumavi 
who also ruled for twenty-four years (AD 130-54). Clearly identifiable with 
Siro P(t)olemaios (Sri Pulumavi) of Ptolemy's Geography, his political centre 
continued to be at Betana (Paithan). He indeed retained the Satavahana 
control over Nasik, which has yielded his four inscriptions (years 2,6,19 and 
22) and also over Karle near Pune. The latter has yielded two records (years 
7 and 24). That Amaravati region in the eastern Deccan was controlled by 
him is evident from his inscriptions from Amaravati. He issued a particular 
type of coin with ship motif, which was specifically meant for circulation in 
the eastern Deccan. The numismatic evidence thus further corroborates the 
continuity of the Satavahana mastery over the eastern Deccan. 

The political and military success of the Satavahanas since the days of 
Gautamiputra was once again cut short by another group of Saka rulers, 
known as the Karddamaka house. This Saka ruling family appears to have 
come into prominence under Kshatrapa Cha~htana, who was ruling in 
western India conjointly with his grandson, Rudradaman I in Saka era 52 (AD 

130; Andhau inscription coming from Kutch in western Gujarat). Chashtana 
who figures as Tiastenes in the Geography of Ptolemy seems to have had his 
capital at Ujjayini in Avanti, according to Ptolemy. This probably speaks of 
the loss of control of the Satavahanas over Ujjayini in western Malwa, which 
had earlier been captured by Gautamiputra. 

The Saka-Satavahana struggle thus entered its third phase at the peak 
of which the Saka power experienced a major expansion, thanks largely to 
the exploits of ~c\_r~c!c1r:ri~r:1J I:fis famous inscription from Junagarh (the 
first prasasti_ in classica_l Sanskrit), dated Saka era 72 (AD 150) credits him 
witf_!~~ass~1:1_ption of the high~;titl~1-J'4_a~ti~~hat;apa (~-;;y;~~dbigata 
mahtikshatrapa). This implies that he had become a;;_- in-depe;;_dent ;uler in 
or before AD 150 by disregarding his erstwhile overlords-the Kushanas. 
Rudradaman I established his power over Akaravanti, Anartta (northern 
part of Kathiawad), Surashtra (Kathiawad peninsula), Svabhra (on the 
banks of the Sabarmati), Kaccha (Kutch), Sindu-Sauvira (lower Indus 
valley both to the east and the west of the Indus), Kukura, Aparanta and 
Nishada (located somewhere between the Vindhya and the Paripatra 
mountains). Several of the conquered areas had also figured in the list 
of territories under the Satavahanas, according to the Nasik prasasti. 
One can easily infer that there were a few common areas which proved 
to be the bone of contention between the Satavahanas and the Sakas. 

_ Rudradaman I, a_ccording to the Junamh_prasasti, twice defeated 
Satakari;ii, the lord of the Deccan, but spared him on account of the nearn-;ss 
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of relation; this brought him glory (Dakshi,:zapathaptessatakar,:zerdvirapi 
nirvyajamavajityavajitya sambandhamavidurataya anutsadanatpraptayasa). 
The defeated Satakan;1i was doubtless a Satavahana king. But his identity 
has not been conclusively proved. Some historians consider the defeated 
Satavahana ruler to be Gautamiputra himself, some others seek to identify 
him with Vasi$thiputra Putumavi. However, an inscription from Kanheri 
informs us that the Satavahana king Vasi$thiputra Satakan:ii married the 
daughter of Mahakshatrapa RU (the name is unfortunately broken and not 
legible therefore). If Mahakshatrapa RU is the same as Rudradaman I, then 
the defeated Satavahana king would be Vasishthiputra Satakan;ii, who by the 
virtue of being the son-in law of Rudradaman, was not uprooted by his Saka 
adversary. The third phase of this hostility clearly marked an ascendancy of 
the Sakas. 

Despite the heavy losses suffered, the Satavahanas somehow managed 
to retain their control over their primary stronghold in Nasik and western 
Deccan ( two inscriptions ofVasi$thiputra Satakar:p.i from N asik and Nanaghat 
in his year 13). Some of his coins were meant for circulation specifically in 
the eastern Deccan, which continued to be part of the Satavahana realm. Of 
the three successors of this ruler, Yajfiasri Satakar:p.i was a prominent king. 
Inscriptions attest to his long reign of at least 27 years during which the 
Satavahana territorial possession comprised Nasik, western Deccan, eastern 
Deccan and Vidarbha (indicated by his inscriptions and some of his coins). 
He was probably the last of the powerful Satavahana monarchs. His three 
successors, Vijaya Satakar:p.i, Chandrasvati Satakar:p.i and Putumavi ruled 
over a much truncated territory confined to Andhra Pradesh and in the 
Bellary area of Karnataka. 

The spectacular spread of the Saka prowess under Rudradaman I could 
not be kept up by his successors, who however, retained their independent 
position in western Malwa, Gujarat and Kathiawad till the early fifth century. 
There is little doubt that the Deccan came into considerable political limelight 
with the emergence and consolidation of the Satavahana power. The Saka
Satavahana rivalry over a protracted period was indeed a salient feature of 
the politics of peninsular India. An analysis of the Saka-Satavahana struggle 
underlines that there were a few areas which were commonly sought after by 
the two rivals. One such area was certainly the Malwa region which stood, 
as it were, as a corridor between north and peninsular India. The western 
part of Malwa, with Ujjayini as its premier political and urban centre, was 
in intimate contact with the Gujarat coast where was situated the famous 
port of Barygaza. Akara, or the eastern part of Malwa probably provided the 
access to the diamond mines of Panna in eastern Madhya Pradesh (therefore 
the ancient name Akara meaning mine), which too was a bone of contention 
between the Sakas and the Satavahanas. Both the powers appear to have 
been aware of the importance of the sea-borne trade with the Roman empire 
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and vied with each other to capture and control ports like Barygaza, Sopara 
and Kalyan. Economic factors seem to have strongly influenced the course of 
the Saka-Satavahana rivalry in the Deccan. 

The demise_cl_tlle.Satavahana power in AD 225 brnµght in a few successor 
states of lesser prowess in different parts of the Deccan. Of them, the 
Ikshvakus attained _J)rominence in eastern Deccan. Four Ikshvaku rulers -
were in poss~~~i~~-ofthis area for nearly a ceritu~y (AD 225-325) and ruled 
from their capital Vijyapuri, the remains of which have been unearthed from 
the famous archaeological site of Nagarjunakonda in Andhra Pradesh. 

V 

Politics in the Far South 

The regiQ!l!Q.Jp.e ~Quthof the.&i~hna was known as Pra.Yigad~_s?cJrom which 
the ;~thor of the Periplus and Ptolemy must have derived the term Damirica 
(or Limyrike). While the Deccan experienced a full-fledged monarchcial 
state system during this period, the contemporary far south does not offer 
evidence of a similar development. The earliest Tamil literatme-Sangam 
literature-offers some images of the political activities in the deep· soii:i:h 

~wli~ancient Tamilakam was gaining greater prominence. The recent 
discovery of the Tamil-Brahmi inscriptions have also helped a better 

_ understanding, thanks to the researches of Iravatham Mahadevan. One 

10
_.c, ';\)way recall that bsokawas aware of the Chotas, Pa:p.<;lyas, Cheraputras and 

\ Satyaputras as his southern neighbours. 
These groups appear prominently in the Sangam texts. The Sangam . 

literature is bardic in character, composed in praise of heroic figures. Among 
dominant the~es of this poetry are wars and love. Datable from 200 BC to 
AD 300 (though this is by no means a unanimous opinion), the Sangam texts 
refer to five tin{li§_ Qr: ~c9l_QgLc:c1.l ,6ones. The fertile riyer valleyswere known as. --······ ....... . 

the Marudam tinai; the Neidal tinai stood for the coastal tract and the deltaic 
;;;;; the hilly regions were l;belled as Kurinji tinai andjk_t,iullai tinai 

· connot~d th~ ckY _p~sture gr_ounds. The Mullai tinai, though representing 
·an arid -;;;~~-~ocld be made fit for cultivation by artificial irrigation._Jhe 
fifth tinai w.~s_ P.?cl~i, an arid and scrub region, located not far from Madurai. 
The most suitable area for the rise of political powers was of course the 
Marudam tinai. The three most prominent p_Q~ers in the Sa,11:gctl!_l !~2c.ts_ W.~l'.e_ 
the Chotas in the lower Kaveri vaHey and the Kaveri delta,_ the Pa:p.<;lyas in 
theTamraparii.i.~Va1g~f.yillITs.~~i:h M~diiritas __ th.E'i_r s_e<!.t _c>f._ggwer _and the 
Cheras with Karur as their capital in the western partof th~ !(ct:"_!:r} valley. 
All these three po"'7ers_.verg loc:;3,ted in the_Mfil:_udam tinai. The Sangam 
texts are ;~plete with descriptions of the heroic exploits of rulers of these 
three groups. Incessant clashes among the three groups form a major theme 
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of the Tamil heroic poetry. Of them, specially celebrated were Nedunj~~~l 
of tli~_C::heras 9-nd_Karikala of the Choias. The Choias, the Cheras and the 
Pai;i.<;lyas are distinguished from other powers as ventara or vendara, i.e. 
leading political entities. The hilly area and the zone covered with shrubs 
and bushes were unsuitable for sedentary agriculture, but supported grazing 
of animals. It is therefore logical that these two zones are prominently 
associated with the accounts of cattle-raids in the Sangam texts. It is true 
that political situation was changing in the Tamilakam from the set up 
encountered during the fourth-third century BC. But it is doubtful if the 
Choias, the Cheras and the Pai;i.<;lyas had by this time acquired the typical 
features of a monarchical polity. Romila Thapar argues that their condition 
was analogous to that of chiefdoms in north India in the age of the Buddha, 
rather than to the well-developed territorial state system. 
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VI 

Polity and Administration _ , , _ , , -{ ',-, 
\( \),,f>\r'Ci-/' ;, . I 

The period under review marks the spread and consolidation of the 
monarchical state system, especially in peninsular India: this will be evident 
from our preceding discussion on the political situation. Brahmanical law
books (Dharmasastras) delved into various aspects of the kingdom, which 
was considered as the ideal polity in these treatises. A state (rtijya), according 
to the Dharmasastra of Manu and the Stintiparva of the Mahtibhtirata, 
cons1sted of s~ven E;;;bs (sap.ttirig;T.A~ ~~~ii~r- -c1{;c·~~;{~;- -~~ -th~ s;me 

topic had already figured in the Kautilya Arthasastra, which enlisted seven 
elements (prakritis). Though the number seven is constant, the change of 
the terminology from prakriti to Anga is of crucial significance. The list in 
the Arthastistra and that in the Dharmasastras indeed share many common 
features, though there are significant departures between the two types of 

treaties. T~e sev~n ~lements/limbsa~e.: .svar;zz,~a";at_ya, jan,apad_a, durga., kosa, _ 
bala and mztra. :, + r;J.c, I r ' - l' \ 1 · ',J I f) ( ( f? ) ) r' r f I (' ) \r ( ' 

Svtimi: It stands usually for the king (rtijti), though the possibility of a r (' I 

svtimi in a non-monarchical polity (vairtijya) has not been ruled out. It is 
logical, therefore, to consider the svtimi as the head of the state. The svtimi is 
unanimously held as the foremost element or limb of the state. 

Amtitya: The amtitya stands only second in importance to the svtimi. 
Most of the theoretical treatises regard the amtitya as equivalent to mantri 
(minister) and sachiva (secretary), though Kautilya clearly differentiates 
between the amtitya and the mantri. Amtitya, in the broader sense of the 
term, should denote the high-ranking functionaries of the state, including 
ministers. 

Janapada: It is called rtish_tra in the Mqnusamhit/'i, which places it in the 
fourth positioil.llle-1:er-msrdshtra and janapada stand for territ_ory, and 
more precisely, a populated territory. Ancient Indian theorists, therefore, 
clearly recognized the importance of both (subject) population and territory 
as elements of the state. 

Durgti: Known as pura (city) in the Manusamhit,a, the term durga does not 
merely mea11 a f~~t, but a fortified urb<l:.~_area-possibly the capital. Manu 
places it in the third position unlike Kautilya, who considers it as the fourth 
element. 

Kosa: Th~ _ _treasury is considered a yital organ CJ~ !h~_S!i!.te. The Arthastistra 
understandably attaches great importance to a flourishing treasury as 
consideration about financial matters, according to Kautilya, should precede 
all other aspects of statecraft. All theoretical treatises underline that the 
ruler should always be active to enrich the treasury by collecting various 
types of revenue. 
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Bala: Literally meaning force, its interchangeablity with the term danda 
(rod) implies that it signifies the coercive authority of the ruler who is given 
the epithet, the wielder of the rod of chastisement (dm:uJadhara). Bala and 
da-,:uja, by extension therefore, also denote the army (according to U.N. 
Ghoshal, the standing army), which indeed was the most apparent 
manifestation of the coercive authority of the ruler. 

Mitra: The last and seventh element means a friend, an ally (suhrit, 
according to Manu). The inclusion of an allyl.n the list of elements of the 
state implies that in view of these normative texts, a state should not remain 
in political isolation, and, therefore, required the support of allied/friendly 
powers. 

The order of enumeration of these elements/limbs of the state is meant 
for showing the graded importance of these elements, which were therefore 
not of equal status. According to this scheme, each preceding element is 
more important than each succeeding element; the ~gmLis..-the.lo.remm;t 
element, followed by the amqtyaand the mitra, being ofleast importance, is 
plac~d~t the -ei;_d_ The graded importance of these elements is judged not in 
terms of their normal condition, but in the degree of their affliction under 
calamitous condition or distress (vysana). The greater the degree of affliction 
of the element/limb by the calamity, the more is the importance of the 
prakriti/an.ga. The calamity affects the sviimf more seriously than that 
affecting the amatya; so, the svamf is above the ~ma.tya. _U.N. Ghoshal aptly 
labels this concept as 'political pathology'. TheArthasastra not only considers 
the svamf as the most important element, but equates the raja with rajya since 
the king epitomizes all other elements (rajarajyamiti praf!ritisam.kshepa). In 
other words, the all-pervasive importance of the king actually leaves other 
elements as superfluous and redundant. By preferring the concept of an.ga 
to that of prakriti, later theorists highlighted a body polity. Though the 
svamf is unanimously viewed as the most important limb of the body politic, 
each an.ga or limb has a prescribed and specific function which, however 
significant or otherwise, can be rendered best by that specific an.ga and not 
by any other limb. This concept then upholds that each and every limb, in 
spite of their graded importance, was indispensable and beneficial to six 
others (parasparopakarzda). This represents a more organic view of the state 
than the one available in the Arthasastra. 

The growing importance of monarchy is clearly reflected in the 
assumption of grandiose titles of many rulers of this period. Many Greek 

I 'l 'r --r ahd Saka-Parthian kings used titles like rajati!~ja, ma~q~za_,_ sha_<_>nC1n_C1.~hao( V' ' ' ( ::· r 

(king of kings: Kusha:r;ia title). This is in sharp contrast to the rather simple 
political epithet of raja used by Asoka. The period also witnessed the regular 
performance of Vedic sacrifices like Asvamedha, Rajasuya_,_ ~_tc., with a 
view to augmenting royal power. Apart from fushyamitra Sunga, such 
Vedic sacrifices were performed by the Satavahanas and the Ikshvakus. 
These Vedic sacrifices endowed the performer with divinity, as has been 
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laid down in the later Vedic texts. ~n considers this as 'occasional 
divinity' claimed by the king, who is elevated to the exalted position of a 
deity by performing a Vedic ritualonasacrecfoccasion. Theoretical treati~es 
of t1iis period uphold the ~oncept o(di;;f~·e· creation or divine origin of the 
king. The Manusmriti explains that Prajapati (the Creator) created the king 
by combining the essence of divinities like Indra, Varu:r;ia, Vayu, Yama, 
Agni, etc. More or less, a similar description also figures in the Ramaya,:za, 
which presents the king as someone who must not only be always obeyed, 
but revered as well (manyascha pujyascha nityada). Spellman finds in such 
a concept the manifestation of 'corporate divinity'. The concept implies 
something beyond the literal sense that a king was made of elements taken 
from different gods. The king resembles Indra because of his Indra-like 
prowess and leadership qualities; like Kuvera, the god of wealth, he showers 
wealth; like Agni he purifies all evil by burning it; like Yama, he represents 
death to his enemies, punishes the wicked and rewards the virtuous. In view 
of the implied resemblance between the specific function of a deity and that 
of the ruler, Spellman discerns in such a concept the element of 'functional 
divinity'. 

The most eloquent testimony to the practice of this concept in a 
monarchical set-up is offered by the Kusha:r;ia polity. The Kusha:r;ias 
regularly presented themselves in their inscriptions and coins as son of 
god (devaputra), which was their dynastic epithet. The title ~_eerris to have 
been derivedfrom the -~hinese practice of considering the ruler as the son 
of1ieaven(Tien tzy). One of the early Kusha:r;ia monarchs, V'ima Kadphi;es 
nore--tl1e epithet Dom-arta (the upholder df the cosmic order: 6as_ht-i
Nabur inscription). Vasishka had the.title.de~~-;,;~nu;ha, or a god in human 
appearance (K<1,mra inscription). This has a striking corresponden-cei:o-the 
:ramous dictu~ of Manu that ~;~n an infant ruler should not be disobeyed, 
as he was verily a great god in human form (mahatzdevatahyesha nararupe,:za 
tishthati). The claim for royal divinity and_divine c:ks~ent assumes a special 
position in the Kush~na po)Lty.The Kusha:r;ia rulers did not take recourse to 
the performance of vario~Yedicsacrifice to establish the claim for their 
divine descent and divin;ci.uth()i:_tty. On the other hand, the Kusha:r;ia rulers 
wereofrenportrayed on the obverse of their coins with a halo behind their 
head. The nimbate figure of the ruler was certainly designed on the coin to 
visually represent him. asasupra-mundane being. Similarly, Vima Kadphises 
appears in-som~;:f his coinsassoaringover the cloud, thereby stressing on 
his super-human attributes. Among many deities figuring on the reverse 
of the Kusha:r;ia coins, those of Nike (goddess of victory), Nana (goddess 
of fortune\ Shaoreoro (the desir~aomrancf suchlike ~ere regularly 
d·epi-ct.ed. As ~~c;f;t~g coins carried the images of the Kusha:r;ia king on the 
obverse, the special position of the ruler vis-a-vis the deities was stressed 
upon; the coins must have served the purpose of the propagation of the cult 
of the emperor. B.N. Mukherjee has drawn our attention to a particular gold 
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coin of Vasudeva I. The obverse shows the standing Kushai;ia ruler, with a 
halo behind his head, and dressed in heavy coat, b<:>ots and trousers. The 
reverse carries the image of a four-armed male_ deity in almost identical 
attire;-()f the fo·i.i~ arms' three ~rms are cleady ~h~~ to have carried a conch
sl1ell (sankha), a wheel (chakra) and mace (gada), the object in the fourth_a~~ 
i~ uncfe-;.r. The-deity representecris-undoi.ibtedly Vasudeva Krishi;ia, in whose 
depiction the similarity with the royal figure on the obverse was deliberately 
stressed. Moreover, the deity is also introduced on the .mi,n..as f!azodeo, i.e. 
Vasudeva (Krishi;ia). Tnus the identity between the name of the king and 
that of the deity was also strongly underlined. 

The Kushai;ia rulers pushed the claim of their divinity even further by 
constructing dynastic S_cl.IlCJ!:J:;3,Iies (devqlylg§.). Devakulas were constructed at 
Mat near Mathura (wherefrom comes the famous seated figure of V'ima), 
Surkhkotal (in Afghanistan), Khalchayan and Ai_rt:_arn (Uzbekistan). Our 
knowledge about the fifth Kusn~i;ia devakula derives from th~atak 
inscription, recording the constrt:raf"'onofa devakula under Kanishka I order. 
The reigning Kushai;ia monarch ordered the installation of the images of his 
ancestors (Kujula and V'ima) and also of himself, obviously for propitiation. 
The Kushai;ia monarch was therefore deified in his life time along with his 
deceased ancestors. The Kusha.I).a empire was not only far-flung; in it were 
included an immense variety of ethnic, religious and cultural groups in widely 
differing socio-economic conditions. The Kushai;ia monarch, by deliberately 
establishing a cult of the emperor, sought to make the ruler the cementing 
factor- among the diverse groups of people inhabiting the widely dispersed 
territory oftheKushai;ia realm. Put differently, this ideology result~d in the 
concentration of immense power in the hands of the Kushai;ia ruler and also 
helped integrate the polity. 

The two large polities-the Kushai;ias in the north and the Satavahanas 
in the south-consisted of territorial/administrative divisions. One is not 
sure whether the junior co-ruler of the conjoint rule in the Kushai;ia 
realm was entrusted with the administration of a provincial unit. _The 
Satavahanas used tCJ appoint amatyas in charge of the large territorial units 
of their realm. These amatyas could have belonged to the rank of a minister 
(mantrf), since in the theoretical treatises of the time, mantrf and amti.tya 
are consideredsynonymous_9,:mLint.e.rcb.ang.e.abJe_.t.~:rms. 1'Iieaamimstiator 
of iarge regi~~s in the Kushai;ia realm was known as kshatrapa, a system 
in vogue since the days of the Achaeminid rule in north-western India. 
Kanishka's two administrators __ at_ Vara)ls.Sl, possibly an administrative 
centre, were kshatrqpas Vahasphara and Kh.;;t_r.1.pall~~ in the same vein, 
Chashtana and Rudracia'man I probably served the Kushai;ias as provincial 
governors (kshatrapa). Significantly, both Vanasphara and Kharapallana 
were primarily military officers (da-,:uJanayaka); it also implies that there 
was little differentiation between military and civil administration since 
a military officer was entrusted with the administration of a locality. 
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When Rudradaman I was ruling as an independent mahakshatrapa, the 
administration of the Kathiawad region was placed in charge of an amtitya, 
Pahlava Suvisakha. Rudradaman I, according to the Junagarh prasasti, had 

'\ two types of high-ranking functionaries: karmasachiva and matisachiva: The 
J \;\ first appears to have been an important executive officer, while the second 

\ t literally means an officer offering intellect (mati). The matisachiva probably 
\ ·' gave counsel to the ruler and, therefore, could have functioned as a minister. 

".; In the outlying areas of the KushaI).a realm were employed an officer, 
karalang, who was probably in cliarge forts in the outlying areas (Iranian kar/ 
kara=k>rd, master; lrang=dranga =a fort in the border). · 

A salient feature of administrative system was the mobilization of 
resources through revenue measures. The Sa"ntiparva of the Mahabharata 
and the lvla;;:;;;~hitd--;;fte~--l~y down that th~:;ler was entitled to-taxes 
in the form of a share of the produce (largely agricultural) since he ensured 
protection of his subjects and maintained the ideal social order based on the 
van:zasramadharma. Implicit in this theory is a kind of contract or agreement 
between the ruler and his subjects as the basis of the king's entitlement 
to taxes: the ruler was entitled to taxes from subjects in lieu of rendering 
protection and maintenance (rakshm:za and palana), which were considered 
as sacred and foremost duties of a ruler. Rudradaman was lauded for 
raising in a just manner (yathavaprtiptaib) levies like bali, sulka and bhaga, 
all of which were well-known revenue terms. Bhqgq:_st:_oodfor a shal'.'g in 
agriculturalpro~uce (usuaUy one-sixth), while baliwas ~n obligatory impost j 11 
onfand~Sulka denotes tolls and customs, whfrh were doubtless raised from 
-rorimiercial trans~cti~ns. The _$_;i.ka-Kushai;ia-Satavahana phase i11,cthe Indian 
history is noted for its widespread trade contacts and, therefore, it is no 
accident that tolls and customs would figure among the heads of reve:gue. As 
epigraphic evidence shows, the Satavahanas levied Kiinil«i.m ,1nd-iTe5t.a~meya. 
KarilKara .. e;j_Jently was a tax (kara) imposed on cr;fts/ artisans (karu). The 
term meya means something (levied) in measure, in other words, a tax in . / 
kind; the corresponding first part deya (what is to be given) should, _therefore, 
logically denote a levy in cash. The remarkable proliferation of crafts during 
this _period (discussed later) must have encouraged rulers to extract a_levy 
from craftsmep.. The Satavahana inscriptions often record remissions 1. J i I 
f;om certain kinds of taxe;·'wnenland was donated by rulers t~-~Bti_ddhist 
mon.a;tery. This implies the collection of those taxes on usual occasions, an 
eiemption being allowed as a special concession at an auspicious occasion. 
One of sue~ tctXes was that levied on salt-production which in early Indian 
theoretical treatises w~s always considered as a mining operation and on 
which the political authority demanded a levy. Significantly enough, Pliny 
noted that salt was regularly extracted from Mount Oromenus (the s;lt 
Ra1:1__ge in Pakistan) and the ruler could ra!§e larger resQllKf.~Qill the--cess 
on salt thaii that from even tbemines of diam_,g,nd. There were possibly a few 
more taxes whi~~;--;:~ viewed a:s-painfut5'yRudradaman I, who, therefore, 
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desisted from collecting such taxes: these were vish.ti a_r_1d._pra,:,.aya. Both the 
revenue terms have been known since tfi.e-aays of the Arthastistra; the first 
denoted forced labour and the second, an e~~rg~ncy taxation noted for its 
harshness. Tiffact, the first epigraphic reference to these two revenue terms 
figures in RudradamaniJ~~~g~I"h prasasti. -- · · ··•-· 

While-monarchical polity w~s -i~deed ·s·urgfog ahead during the period 
under review, certain areas in west-central part of India witnessed the 
presence of a few non-monarchical clans who are mostly known from their 
coins and seals. When the Malavas and the Yaudheyas proclaimed victories 
as ga,:,.as in their seals (Malavtintim jayab; Yaudheyaga,:,.asya jayab), they 
certainly underlined the non-monarchical character of their polity. The 
Dharmas'astras do not display a favourable attitude to the ga,:,.a-samghas, 
which were considered as an irritant to the monarchical state. 

VII 

Economy and Society I n ,.r _9< , t ; , f -fp1. 

v 

Significant changes are noticeable in the economic and social situation of 
this period, though there were indeed elements of continuities. The most 
important facet of continuity in material life was the(on-going dependence 
on agriculture as the mainstay of economic life. What 'requires our attention 
is the spread of sedentary agriculture for the first time to peninsular India. 
The place name ~yc1tctta~, a famous Buddhist centre in the eastern 
Deccan, literally means a rice-bo~l, and is an indicator of the general spread 
of the fully sedentary agrarian society in the Deccan. But for the foundation 
of regular plough-based agriculture, as Sudarsan Senaviratne has argued, 
the formation of the state polity would have hardly materialized under the 
Satavahanas and in Kalinga. Of the variety of crops, paddy was of course 
the most important and the stili continued to be the rice par excellence. The 
Milindapafi.ho shows an awareness of the difference between the stili, fit for 
royal dietary practice, and the coarse kumudbha,:,.rj.ikti rice (of Aparanta or 
Konkan), which was consumed by slaves (dtisa) and servants (karmakara). 
Mention must also be made of wheat and barley among cereals. The production 
of sugarcane figures in Pliny's account, which also speaks highly of the Indian 
cotton. Cotton plantation was absolutely essential for the production of the 
famous Indian textiles, The spread of agriculture in the Deccan is likely to 
have augmented cotton production as the black soil of the Deccan was suited 
for it. Thanks to Kosambi's insightful reading of an inscription from Nasik, 
one notes the beginning of the large-scale coconut plantation in the western 
Deccan. The said inscription speaks of the plantation of 32,000 coconut 
saplings (dvatrimsatasahasra sisunarigelamulani) in a village near Nasik. 
Apart from bearing excellent fruit, the plant also yielded coconut coir, which 
was widely used as cordage to fasten the wooden planks of water-crafts. For 
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the first time, black pepper plantation in Kerala gained immense economic 
prominence. The Classical texts, especially Pii~y's Natura/is Historia and the 
Periplus of the_ Erythrq,f!fm S~!!,_speak highly of the production <:>t t4i~~ce. 

The cultivator (kutumbika, h7fli1taand-karshaka) is present in many 
literary texts and inscriptions. In the latter source, the cultivator (or at least 
a prosperous one) often figures as an important donor or patron to the 
Buddhist samgha. One o~ ~9~ best visual representations of the peasant is 
available in a Gandhara sculpture. At the pedestal of a seated Buddha image 
was depicted the figure of a cultivator, ploughing the land with a pair of oxen 
which were driven by his goad. Agriculture became so commonplace that 
a purely religious text like the Milindapafi.ho contained information about 
eight different stages of agriculturaroperations right from removing weeds 
from the field to the finalnarvesting and winnowing of crops. Compatible ,( 
with these literary images are the archaeological findings o( agricultural 
tools-mostly of iron-like the ploughshare, axes, adzes, spade and sickle 
from Taxila and Saiichi. 

In India, agrar·f;:;;-development was considerably linked with irrigation 
system (setu). QMapu favours capital punishment to those who were 
accused of bre~ng a hydraulic project, though he also recommends a 
lighter punishment of 1000 pa,:,.as if the offender repaired the damaged 
setu. Excavation of a tank (tarj.tiga) and a well (kupa) has been lauded in the 
normative text as a highly meritorious act. Inscriptions are replete with 
recorofiii-of the donation ~se--rwcr"tyPes of small-scale, local-level 
irrigation projects under individual and/or group initiative. Taxila has 
yielded several such instances of the excavations of tanks and wells in the 
early centuries of the Christian era. A Greek named Theodoras_gonated an 
excavated tank near Taxila, according to an inscriptioiiofth~-first century. 
At Mathura a state functionary under kshatrapa So<;lasa not only caused 
a tank to be excavated, but also strengthened the western embankment 
of another tank and donated a well. Similar encouragement came from 
Nahapana and his son-in-law Usavadata to dig tanks (Nasik inscription of 
Nahapana). A local amtitya, Skandsvati, was credited with the excavation of ::.-1. 
a tank in Vaijyanti (near north Kanara coast) in the third century. These 
are instances of individual initiative in launching and maintaining local-level 
irrigation projects. 

? ,,v 
Thenormative treatises on the other hand, uniformly maintain that all ; ' 

hydrauHcproJeeis-(setus) belonged to the king. It is reasonable to assume 
that administrative initiative and political support were necessary and 
better visible in the construction of large-scale, supra-local irrigation 
projects for bringing a wide area under irrigation by channelizing the water 
of a river through a network of canals. This was certainly a much more 
complex operation-technologically, administratively and from the point of 
resources-than excavating a well or a tank for local-level irrigation. Supra
local and river-based hydraulic projects therefore seem to have required 

' 



I 

210 

enormous amount of resources and administrative organization, which 
would have been normally beyond the scope of an individual or several 
individuals. Royal initiative and direct patronage are mostly associated with 
large-scale irrig::i:tia"~-projects. The m~st ~f;q~e;t testimony of this comes 
from the Junagarh prasasti of Rudradaman I. Close to present Junagarh, 
once stood a large reservoir narriec:l. Sudaisana, originally built during 
Chandragupta Maurya's reign; during the subsequent rule of Asoka, the setu 
was further provided with channels (pra,:ztilf). This was done with a view to 
distributing the water from the reservoir to cultivated tracts. In the very 
first year of Rudradaman's reign, the entire water in tge reservoir drained 
out (ni~sritasarvatoyam) because of a breach in the emifa~ment of the setu; 
this brought to the locality the appearance of a terrible desert (marudhanv--:irii 
kalpamatibhrsham). Rudradaman, by spending a huge amount of money 
(mahattidhanaughena) from his own treasury (svasmtitkosat), repaired 
the embankment in a short time (anatimahattiktilena), strengthened and 
broadened the embankment three times (trigw:zwjrig.hatara visttirtiytimtisa) 
and enhanced the visual appeal (sudarsanatarakaritam). 

The remains of a large hydraulic project (200 BC-AD 200) were found from 
the excavation site at Sringaverap_ura (nearlillahab~r· The water of the 
Ganga was brought to the project by a ch,annel througb. which water entered 
a storage taE!< (120m. x 26m. x 7m.). The first storage tank was connected 
with a smaller second storage tank (34m. x 10m. x 4m.) with a help of an 
inlet channel (5.30m. x l.35m.). Both-the-tanks were brick-built. The greater 
depth of the first st;i~ge cnamber may suggest that it offered opportunities 
of sedimentation of water from the river; then the desilted water entered the 
second chamber. It is true that this project was meant for providing drinking 
water to a religious complex and not directly to an arable area. But it carries 
clear impressions of a complex technology and organization to distribute 
water from a distant riverine source. There is a distinct likelihood that it 
was built under administrative supervision, though it is not possible to 
identify the politico-administrative authority. It must be underlined clearly 
here that there are small number of known examples of the construction and 
maintenance oflarge-scale, supra-local and complex irrigation projects under 
royal initiative. The instances of individual and non-government efforts to 
promote irrigation facilities through tanks and wells far outnumber those 
under state initiative. It is also unlikely that all hydraulic projects were under 
the control of the ruler, though that is regularly recommended in normative 
texts. There is, therefore, little possibility to locate a hydraulic state and 
hence, despotic power of the ruler following Karl Wittfogel. That there were, 
however, skilled hydraulic mechanics during this period is borne out by an 
inscription referring to artisans, making hydraulic machines (odayantrikas). 
One new irrigation device was a wat~!::WQ~~l to which were attached pots 
(rahat_tagat/.iyti, Sanskrit aragha_t_tagha_tikti, in the Gathtisaptasatf of Ha.la) 
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filled with water. The circular rotation of the wheel helped in pouring water 
from the attached pots. j (' \ (' er /' J ,, I (. ·'1 ' .I (0 ·. ' 

The spread of agriculture and the divetsity of crops were also associated 
with the growing complexities in the agrarian econom,y. There are clear 
instances of~"i5f1aricI=tnougfi'largeTy_-'as a rdigious_ donatiop
which -cannot but ctemonstr~t;--the recogniti~~ of the individual holding 
of land. Thus in the first century AD, Nahapana's son-in-law Usavadata 
purchased a plot of land from a brahmapa, Varahiputr~_J\svibhuti and the 
purchased plot was then donated to a Buda.hist m~nastery near Nasik. 
The brahmapa owned the plot because lie inherited it from his father 
(sapitusatakam, Sanskrit sapitrisatvakam). Thus ownership was decided, 
among other things, by inheritance and by the transferability of the object 
from the owner to another by sale, gift or mortgage. Interestingly enough, 
the early D~gg§lls.tras., ____ JJPliket_he Arthastistra, do not speak of the 
extenswecrown lands (§ztti) cultivated under the supervision of the director 
ofagriculture (sfttidhy;k?ba). However, occasional mention of a royal land 
(rtijakam khettamJis not unheard of in inscriptions. -----~•.•· ., 

VIII 3 
8( 

,,,.- (~ ,·· (')_ 

,, 

Crafts and Artisanal Activities 
u ) 01_r, 
I Y, 

The non-agrarian sector of the economy did not also lag behind. A 
spectacular proliferation of crafts and professions will be unmistakable 
from a perusal of the Jataka tales and other Buddhist texts, inscriptions 
and field archaeological evidence. Various craftsmen figure in inscriptions 
as donors to the Buddhist and Jaina monasteries. Prominent among them 
were the carpenters (vag.g.haki), who according to a Jataka story, resided in 
a village near Varapasi. Close to that village stood a forest, which provided 
them with the primary raw materials; the finished manufactured items were 
obviously sold by them at Vara.past The separate references to the bamboo
worker (vasaktira) ~mcl, reed-maker (kontichika) clearly suggest some degree 
of crafts specializatron~ t'THiJ mtilaktira or gardener or florist seems to have 
been engaged in garland-making, The perfumer (sovtisakaigandhika) seems 
to have catered to the urban taste. Another artisanal activity, closely related 
to urban life, was that of the ivory-worker (dantaktira). The Periplus and 
the Geography refer to the excellence of the ivory from Dosarene,,_, which -
is 1denhf1ed w1ffi the southern Kalinga and/or northern Andhra area, 
noted for the availability of fine elephants. Another urbane craft catering 
to the luxurious taste of city-dwellers was the manufacture of jewellery 
and ornament-making. Suvan:zaktira must have been the goldsmith, while 
mar,.iktira was the jeweller. Excavations at different early historical sites 
reveal the profusion of the craft of bead-making with beads of precious and 
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semi-precious gems and stones. One of the foremost crafts was certainly the 
manufacture of textiles, which earned widespread fame. The Jataka stories 

::·" repeatedly highlight the importance of Varai;iasi and Mathura as leading 
-~- centres of textile production. The Periplus showers praise on the excellent:< ; 

and precious textiles from the Gangetic delta (possibly Bengal). The same F 
text also informs us of two centres in the Deccan, namely Pratishthana 
(Paithan) and Tagara (Ter), which were noted for the production of large 
quantity of ordinary cotton cloth. Weavers (kaulika) figure prominently in an 
inscription from Nasik, which must have been an important weaving centre. 
Ter and Arikamedu (near PoncTicKerry) nave yielded remaii'.is of dyeing vats, 
which were connected with textile production. TJ'llo,,types of craftsmen are 
marked by their remarkable continuity and1Jgfi/~t\.~n.; kammara ~{'i:he 
blacksmith and kaultila or potter. The kammtira figures very prominently and 
regularly in the Jataka stories, wliich point to the dependence of the farmer 
on the blacksmith for getting his indispensable agricultural tools; The great 

divers~ty of pot~et/~~r-~s ~.esrf1;rni~h~,~ ph excav~~.:.<!ct~c! explored matei:i,;ils. 
Art1sanal act1v1t1es ate markeJtby a1 strong tendency on the part of the 

craftsmen to come under an organization of crafts and professions. Textual 
and epigraphic sources repeatedly refer to such organizations variously 
labelled as sre7Jf, £{}'/Ja, samgha, puga and njkayg, all of which denoted an' 
organizatfon o! people following a common craft or profession. There was 
hardly a craft or profession, which did not come under the influence of 
the sre7Jf type of organization. The sre7Jf strongly encouraged hereditary 
profession and often arranged for apprenticeship for upcoming craftsmen 
who were often trained by their fathers. The emphasis on hereditary 
profession also paved the way for specialization and localization of crafts. The 
Jataka account of a village with a thousand huts of blacksmiths (sahassaku_ 
tikakarrrmarr.rgama) certainly impresses upon the common residence of 
blacksmiths. Similar descriptions of specified quarters of ivory workers and 
gardeners/florists (dantakaravfthi and mtilakaravfthi) in urban centres point 
to the same direction. The leader of such a professional organization was 
known as jetthaka or pamukha, who was probably the most senior or the 
af>lest craftsman or 601:h·:·ffi'e'normative literature seems to have been aware 
o(the importa~c~ of these organizations of crafts and, therefore, recognize 
what is called sre7Jf dharma (rules and regulations of the sre7Jf organization). 
Though details of the rules of srei:Zfa_re not available in the sastras, immense 

·• importance has been attached to the cooperation among members, and to 
compactness and cohesion in the organization. 

Inscriptions throw light on the participation of these srerzfs-in.th~~xtsting 
credit-network, an activity which is not known from other sources. The sre. 
nf often figure~ in inscriptions as having received permanent cash deposits 
on which interest was paid. During Nahapana's reign, Nasik had two such 
or_ganiz~i_<:>ns_Qfweav~rs (kaulikanikaya and aparakaulikani~aya). Nahapana's 
son-in-law deposited on aperpetual basis (akshayanzvi) a principal amount 

·r 

of 2000 kahapanas to one organization and 1000 kahtipanas in the second 
organization. The two principal amounts were never to be expended, only 
the accruing interest was to be enjoyed (vriddhibhojya). The rate of interest 
on the first deposit was 12 per cent a year (i.e. 240 kahapanas) and 9 per cent 
on the second deposit (90 kahapanas). The total amount of 330 kahtipanas 
as interest was used for procuring provisions and other needs of monks 
in a nearby Buddhist monastery. In the same vein, a high-ranking Kusha. 
na official deposited the amount of 550 pura7Jas (silver coins) to a flour
makers' organization (samitkara srerzf) in AD 106 on the condition that the 
accrumgmterest would ensure the daily supply of saktava, green vegetable 
(haritaka!5Paka) and salt (lavarza) to a local temple. In Nagarjunakonda, 
four such organizations jointly received an amount of 330 ktirshaparzas. The 
custom of perpetually depositing a sum strongly underlines the credibility of 
the sre7Jf to people from all walks of life-from kings and members of royal 
families to state functionaries and common people. 

All theoretical treatises strongly uphold the concept of royal auth<:>rity OVfr 
all mines and mineral~ We have already pointed out that salt production was 
rons1derect to be7p;erogative of the state, which was therefore entitled to 
a levy on minerals and metals extracted. A reading of Ptolemy's Geography, 
together with a late Tibetan account of Lama Taranatha, suggests that 
there were diamond mfoe~]'otfie riortiiofthe1q_~iiiii~a. It probably 
refers to the diamond fie1as ~; Panna in Madhya Pradesh. The place was 
probably known as Akara in inscriptions of second century AD. Following 
an in-depth probing into various sources, ~~J~-~inted to the 
interests of the Kushanas, the Satavahanas and the Sakas of western India 
in capturing ancr=cont~olli;;g this area in eastern Iv1aJ.w;. The Periplus and 
Ptulerrij?sGel1.w~hY also inform us ~f the"pearf fisheries at Colchi (identified 
withtfiearchaeological site of Korkai near Tuticorin), which was under the 
control of local Pai;i<;lya chieftains. Ptolemy further spoke of mines of beryl 
at Pounata (near Coimbatore in western Tamil Nadu). Pounata was probably 
located in the vicinity of Kodumanal, an archaeological site in western Tamil 
Nadu, famous for its crafts, especially jewelleries. No theoretical treatise of 
this period presents a systematic argument like the Arthastistra in favour of 
the working out of mines under state supervision. Political powers, however, 
seems to have been aware of material advantages derived from mines and 
the revenue bearing potential of mines and minerals. 

IX 
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The period under review witnessed an expansion of the trade network of 
India, to an unprecedented extent, both within and beyond the subcontinent. 
Merchants of various types began to figure prominently and regularly in 
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textual (especially Buddhist and Jaina) and epigraphic sources, in the latter 
category of sources often in the role of donors. The petty or ordinary merchant 
was known as vm:iik or vaidehaka; the leader of the caravan merchants or the 
caravan mercnant himself was called the siirthaviiha. Th;j~taka tales are 
replete with accounts of siirthavahas, maybestereotypical, undertaking long
distance journeys from the eastern (puvvanta) to the western end (apariinta). 
The Tamil Sangam literature knew the salt-dealer as uppu-va,:iikam, dealing 
obviously in an essential and bulk commodity. According to the ;;lTI~§@rce, 
the merchant in ~old was distinguished from the others-~~p;nvanikam: he 
evidently traded in a luxury and prestige commodity. A lohavanijqJ:Iho dealt 
in iron/iron tools-once again, an essential commodity-figures_as,a_donor 
~-,-,, .. _,-_....,_.., "· . . 

in a Mathura inscription. However, the most eminent amonglTl_t?r!=ha11t§ was 
certainly th~~r:£ghifris>_r_§_g~~~pi yvho enjoyed great p~omi11ence in Buc:lg_l_i_isj: 
and.Jama sources. Meticulous probings into the Buddhist Jataka tales led 
I;; Fiserto suggest that the 1set,thi was primarily an investor in business; 
he appears to have invested a part of his resources/wealth with the hope of 
reaping a handsome amount of profit out of such investments. Fiser and 
Roy have rightly pointed out that though the term set,thi was derived from 
Sans}uit sreshthi, known since the late Vedic times, the term sreshtha in the 
later Vedic texts had little in common with the connotation of the term 
sresh.thi in the sense of a merchant of fabulous wealth. Fiser infers that he 
actually emerged from the gahapatis (of the Pali texts), who as rich land
holders, invested a part of their wealth in trade; this paved the way for the 
emergence of the setthi-gahapati. It is from the rank of the setthi-gahapati 
that the se_t_thi subsequently rose to eminence. The Jatakas describe-often 
stereotypically-t~tthi as someone possessing 80 crores of wealth 
(asitiko_tivibhava). Though this is indeed a figurative description, it points to 
his vast wealth. His fabulous wealth certainly separated him as an individual 
merchant millionaire from other traders. Richard Fick and A.N. Bose also 
argued for another role and function of the sftfnzonthe basis of their studies 
of the Jataka stories, where the se_tthi is often described to have maintained 
very dose linkages with the ruler. The se_tthi is said to have visited the royal 
court thrice a day (divasassa tayoviire rajupa,tthanam gachchhati); but he does 
not figure in the list of the royal functionaries (riijabhoggas). The Jatakas 
too portrayed the ruler as having maintained a friendly relation with the 
set,thi. Fick and Bose infer that the set.thi visited the royal court not in his 
capacity as an outstanding .individual merchant prince, but in his role as 
the leader of the mercantile community. The recognition of the set.thi as the 
leader and representative of merchants was surely rooted to his vast wealth, 
which reflects his success in trading ventures. The linkages of the se.t.thi in 
the corridors of power must have further enhanced his eminence. As the 
se.t.thiputta (son of a se,tthi) was synonymous with the se.t.thi, it implies that 
the profession of the set,thi tended to become hereditary. ~s~cl.on their 
eQQ1'.JilO\!!J wealth and leadership among merchants, ~!fhf:~ _ _tf!_:Q.Q.~QJQ.form 
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an exclusive social identity that is be~:t expressed in the term se.tthikula (the 
set.thi as a socialgro~p). --····- -·· --- . 

The social and cultural ethos of the period under review was conducive 
to the growing importance of commerce. Gregory Schopen, on the basis 
of his insightful studies of the Mulasarvastivadivinaya, enlightens us how 
monks started owning private property. The injunction that monks would 1., , 

be subjected to the payment of tolls and road taxes is a clear pointer to · J 
the participation of itinerant monks in transaction and transportation of 
trade goods. The tolls and customs, which the monks had to pay, is likely 
to have come out of their personal property and/or their personal financial 
resources. The Mulasarviistiviidivinaya suggests the practices of lending on 
interests and writing of loan contracts. Both are intimately associated with 
commercial processes and both were beneficial to the material well-being 
of the Buddhist Sari:J.gha. The discovery of inscribed gold tablets from the 
Central Asian site of Dalverjin Tepe, mentioning the monks from Kalyai;ia, 
a well-kr10wn port (close to Mumbai) of the early historical times, assumes 
considerable significance in this context. U---~"Jy-""-l9n c( f~~~ iii 0-1"-("-

Available sources speak of ~-x.o_u.tes.:'oLillT.erland...com.munication: 
this itself is pointer to the development of tradQ)The· well-known north-

0 ,\ s~Linking Sravast!_~W:i Paitli9,:n continued to be regularly 
/traversedOJAnother route, f~guring in the Jatakas, connected Cham9a (near 
Bhagalpur) with Pushkalavati (Charsadda near Peshawar, Pakistan.~ 
route provided-overfand connectivity between Pataliputra to Patala in the 
Indus· delfa~Baryga~a (Bh;rigukachchha or moo.em Broach Jil"' Gujarat), 
the premier port in western India could be reached, according to the 

. Periplus, from Kabul by a overland route that passed through Peucalaotis 
(Pushkalavati), Taxila, the Punjab and Mathura. From Mathura, the route 
proceeded towa:r:ds Uji;iyini in we;te~~ ·Malw~ and froIIl · the~eon to the 
Gujarat coast. Himanshuprabha Ray and Upinder Singh take a close looK at 
the donative records at Sanchi where numerous donors from far and near 
assembled. Their studies give us the emergent image of Sanchi as a nodal 
point that facilitated both communications with and donations to Sanchi. 

c.,· The importance of the passes in,_thzWestem Ghats. (e~ecially Thalghat, 
Bhorghat and N_;i.naghat), providi!}g, the vital linkages between the Konkan 

·-· ~----
coast and interior mainlan!i...Qf__Maharashtra~ was first underlined by 
Kosambi. Himanshuprabha Ray further elaborated this idea by arguing for 
the interactions among the itinerant merchants, the monks in the Buddhist 
monasteries and the sre,:ifs of artisans and craftsmen. The monasteries, often 
located on or close to these passes in the western Deccan, helped exchange 
and circulation of information among merchants and craftsmen, who often 
were significant donors to the monasteries. 

· The contacts of the subcontinent with areas abroad make significant 
reading in the context of the linkages of South Asia with West and Central 
Asia on the one hand, and the eastern Mediterranean regions on the other 



r\ r; \;Y) n 

216 Exploring Early India 

by overland and maritime routes. The development of overland routes 
probably has a longer tradition than maritime contacts. The expansion of 
the Roman empire resulted in the growing demands among the wealthy and 
powerful Romans for exotic and luxury commodities from the eastern lands. 
The social and cultural approvals of luxurious lifestyle in the Roman empire, 
according to G. Parker, gave a fillip to long-distance commerce, including 
trade with the subcontin:!:-t. __ p 0,,rr ,: r · 1· "[ · 

One of the most coveted items was si~k, which was produced only in China 
and which reached markets in the Roman empire by a far-flung network of 
overland routes from East Asia. A combined testimony of Chinese and Greek 
texts and some archaeological evidence offers interesting glimpses of this 
overland route. The eastern terminus of this route was Loulan in China; 
from there, it proceeded westwards to Tun-huang or Dunhuang (celebrated 
for its cave paintings of Buddhist themes). In order to avoid the terrible 
Taklamakan desert, the route then bifurf?l't~a-'rnto two: one to the north and 
the other to the s~uth of the Taklamakan desert. Chipes~ silk being the most 
coveted commodity transported along these rofu~s~ th~se became famous 
as,cthenorthernand the southern silk rout,es (the coinage of this expression 
'Seidenstrasse' or silk route took place in the nineteenth century and not 
during the ancient times). The northern route touched Turfan, Kucha,_AS:su 
and reached Su-le or present Kashgarh. The southern route passed through 
Shanshan, Niya, Khotap and Yarkand and converged with the northern 
roufea.1: Kashgarh. Strabo called the same· place as Serike as his informants 
liad the knowledge of the availability of Chinese silk at Kashgarh, beyond the 
east of which the Classical writers had no direct knowledge. The route then 
extended up to Merv (Mu-lu in the Chinese texts) or Margiana, that could 
be reached either through Ta-Yuan (Samarkand in Ferghana) or through 
Bactra (Mazr-i-shariff in Afghanistan). From Merv the overland route went 
through Hecatompylos and Ecabatana in Iran; Hatra in Iraq; Palmyra and 
Petra in Jordan, and from there it terminated in the eastern Mediterranean 
sea-board. The important point here is that Bactra had regular political 
and economic linkages with Kabul, Peshawar and Taxila. The overland silk 
road was indeed full of hazards and uncertainties. A considerable stretch 
of this network passed through the Arsacid empire i~_!!_a_!l, which occupied 
the vantage position of an intermediary-both °?~om-geographical and 
commercial points of view. Taking full advantages of this position, the 
Arsacid rulers extra~t~<Lrn:o.sider;~l:>le tolls and customs from the overland 
trade passing through it. The hostile attitude of the Roman empire to the 
Arsaci.d realm is well-recorded in history. There was, therefore, an earnest 
need for an alternative intermediary power through which commodities 
could pass with fewer exactions of tolls and customs. The rise and expansion 
of the Kushai;ia power, with its core area in Bactria, provided the required 
alternative space. Commodities, including the Chinese silk, could now be 
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routed through the Kushai;ia realm and this was instrumental in integrating 
South Asia with the silk route network. 

Recent discoveries of antiquities, including inscriptions and rock art in 

~!~:~c~~~~:;~a:J;:~;:e~~~ i~h~~~~:~~~~~:-~~::i~~;;::~:;:~=~~=; j \ 'v 

of Kharoshti, Unnese and-·Sogd1an-foscrip1:ions in the Karakorum highway 
sites certainly speaks of the convergence of peoples at these points. Rock 
engravings regularly depict men dressed in typical Central Asian attire, 
sometimes Wimconical Scythian caps, and worshipping Buddha image's.and 
stupas. Thanks to the rese-arches oy Jettmar, Dani and Fussman, exchanges 
of cpmmodities and ideas inwhat was the Jibin (Kashmir) route have come 
to light; the Jibin route, though extremely hazardous, offered a shorter 
approach from Yarkand to South Asia through northernmost Kashmir. 
However, the well-established overland network linking Bactria with Kabul 
and then with Pushkalavati and Taxila remained the main artery of overland 
communication in the north-western borderland of the subcontinent. 

Another major change occurred in Asian long-distance trade in the late 
first ~~ and had profound impacts on India. Increasingly better 
kn~~-~--sn.d ... u.til.iza.ti.OR-of .. t-he---monsoon.:winds..b¥,..Sailors-and .. shippers 
opened 1:92-i.mmens.e.,.p.ossibilities.J)f mai:itime trade.in JheJndian Ocean. The 
auHior ;;f the Periplus and Pliny noted iliat tneHlppalus wind ( south-western 
monsoon wind) began blowing from the month of _Ep_iphC(!t1ly) and grea~Z:;? 11? 
facilitated the shipping from the Red Sea ports to the western littorals of ( 0 

India.Jhe long-cherished notion that the ~~d~~s so named after Hipp;lus, 
"a Greek sailor who discovered it, has been of late questioned, thanks to the 
. researches of S. Mazarino. There are sufficient empirical grounds to argue 
that Asian and African shippers and sailors had already been acquainted 
with the more or less predictable alterations of the monsoon wind system. It 
will be difficult, however, to deny that Greek and Roman sailors and perhaps 
Arab and Jewish merchants also regularly utilized the monsoon wind 
system to increase the volume of maritime trade with the subcontinent. The 
incorporation of Egypt in the Roman empire considerably contributed to the 
growth of sea-borne trade between the Roman empire and India. During his 
stay with his friend Aelius Gallus, the Roman governor of Egypt (20-19 BC), 

Strabo noted that each year about 120 ships sailed_to_lndia-something 
v:i-nicnwas·incon.ceivable previously.E:;_;e~ if one dis~-ounted this number of 
ships as an exaggerated figure, the clear impression of a considerable shipping 
is unmistakable in Strabo's accounts. Lionel Casson points out, on the basis 
of, his meticulous examination of the Periplus and the Naturalis Historia, that 
a voyage from the Red Sea port of Berenike or Myos Hormos (both excavted 
sites) would bring a ship to Adulis at the mouth of the Red Sea from where 
it was possible to reach the famous port otJy1uziris in Kerala in lesi:;than 
40 days, if not actually in twenty days. The subcontinent, thus, experienced 
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long-distance trade both by civerland and maritime routes during the first J r Jx1 
three centuries AD. The much coveted Chinese silk could now enter the north-\) 1 c , { 
western part of the subcontinent from Bactria and Kabul; then the overland 
route passed through the Punjab to reach Mathura, which in its turn was 
connected with Ujjayini. From there, the overland route brought merchants . } I 'P 
and merchandise to Barygaza-the greatest port in western India-from r·· .· 
where silk and other precious commodities sailed for destinations in the Red 
Sea and the eastern Mediterranean. This is popularly known as Inda-Roman 
trade, though it is an inaccurate description. India did not have any direct 
linkage with Rome, but commercial contacts prevailed between South Asia 
and the eastern Mediterranean region, which was included in tl;e Roman 
empire. A perusal of different Classical accounts, indigenous literaryS~xts 
and archaeological materials highlights the importance of the following 

- ... ~ 

ports on both the sea-boards_.ofJncUa. 

1. Barbaricum, a port in .the middle mouth of the river !11~1.us, figures 
prominently hi"the Periplus and also in Ptolemy's Geography. Chinese 
texts inform us about the flourishing sea-bornecommerce between 
She1;_:_~!:1 (lower Indus valley and the In~{;:;; delta) ani Da-Chin (the 
Roman empire). The Periplus further describes how·commodities were 
fakerifrom the port--of Barbaricum to the political centre at Mig!}l':g~ta 
lyrng further inland. · -

2. Barygaza was perhaps the outstanding port in western India. Identified 
with Bhrigukachchha of ancient Indian texts, it stood at the mouth of 
the river Narmada (Namados of the Periplus). The Periplus mentions 
that the entry to this port was difficult for non-local vessels becal,lse of 
the shallow water, a fact also c_o.nfo::med.b_µ.unil GuP.ta with his recent 
archaeological researche;in western India. Nahapana (Nambanus) 
arranged for the piloting of vessels from abroad into Barygaza by 
employing local fishermen who used to guide non-local vessels to 
Barygaza from as far Syrastrene or Saurashtra. That the contemporary 
political authority appreciated the significance of Barygaza as a port of 
international trade is clearly borne out by this account. : ·, '' ' ? . j l 1 ' 

3. To the south of Gujarat were three ports in northe_rn Konkan:§o!!IJpara 
(Sapara, ancient SD.rparaka/Supparaka), Kalliene (Kalyi'i;'ctr;~d Semylla 
(Chaul). The first two are now suburbs of Mumbai, while Chattl stand;-.-· 
to the south of Mumbai. Sapara was more prominent than the other 
two, being known at leasf since the Mauryan period. We have already 
mentioned the temporary decline of the port of Kalliene on account of 
the naval blockade imposed around it by Nahapana. 

4. Several small harbours in the south Konkan and north Kanara. coast 
findmentio~s i~-the f(!!jpl'!:; a~d Ptoi;~;:;~- G~;graphy;-th~~~~i-;-or 
ports, which did not figure prominen.:!ly iµ tbio:iersea_s t_i-agi::,between 
In~:_and the Red ~e~ r:g_~o,n. - -- ([) S c, v- ff ,:,0-, ! 
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The outstanding port in the Malabar port was certainly Muziris 
~ 

(Muchiripattanam of the Sangam texts), traditionally identified with 
CcirfganoiitinKeral<!. In the light of recent excavatfons,-Ra.jan Gurukkal 
andT: Whittaker seek to locate ancient Muziris at Pattanam, situated 
close to Cranganore. The Sangam literature often describes the arrival 
of yavana (non-Indian, possibly Graeco-Roman) ships at Muchiri; these 
are said to have brought profuse amount of gold, with which black 
pepper was_pjirc4~§,_~9 as their principal cargo during the return voy~ge. 
A mid~second century AD loan contract document written on a papyt'US 
(now preserved in a museum in Vienna and superbly translated by 
Lionel Casson) records that a ship named Hermapollon lay at anchor 
at Muziris. On board _the Hermapollon were loaded sixty containers of 
gangetic nard (a fragrant oil), excellent textiles, ivory products and raw 
tusks of elephants-each being an extremely costly commodity. The 
ship was to sail from Muziris to a port in the Red Sea (most probably 
Berenike or Myos Hormos, though the specific name is lost) where the 
imported Indian goods would be unloaded and sent to Coptos on camel. 
From Coptos, boats plying on the river Nile would transport those goods 
to Alexandria, the premier port in Egypt. All the imported items were to 
be entered into the Roman imperial warehouse and a customs duty of 25 
per cent was charged on the imported items. The far-flung commercial 
linkages of Muziris with the Ganga delta on the one hand and Alexandria 
(through the Red Sea network) on the other, are illuminated by this 
fascinating trade document. 
Several ports in the· coastal region of!!J._odern Tamil N;idu also figure 
prominently in the Classical texts and the Sangam lite,rature alike. One 
cannot miss that Ptolem/s Geography enlist~d ~-oreports ~~'t:he eastern 
sea-board than those figuring in the Periplus. By the middle of the second 
century AD, ports on the east coast seems to have played a prominent 
role in the trade with the Roman empire, though they had not attracted 
similar notice in the Periplus. It also implies that the growth in the 
knowledge of the Greek and Latin authors about the eastern sea-board 
and the Bay of Bengal. These ports are located in what was designated 
as the neidal tinai in the Sangam texts. According to these texts, a port
town (mtirw:zgur) was situated in the Vaigai delta and included within the 
Pal).<;lya country. This is generaly identified with the recently discovered , .. I\, 
site of Alagankulam. To the north of it stood Colchi, the remains of which 

. \' 
are found in the archaeological site of Korkai. Colchi prominently figures 
in the Classical textsfor the availablity of excelfent_pearls, once again a 
luxury ite~.-Th~.fore-~~st port tnthe K~~;~i-deltc1,wa~Kaveripattinam 
(identified withth~ ~ite of Puhar or Pumpuhar), which Ptolemy lqi_e..~~s 
Khaberos emporium. To the north of Khaberos was situated thep~;t of 
Poduk~~-identified

0

with the famous site of Arikamedu at the outskirts 
of Pondicherry. Excavations at Vasavasamudram (near Mahabalipuram) 
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clearly bear out the lively maritime commerce at this coastal site during 
the early centuries of the Christian era. 

7. In coastalAndhra (especially the deltas of the Krishi;ia and the Godavari, 
1

.,, .,i 

named Masalia/Maisolia in the Classical accounts) two ports command '"'i) 
our attention. These are Kontakp_~~ga and Allosygp,~. The former 
doubtless is the same as Kai;itakasola or Ghantaiaia in coastal Andhra. 
The mention of a leading mariner (mahanavika) in a first century AD 

donative inscription from Ghantasala further illustrates the importance 
of this port. In the same region was situated, according to the Periplus, 
an aphaterion or point of departure of ships bound for Chryse Chora 
and Chryse Chersonesys, corresponding respectively to Suvari;iabhumi 
and Suvari;iadvipa of ancient Indian texts. It strongly underlines the 
maritime linkages of coastal Andhra with south-east Asia across the Bay 
of Bengal. The importance of coastal Andhra in the maritime commerce 
will also be evident from tneship:::type coins of the Satavahanas, 
specifically meant for circulation ir{thisar:ea. ,,. . 

8. Coastal Bengal, which was J;"~ig~;t;~r~tGange country in both the 
Periplus and Ptolemy's Geogrpahy, had an~·excellenf port also named 
Gange. It was named after a mighty homonymous river that flowed 
th~o~gh it. The port must have stood in the Ganga.del!a. The port is 
generally sought to be identified with the extensive archaeological site 
of Chandraketugarh (to the north of Kolkata). Chandraketugarh has 
yielded, among numerous antiquities, several inscribed terracotta seals 
and sealings, carrying clear visual representations of sea-going vessels. 
B.N. Mukherjee has identified the script as the mixed Brahmi-Kharoshp 
script. The outstanding port in the Ganga delta was Tamralipta (modern 
Tamluk in West Bengal), which Pliny mentions as Tamalites and Pto!emy 
as Tal~tae. In the discussions on India's maritime trade.wfrhth-;-Roman 
empire, scholars tend to focus mostly on ports on the western coast; our 
survey above suggests that the eastern sea-board too began to figure 
prominently in this commerce since the mid-second century AD. In the 
background of the growing importance of the maritime trade in the 
eastern Indian Ocean, .£!2.~II.!Y seems to have taken the Bay of Bengal 
network into consideration; he was the. first.European intellectual to 
have named it as the Gangetic Gulf; According to Pliny, India's overseas 
c6hta:cts with the 'west' developetl in four stages, each stage being 
shorter and safer than the previous one. The latest stage, which must 
have been well in vogue before Pliny's death in AD 79, witnessed the 
arrival of ships from Berenike or Myos Hormos to Muziris in about 
six weeks. Prior to the first century BC, the principal sea-lane in the 
western Indian Ocean was the Persian Gulf; subsequently it shifted to 
the Red Sea area. The Red Sea network facilitated India's contacts with 
Egypt, which often acted like a hinge between the Indian Ocean and the 
Mediterranean. 
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The sustained demand for Indian commodities, especially luxury items, 
repeatecily' figures1n tJie accounts of th~ P~riplus, Strabo, Pliny ar1((~tolemy. 
Textile productsloom large in the list oCexports -from India. While the 
finest and the rnstliest textiles went from the Bengal coast, Paithan and 
Ter produced much ordinary cotton cloth shipped out from Barygaza (the 
Periplus). Ivory products also were in considerable demand; while Indian 
ivory was discovered from Pompei, a cachet of excellent ivory items were 
unearthed from the excavations at Begram near Kabul, suggesting their 
transportation by overland routes also. The shipping of both tusks and 
finished ivory products figure in the mid-second century AD maritimeJo.~n 

···-------:---
contract, already mentioned. Amongmclian gems, diamonds, p1;_9cr:!1> __ and 

}\-5ii:\;:i;-were much sought after in the ~!?;!S_1;Jc::. .. ..w.:o.dd. Of outstanding 
importance among Indian exports were exotic spices, the black pepper fr,om 
Malabar indeed being the most important. The enormous price the Malabar 
blackpepper fetched, as Pliny mentions, justifies its labelling as 'black gold' 
by Romila Thapar. - · 

North Indian markets regularly received the coveted Chinese _silk through 
the north~~s..t~m overland.-r:outes. Field archaeological evidence throws 
significant lights on items imported into India; the previous studies on this 
aspect were largely based on textual evidence. One of the most significant 
artifactual evidence comes in the form the Arretine ware, manufactured 
in Arrezo in Italy. First discovered from Ar~;du, the Arr~tine ware 
·a:tso soinefimes . carries legends at the bottom of the vessel, showing the 
name of its manufacturer. No less important-arethe imported amphorae, 
which proably served the purpose of storage vessels for the imported wine 
a~d olive oil from the Mediterranean world. The Periplus reports about 
the bringing of various typ'?s of_ Mediterranean wines to Barygaia· for the 
coh'surfrpficm of Tocalruling elite. Some vessels have yielded evidence of 
the storage of fish-oil, which along with olive oil must have been a part of 
Mediterranean dietary culture and practice. Excellent intaglio designs on 
signet rings of Mediterranean workmanship are available from Karur in 
the Chera area. Similarly Kolhapur has yitlg.ed __ ii figure of Poseidon, the 
god of th~.s~_a, an~talso a fe~~-;;pper mirrors which were imported objects. 
Glass beads and other glass products were certainly brought to India from 
the Mediterranean world by way of trade. The most eloquent testimony to 
India's commerce with the eastern Mediterranean comes from numismatic 
evidence. Many hoards of Roman coins have been found in India, especially 
from the westeiffparfofTamil Nadu. These Roman coins range in date from 
the time of Augustus (31 BC-AD 14) to that of Caracalla (AD 213), though 
coins of the subsequent Byzantine empire continued to reach India by way 
of trade. Whether these Roman coins became integrated to the Indian 
monet~;y scenario as a medium of exchange is doubtful. Since many of the 
Roman coins bear a deep cut mark, it is likely that these were used as bu!!_i~J:?-..: 
Interestingly enough, north India has yielded few instances of imported 

----~__..l 



222 Exploring Early India 

Roman coins. Many scholars explain this situation that the Kusha:t;ia and 
other north Indian rulers melted the imported Roman gold coins. 

There are reasons to believe that the Indian exports outnumbered goods 
imported into India. This implies that the balance nf trade between India 
and the Roman empire could have tilted towards India. This reminds one of 
a famous lamentation by Pliny that the treasury of Rome was drained to the 
extent of fifty million sesterces in order to import Indian luxuries. To this 
may be added the recorded debates in the Roman Senate on the desirability 
and adverse effects of importing eastern (including Indian) luxuries. These 
figures and accounts could have been exaggerated since Pliny's statement 
had a clear moral overtone rather than a statement of accounts. However, the 
enormity of the cost of importing Indian luxuries to the Roman empire finds 
a confirmation in the famous papyrus loan contract document mentioned 
before. G. Parker considers that in the light of the Vienna papyrus, Pliny's 
figures of imported Indian luxuries may not have been entirely imaginary. 
Historians and archaeologists like Warmington and Wheeler tried to portray 
that the entire initiative to this trade came from the West, since India was, 
in their views, essentially an agricultural country barely oriented to trade 
and adventure. In this historiography, Roman trade with India is perceived 
almost as a precursor to the European commercial and political domination 
in the eighteenth and the nineteenth centuries. The obvious attempt at 
justification of colonial expansion through the lens of Roman trade with 
India is flawed and seriously questioned in recent historiography. The 
Roman trade with India did not result in any rupture of the existing system 
and structure of trade. Moreover, the presence of Indians in the Red Sea area 
and in Egypt during the early centuries of the Christian era is now proved 
beyond doubt by inscriptions discovered in these regions, negating the long
standing notion that Indians rarely travelled beyond the subcontinent. 

X 

Urban Proliferation 

The development in agriculture, proliferation of crafts and expansion of 
trade gave considerable filip to the non-agrarian sector of the economy. The 
most visible and eloquent testimony to this is manifest in the pan-Indian 
growth of cities. The process of urban formation began in the Ganga valley 
in seventh-sixth century BC; the most mature and prosperous phase of the 
second urbanization in Indian history was during the period from 200 BC 

to AD 300. One of the salient features of urban spread and development is 
the rapid proliferation in cities in peninsular India. The advent of many new 
urban centres, especially in the peninsula, coincided with the continuity of 
already existing cities in north India. 
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In the north-western frontier of the subcontinent was situated 
Pushkalavati (Peucalaotis in Classical literature), identified with the site 
of Charsadda near Peshawar to the west of the Indus. Not only was it a 
prominent city, but even the Greek coins carried the image of Amba, tl:ie __ 
city-deity of Pushkalavati, adorned with a turreted crown (Pakhalava(j.iye 
Jevata Amba).-Contiguous to Charsadda stood the famous urban centre 
of Taxila, the remains of which during the phase of Greek, Saka-Kusha:t;ia 
occupation are available from the Sirkap mound. During this period (200 
BC-AD 300), Taxila is characterized by a much-improved and planned layout 
of the city in comparison with its earlier phase represented by the Bhir 
mound. The entire city had a grid pattern with a chess-board type city plan; 
residential structures were built in a distinct orientation. All these speak of 
an efficient municipal administration, maintaining a flourishing urban life. 
The influence of Hellenistic town planning on the city planning of Taxila is 
unmistakable. A. Ghosh aptly remarked, foreign in origin and conception, 
Taxila was not a representative Indian city. One encounters a new city 
close to Sialkot, namely S agala, known from literature. The Milindapanho 
describes it as the political centre of king Milinda (Menander) and a major 
commercial cente (ntintipm:iya-putabhedana) as well. 

In the Ganga valley proper, Ahichchhtra continued uninterurupted as 
the premier city of Paflchala kingdom, known for its metallic currency; 
around 200 BC was built a new street in this city. The most outstanding 
urban centre in the Ganga-Yamuna doab was Mathura, which looms large 
in Classical accounts, epigraphic records, sculptures and field archaeological 
evidence. The excavations at Sonkh by Herbert Hartel, now a suburb of 
Mathura, have considerably added to our understanding of the urbanization 
at Mathura. The noticeable diversity in house-plans of residential structures 
provide a reliable marker of the prosperity of the city, which witnessed the 
use of both mud bricks and burnt bricks. Installation of corner stones close 
to houses at the turn of a road probably served the purpose of protecting 
houses from damages by vehicular traffic. This, in its turn, should imply a 
growth in movements of merchandise and people in a city celebrated for its 
commercial character. Mathura was also a famous cultural centre noted for 
the simultaneous efflorecence of Buddhism, Jainism and brahmanical cults. 
Mathura attained widespread fame as a centre for sculptural art too. That 
Mathura was a major political centre is beyond any doubt, particularly during 
the heydays of the Saka-Kusha:t;ia rule when it became politically integrated 
to the north-western part of the subcontinent. The multifunctionality of 
Mathura contributed to its immense prominence. One can hear the voice 
of admiration for this city in the Buddhist text, Lalitavistara. The city of 
Mathura was prosperous, expansive, beneficial and with an abounding 
population where profuse alms were easily available (Iyam Mathurti nagarf 
riddha cha, sphztti cha, kshemti cha, subhikshtichtikfrngbahujanamanushya cha). 
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The same city had earlier been a subject of scorn in the Pali canonical text 
as it was bereft of good roads, full of dust and offered only meagre alms. 
The remarkable transformation of Mathura during the five centuries is 
impossible to miss. Major cities in the middle Ganga plains, like Sravasti, 
Kausambi, Varansi, Champa and Pataliputra not only continued, but seem 
to have attained their most prosperous phase, as will be evident from field 
archaeological materials. 

The Ganga delta and northern part of Bengal also experienced urbanization. 
The earliest city in Bengal was Pu:ry;lranagara, identified with the famous 
site of Mahasthangarh (Bangladesh), which came into existence during the 
Maurya phase. This centre along wJth Bangarh, or ancient Kotivarsha, (in 
the Dinajpur area of West Bengal) continued to flourish in the post-Maurya 
phase. A few more new cities came up in western part of the Bengal delta, 
known largely through archaeology, e.g. at Mangalkot, Chandraketugarh 
and Tamralipta. Chandraketugarh impresses one with its extensive site and 
extremely rich antiquities, especially the terracotta artefacts found there. 
The last two, we have already discussed, were leading port towns in the Ganga 
delta. Orissa too, like neighbouring Bengal, experienced city life for the first 
time. This is best illustrated by the discovery of the very impressive site of 
Sisupalgarh (near Bhuvanesvar). A massive fortification was construced here 
sometime between 200 BC and AD 100. Though the fortification wall was 
initially of mud-bricks, the structure was evidently strengthened later by 
using burnt bricks. A gateway was another feature of the city at Sisupalgarh. 

The advent of cities in the Deccan will be evident from references to a 
number of cities in the inscriptions of the Sakas, Satavahanas and Ikshvakus. 
The portrayal of city life-large residential buildings, streets full of people 
and wagons and impressive processions-is a regular theme in the Amaravati 
school of_s_~_1:l_~ptu!~s i~_E!<1,s_!e_r.nJ2.~<=sctn. Excavations at Adam point to the 
emeige;~~ of an urban centre in the ancient Vidarbha region. Satanikota 
(Kurnool district, Andhra Pradesh) is marked not only by a fortification wall, 
but by a moat too; the latter surely intended to provide greater security to 
the city. Its prosperity is borne out by the discovery of many beads, burnt 
bricks and a very impressive gateway. The premier city in eastern Deccan 
was Vijayapuri, the capital of the Ikshvakus. Its remains were found out at 
Nagarjunakonda. Most of the residential structures were built in the eastern 
part of the city, suggesting some planing and orientation in the urban 
layout. The city had wide streets and several smaller and narrower lanes 
and alleys; a tri-junction of roads and a four-point meeting of roads are also 
noticed. Apart from being a political centre, it was a major cultural centre too 
since Buddhism, Brahmanical religion and the celebrated Amaravati school 
of sculpture flourished here. One of the most spectacular structure is an 
amphitheatre-like open air sporting arena with seating arrangements for 
spectators. 
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A combined testimony of the Sangam texts and archaeological materials 
points to the emergence of cities in the far south too. Champakalakshmi 
brings to light the particular prominence of Kaveripattinam, the premier 
port town in the Kaveri delta under the Cho!as. Described as a large city 
(managaram) in the Tamil literature, the impressive size of this city is 
registered by as many as forty sifts around the principal site of Puhar, which 
is identified with Kaveripattinam. To the north of Kaveripattinam, Kachchi 
(modern Kanchipuram) was a major city having its inland riverine port of 
Nirappeyuru on the river Vegavati. The Pai:i<;lya country had its premier urban 
centre at Madhura, or modern Madurai, praised in the Sangam literature. 
How an area rich in mineral resources could transform into a major crafts 
production centre, thereby assuming an urban character, will be evident 
from the excavations at Kodumnal in the western part of Tamil Nadu. Urban 
formation, according to Champakalakshmi, seems to have been confined to 
the agricultural and coastal tracts (marutam and neidal tinais) and had not 
yet spread to other ecological zones in the Tamilakam. 

Urbanization indeed reached its peak during what is often called the 
post-Maurya phase in Indian history. Field archaeological materials leave 
little room for doubt about some of the common markers of city life, e.g. 
fortification wall, occasional gateway, an orientation of roads and lanes, 
increasing presence of burnt brick structures, the disposal of waste water 
by the terracotta ringwell, crafts activities in the form of bead-making, 
seals and pottery and the availability of coins. These traits had already 
been encountered in the Ganga valley around sixth century BC, when 
second urbanization started. The geographical spread of these traits to 
areas outside and far away from the Ganga valley may imply that the 
Ganga ~ctlley wa~_!P.~_epicentre of the second urbanization. If cities in the 
Ganga val~y since the sixth century BC signified the primary phase of the 
second urbanization, !.h~..2!olife!cttion of cities elsewhere should therefore 
logically be seen as 'secondary' cities. B.D. Chattopadhyaya considers this 
as 'secondary urbanization'. Taking cue from the anthropologist's concept 
of primary and secondary state formation, Chattopadhyaya cogently argues 
that urban centres -principally in the Ganga plains-were examples of the 
primary urban centres and that the Ganga valley stood as the epicenter for 
the subsequent spread of the urban formation outside the Ganga valley, 
especially in peninsular India and the Ganga delta. The process of secondary 
urban formation results and gains momentum from the close interactions 
between the epicentric area (i.e. Ganga valley) and the erstwhile peripheral 
areas. The emergence of seconday urban centres, thus, has a close linkage 
with external (external not in the sense of foreign or non-Indian, but 
signifying the non-local) stimuli, including external political factors and 
long-distance commerce. 

Urban impulses from the Ganga valley appear to have reached the 
peninsular parts through Vidisa-Ujjayini and Kalinga regions. As urban 
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experience was felt in the Tamilakam only in the coastal tracts and 
agricultural zones, Chamapakalakshmi has convincingly argued that 
urban process there had not yet taken a deep root and was largely a result 
of external stimuli, including long-distance maritime trade. As the period 
under review was noted for long-distance commerce and urban development 
alike, the former is often considered as the principal factor in the urban 
growth. It must be stressed here that early Indian cities were not merely 
manufacturing and consumption centres. The primary requisite to city 
formation was the availablity of enough agricultural resources capable of 
sustaining the sizeable non-food producing communities. To this, long
distance trade indeed provided an additional impetus to urban growth. An 
insightful analysis of the commodities involved in long-distance trade of this 
period by H. Sarkar shows that most of these items were either agrarian 
products or animal products. He therefore considered most of the citie_s of 
the period under discussion as 'agro-cities'. A notable departure from this 
pattern can be seen at Mathura. Mathura did not possess a highly fertile 
tract located in the relatively dry areas of western Uttar Pradesh, neither was 
it noted for excellent crafts. Its rise to a major urban centre was largely due 
to its role as a node in the extensive overland trade network in north India, 
connecting Mathura simultaneously with the north-west, the middle Ganga 
plains and the Malwa plateau. , ~ · 
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--" The study of the prevailir1g' social condition is . often discussed from 
the point of view of the four-fold varria system, which assumes great 
importance in the Brahmanical Dharmasastras of Manu and Yajfiavalkya 
and the Anusasanaparva of the Mahabharata. A reading of these normative 
texts offers an image of inflexible varria norms with increasing orthodoxy. 
Needless to explain, the perpetuation of the ideal social order of four varrias 
primarily meant that the principal marker of the varria identity was birth. 
If sharp social inequality wascteterm~·~d-by'birth, theii the system: atle~st 
theoretically, provided little scope of social mobility. Inseparably associated 
with this notion was the ritual superiority of the two upper varras-brahma. 
na and kshatriya~and the inevitabl~Jyb.ordination of the vaisya and s_~dra. 
The maintenance of the purity of.cl~s.c'eht was sought to be ensured by the 
ideal marriage within the~same varr{!._ (~na) but outside th~.§~_Q!_e,g12,tnL 
(g<!!!!!_1'!!_13.~a). The rigour of the varria system depended on two.major planks: 
purity of descent, which was guranteed by marriage within the same varra. 
Yet, even as early as the later Vedic times and definitely in the Sutra !~~_!s, 
marriage among unequal varrzas was encountered, recognized but strongly 
disfavoured. While the normative texts allowed the marriage between the 
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the higher 1:'l:1.1'.7.:19 __ rn.c1J~ and the lower 1:_l!:~IJP:..f~ma.k,_(anuloma marriage), the 
reverse order (pratiloma: between lower varria male and higher varra female) 
was severely reprobated. The very reference to these two type of marriages 
cannot but speak of their _existence in society. The marriage between, unequal 
varras resulted in the adifd:&re of varras (varrasamkara), a theory which first 
appeared-in-the·f:lf'!~Ymasutra lieterature, but elaborated in the Manusamhita 
and-the Yajfzavalkyasmriti. The 'mixed' marriages gave birth to off springs who 
could not-have been entitled to their father's varra, so the offsprings were 
assigned jati or ~tj (mixed caste) __ fil.atus....Thus, brahamnical ideology 
upheld the traditional chaturvarria system, yet accommodated numerous 
jatis. The son of a brahma:i;ia father and a vaisya mother, for instance, would 
not inherit the varra status of either of his parents, but would be known as 
ambashth~)i!ti. Since the caste system can function only when hereditary 
and fix.e°d' occupation is observed, these mixed jatis were assigned specific 
occupations. Thus, the ambash.tha was assigned the profession of a physician. 
The worst form of van:,.c;[;;;f;kara wa~ the marriage between the ~ 
and t:_he brahma:i;ia female., giving birth to the lowest of a~~ 
cha:i;i-«;ialas:-w1io were as·s-igned the lowliest of occupation of an undertaker 
~::· r i ! ~ 

and executio:her. The number of these mixedjati§ would multiply by (1) 
( marriage _l?,.e_tvV_ee?:._ <1 .. 111is~ajati and one of the_ four varnas) and (2Lrrrnrriage 
between one misrajat(.g.JJ,.,d.another.misr.ajati: In short, the permutations and 
corrioiiia:t:ions of marriages among unequal varrias and jatis are infinite; the 
number of mixed castes is also unlimited. This is in sharp contrast to the 
inflexible and fixed number of four varrias, which referred only to an ideal 
situation according to the brahmanical code, but was inadequate to explain 
the growing complexities of a sharply divided society. The recognition of the 
prevalence of numerous misrajatis cannot but speak of the existence of social 
groups-vertically positioned-whose number far exceeded the traditional 
andinflexiblefigureoffpur.,_J1i,i:, i/lV
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Yet, ManU:empna ically lai_g_:_do_wn that the society was divided only into 
four varnas, and that no fifth varna existed. The statement seems to have 
e'iiianate~rfrom an attempt at re·cionciling two dissimilar number of social 
divisions of four varrias and numerous jatis. The normative position explained 
the genesis of all misrajatis by some form of matrimonial combinations 
among the primary four varrias: thus, even the lowliest cha:i;ic;lala was born of 
a sudra male and a brahmai:ia female. According to the sastric explanatiDn, 
the origin of the cha:i;ic;lala was rooted to the combination b~ the 
four primary varras. Seen from this angle, all misrajatis could be absorbed 
ifito the overarching four varra framework. \ \ I r b I • ! ; i 

There is little doubt that the theories of varriasamkara ~1:11 flisrajatis did 
not belong to the realm of descriptive categorieWThe prlJ1ifJration of JEE_s __ _ 
was due, to some extent, to the absorption of many srtl:Jes (jana/garia) into 
the _brahma ical social structure with the gradual spread of the agrarian and 
state socie . Another7a~tor co~tributing t~the process was the absorp"'ITon 
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of the yavanas in Indian society; the yavanas (in the form of various ethnic 
groups of We7t Asian and Central Asian background) interacted with Indian 
society through political/military activities and trade. The ambivalent 
attitude of the brahmanical society to them will be evident from the fact 
that they were initially perceived as outsiders, then as sudras who were not 
exiled (aniravasita sudra) and finally as fallen or degraded (vratya) kshatriya. 
As many of the yavanas became prominent because of their political, milita.ry 
and material importance, the brahmanical code had to take them into 
cons1ctertation by gradually assigni;;g th;;-a r_§J~~t;~i; ~ta.tt1~Th~ third 
factor was that many of the craftsmen and professional groups J;gpded to 
assume a jat~-like chara~er aslJiey often observe~ her~itary occupation 

all~~~c::c~~s p~:n;rt::a:i~fert~ ~~;.~r~e_J' f~kL )t~: ~;~~-jati code of 

the sastras can be cHscer~~om epig~ap~i:_r:e~9r.ds. The _;.~~y iarge-number 
of contemporary d~fil?Jl'}Jcords rarely, if at all, refer to the van:i-a-jati 

.. :, :.- affiliation of the donors, but on the contrary, highlight their respective 
. ~ "" occupations/professions and their places of origin as the principal markers 

of their social identities. Thus the criteria of birth an~ marriage were not 
the sole_d~tennin,.;i,nts of one's soc~alJ;losit!O)::!. At Mathura, a woman donor 
describes herself as the daughter of a jew~ller (manikara) and a daughter
in-law of an ironmongs:r (lohava,:iiya). Such marriages between dissimilar 
occupational groups could ·have been frowned upon in the normative texts, 
but the lady concerned did not shy away from explicitly stating such a 'mixed' 
marriage. The Jaina monastic organization had little problem in accepting 
her donation/patronage. It is also questionable whether all brahmanas 
enjoyed the social preei£fug_i}~ accJAf~ to them by sastric norms. The 
'.Yret:ch~d condition-~f Dro1;1acharya-when he first met the Kuru-Pa1;1c;lava 
brothers is mentioned in the Mahabharata; Dro1;1a was in fa~t d;:-iv~~-out 

,0rom the Pafichala realm by k_i~g_Dr_t1pad. The Mahabharata also graphically 
• 1 portrays the abject poverty of a brahmana a family in Ekachakrc1 '1,lgge 

°'< when the five Pa1;1c;lava brothers met them. The exalted status of a brahma 
'> na was really enjoyed by the priests in royal courts (e.g. Visvamitra and 

S Vasi$tha). In the position of the brahma1;1as-the highest var,:ia-therefore, 
Y one notes the difference between what Romila Thapar marks the ritual and 

\ the actual status. In this context, attention may be drawn to the Jaina text, 
1\.'\>. Angavijja. The Angavijja offers four different statements on social divisions: 
,,'·} (1) the society w~s-divid~cfint~ f~~r-~;~,:ids; (2) ~~ wa; ~ked 

J by both birth and profession, thus a brahmana could be a brahmana
. f brahma1;1a, a or:ihma1;1a-kshat;iya, a brahma1;1a~vaisya and a brahma:~a-
1 .\ sudraj (3) there were two social groups: ayya (arya or noble) and milikkhu 
\ . (mlechchha or impure) ( 4) there were two social groups: ayya (arya ormaste0 

anf3:__rreshy__a (servile group). The author of this text could have been confused 
in his understanding of the society, but it also underlines that brahmanical 
co~~-not the single ~r:i~:U through which social compl_e~ities ;,ould 
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be visible. Even the apparently strict and orthodox brahmanical norm 
accommodated flexibility in the form of allowing deviations from sastric 
standards by formulating the code of conduct during distress or calamity 
(apaddharma). This was indeed the sastric attempt at legitimizing many 
transgressions of the 'sacred' and 'eternal' code of conduct. 

b~D r,· ,· · i ', i ,, 

XII bJ-1-lr{Jl I \S~-1 

Marriage and Position of Women 

The brahmanical so~· al .norms invariably upheld patriarchal society where 
" i•,r? I 

-l\)\ descent and inherite &se would pass from the father to the offspring. The 
· regular. occurrence of ~~tron¥111ics in Deccan however, may suggest a 

different system of reck~hin~ lineal desc~t, though family life here too 
was receiving brahmanical influences. As we have noted earlier, a brahma1;1a 
like Varahiputra Asvibhuti inherited a plot of land from his father 
(sapitusatakam), but his lineal descent was presented from his mother. 

7( ;,\ .,H, Theoretical tr:~at:i$e_$_ always favoured the birth of son to that of a 
dauglirer:·Bra,hmg.nj._gl_s_as.tras offer little advice on the f.2rmal e_g11..c;;aj:ion 
otth;;daughter. For her, the only training in her maiden days was gaining 
expe;tise in domestic chores, which she was to perform during the greater 
part of her life as a wife and a mother. She was not considered fit for a:ny 
Vedic education and the upnayana ceremo~, her presence was frowned upon 
during the last mentioned ceremony. These texts strongly recommend the 
lowering of the age of the marriage of a girl, preferably to a pre-puberty stage. 
The Manusamhitalays down that the difference of age between the bride and 
the bridegroom -~houl~ ideally be three times: bridegroom being thirty or 
twenty-one years of age, the bride should then be ten or seven years old. 
On the other hand, the descriptions of both Sita and Draupadi as brides do 
not at all portray them as children but as grown up women. To what extent 
society in general observed the sastric norms of lowering the age of marriage r ,r-

J~ 
for girls is open to question, especially in the case of women of aristocratic/ 

1 
( 

royal lineages. By1owering the age of marriage for girls1 law~givers intended 
to ensure strong parental contr.ol and little choice on the part of the bride 

r~garding the ChOlC~()fher's~use. The!!Ja~usamhiya lays down_~~e famous rJ· 
:1ght forms of marnag€: (1) brahma, (2) da1~~•- (3) arsha; _( 4) praJapatya, (5) h ):" 
asura, (6) gandharva, (7) rakshasa and (8) pa1sacha. The first four forms are J 
always laudedJ!!tb~_n.o.rmative texts as righteous marriages (dharmyavivaha) 
becaus~ forms reqmred the formal and ritual transfer of the daughter 
to the husband by the father of the bride, accompanied by the chanting 
of sacred Vedic mantras. These forms obviously followed the savar,:ia and 
go~ratraaitfoni; and were performed under strict paternal guidance. The 
fifth form does not meet much favour of the theoretical texts as it involved 
a monetary transaction. The gandharva form recognizes mutual love and 
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courtship between the future husband and wife. Little parental control and 
approval were required in such a marriage and the bride too was certainly 
a mature and grown up person. On the other hand, the creative literature 
offers an image of its considerable popularity in the contemporary society. 
The rakshasa marriage took place when the bride was forcibly carried away 
from a bat:tle-fielcf by the bridegroom. The most illustrative case in point 
is the marriage between Arjuna and Subhadra in the Mahabharata. It may 
have survived as a custom tracable to hoary antiquity, when abduction of 
the bride was associated with a victorious battle. The marriage between 
Arjuna and Subhadra suggests that the abd~~ttpn was really a mock one, 
since it was pre-arranged. Paisacha is the satige enjoyment and violation 
of a woman either asleep or intoxicated; if is uniformly condemned as the 
worst and the eighth form of marriage (ashtamo 'dhama). It is quite strange 
that the theoretical treat~s did not include the svayamvarti as a form of 
marriage-thuug__fi]I h-guresprominendy in both the ep1__cs~ fn-the svayamvara 
form, the bride was -in a position t:o-ind~pendently choose her spouse 
among a large number of_~~itors. The choice of the spouse depended on 
the outstanding performance-usually peerless martial/heroic skills-by 
one among the many competitors. The classic examples are the marriage of 
Sita and Draupadi, where they chose their respective spouses on the basis 
of superlative heroic feats. The bride in a svayamvarti marriage was usually 
a grown up woman, who could exercise some kind of choice. However, the 
choice was often restricted to members of the kshatriya families as they were 
the invitees to the occasion, and the invitation came from the father of the 
bride, usually the king hin~f~f .. ' 

1 
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The wife is given a seemingly -lionourable position in the sastras ·as 
being in overall charge of the hu~ban-d's1friuseh~id. In the two epics, some 
women of the kshatriya families are portrayed as heroic characters. Thus, it 

-~ , was possible for Sakuntala, in the Mahabharata, to scold her husband, king 
:~.._ 

4 ~ Dushyanta, in no uncertain terms in an open court ·wh-en the king refused 
to recognize her. Similarly,_ Gat1_dh~l'"rebuke.d he..r...h.u.s.han~htra 
for not being firm enough to have controlled his sons and thereby not 
preventing the Kurukshetra war. Yudhishthira says to the five Pa."9-<;l.ava . 
brothers that Draupad1 was to be treated like an elder sister and revered) P :- ! • 

like _a mother (matevapujanzya jyesh_theva paripalya cha). The Mahabharata 
also gives an account of the sharp criticisms and a curse from Gandhari to 
Krish:p.a at the end of the Kurukshetra war that witnessed the extinction 
of the sons of Gandhari and Dh:ritarashtra. No less significant is the story 
of Vidula, who immensely enthused and encouraged her son to fight as her 
son felt dejected. The story was narrated by Kunti to arouse the Pa:p.<;l.avas 
on the eve of the Kurukshetra battle, so that they too could emulate the 
heroic son of Vidula. These portrayals of heroic and powerful women in 
the epics probably refer to the old kshtriya hero stories. But the portrayal 
of women significantly changed when the epic stories were subsequently 

-,.---
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used for propagating brahmanical ideology. Recent researches by Sukumari 
Bhattacharji, Kumkum Roy and Uma Chakravar,t,1 have strongly questioned 
the validity of the stereotyped glorification of women in the epics, as these 
contain numerous instances of growing intolerance to women and systematic 
degratlation of women's position in the society. When Draupadi was asked 
how she lived happily with five husbands at a time, she is said to have replied 
that she did not eat, sleep, decorate herself more than her h#ands, never 
quarelled with her mother-in-law and remained always manoueverable like 
a device (aham natyasne natisaye natibhushaye na parivade svasrum sarvada 
pariyantritti). Here Draupadi is presented as an ideal wife by personifying 
submission to her husbands and relegating herself to a secondary position 
vis-a-vis her husbands. In the Ramaya,:,.a, Sita-the ideal wife-is celebrated 
for her love, admiration and complete loyalty to Rama. But Rama was ready 
to forsake her (mukta sti), because in Ra.ma's estimation, Sita was as defi!ed 
as the havi of th~ yajfia Hcl<ed bya_ d9,g, and therefore Ramanac!Tittf;i~est 

"iifelijoying her (notsahe paribhogaya svavalidham haviryatha). The wife was 
obviously discriminated against, and Sita wa~ exiled by Rama merely on the 
suspicion that she could have lost her c&tstftV when she had been abducted 
by Rava:p.a. The generalp].jght of widows was even worse than that of the wife. 
The widow's life i~ burdened with disabilities as laid down in the normative 
treatises. The remarriage of widow was not entirely unknown to the law
givers; Manu was aware of a remarried widow (punarbhu), but brahmanical 
society never accorded honour and dignity to a remarried widow. The law
_books and the Mahabharata speak of the niyoga custom, which allowed the 

I/ 1 ( cohabitation with a sonless widow by her younger brother-in::law:-till the 
birth of a male child. This is not the remarriage of a widow and does not 
i:ntecrupon . the ~ow's dignity since the entire custom was geared to 
the need for a male progeny. The Mahabharata suggests that in the event 
of the husban_<:l.~~jnablity~to...prarnre a..child;,..the wife was to be united with 
his ne~~-;::~i~tion from vyithin _the family. The son born out of such union 
was designated as kshetraja putra. In the two epics, howev~r, the_!!~e not 
many instances of the custom ~f satf (except that of Madri giving up her life 

- ·-r·----. ~-----·-··----· ____ ,. __ --- ········. -· ···-· 
afrerParidu s death)-neither Kunti nor the three queens of Dasaratha were 
required to ascend the funeral pyres of their respective husbands. 

As mostwomen had l!!_tle ed{!cation and were given no vocational training, 
they were perpetually dependent on either their father, or husband or son. 
The woman was however entitled to her strf dhana, over which she seems to 
have exercised her control. It is interesting to note that women_a1:rnear in many 
inscriptions of !_l:i_i~periC>d cl~ donor~_!o 1?uddhist aI1~~,I1:8D~S_E~E~.e~; The 
sourc:eof-their patronage is difficult to ascertain. In sharp contrast to the 
idealized role of women as a subordinated personality in a patriarchal family, 
the courtesan (gal;lika) appears in our sources as well-versed in various 
performing arts, if not herself being literate. She is portrayed as a highly 
accomp~ished lady and notmerely as an object_o[l1:1~~- It is true that literary_ 
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accounts often present her from the point of her physical attractions and 
attributes. The wretched condition of a courtesan in old age when she had 
lost her physical charm also figures in contemporary literary accounts. The 
position of the gm:zika emerges from a donative record from Mathura. The 
inscription explicitly states that the donor ga,:zika's mother too was a ga,:zika 
and she donated handsomely to the Jaina monastery. There was apparently 
no hindrance to the acceptance of her gifts to the Jaina monastery. Such a 
situation illustrates the actual status of the ga,:zika in an urban society; this is 
almost impossible to encounter in the normative brahmanical texts. 

XIII 

Cultural Scenario 

A discussion on the cultural scenario of the age under review will be in order 
here. We propose to present here an overview of the literature, religious 
beliefs and pratices and art activities. The compoEit~Of! _of the tvyo great 
Sanskrit epics, the Ramaya,:za and the Mahabharata, largely belongs to this 
perfoa·:·while the Ramaya,:za attained its present form in seven cantos by 
about AD 200, the Mahabharata was yet to reach its final form as a text 
consisting of 1,00,0000 slokas (satasahasrf samhita). To the fiveprincip;3.l 
and original cantos of the R,arnaycv;w, which narrates the story of the great 
ruler Rama and his forefathers in the kingdom of Ayodhya, ~add.e.rLtw..o __ 
interpolated ka,:zr;las, viz., the Balaka,:zr;la and the Uttaraka,:z4a. The principal 
thrust in the Balakanda ison delineating Rama as Vish1;m, being born in the 
mundane world as a human being; the Uttaraka,:zr;la too underlines the divine 
character of Rama, who merges into Vish1;rn at the end of the narrative. The 
Mahabharata too was no longer a lively heroic story narrating the rivalry 
between the Kuru and the Pandva brothers, and stories of other great heroes; 
it now included the didactic Anusasanaparva and the Santiparva. The two 
sections contained maxims on society and polity, said to have been uttered by 
Bhishma while lying on the bed of arrows. The didactic sections are different 
from the narrative sections, which centred around the life and achievements 
of great kshatriya heroes. The didactic sections preached many codes of 
conduct in social and political life by championing the brahmanical ideology. 
Both the epics were going through the process of significant transformation 
as literary creations, because they were increasingly assuming the character 
of a sacred sastra from their original nature of hero stories. 

The spread of Sanskrit language will further be evident from the use 
of hybrid Sanskrit for many Buddhist Mahayana texts; for instance, the 
Mahavastu-avadana (dated sometime in between second century BC and 
fourth century AD). TheAvadana literature was a new addition to the growing 
volume of the Buddhist texts, the oldest specimen of which is possibly the 
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Avadanasataka (AD second century). Other Avadana texts like the Divya vadana 
and the Asokavadana also belong to the same time-bracket. Composition of 
the biography of the Buddha has a special place in the Buddhist literature. 
The earliest of the full-fledged biography of the Master is the Lalitavistara, 
while the Buddhacharita of ~favaghosha also belongs to the same genre of 
literature'. Asvagho-sha is also the author of the Sariputrqp_,:r:!.kara,:za, th~ 
manuscript of which in portions was discovered from Turfan in Central 
Asia. The earliest specimen of a Sanskrit eulogy (prasasti) in an inscription is 

. the Junagarh rock inscription of Rudradaman in AD 150. This, according to 
Sheldon Pollock, was a major turning point, signifying the employment of the 
language for court chronicling and political elites, and not merely restricted 
to sacred ritual compositions. Sanskrit was indeed the vehicle for the..ll'fil .. 
early Dharmasastras, the Manusmriti and the YajfiayaJkyCI~mriti. Among 
technicaltreatises in Sanskrit, mention must be made of the Mahabhashya 
of Patafijali (early second century BC) who composed a volumino~s 
comm;;~tary on.Paµini's Ashtadhyayz. The Yavanajataka of Sphujidhvaja is a 
treatfse-devoted to the study of zodiac signs. The text was so named because 
it was translated from original Greek in AD 150. It speaks as much of the 
importance of Sanskrit as a vehicle for writing technical treatises as also for 
the intimate transactions between the Hellenistic and Indian cultural world 
during a phase which experienced extensive commercial contacts. Among 
other technical treatises in Sanskrit, particularly prominent are two medical 
texts (samhitas) by Susruta and Charaka. For the first time, it was established 
that wind (vayu), bile ipJ!_(a) ,md phlegm (kaphq)~!:~_three primary elernents 
in h~~~physiology and the good health of a person would depend on the 
.Proper balance of the three elements in the human body. While Charaka is 
celebrated for his contributions to therapeutic treatment, Susruta is famous 
for his mastery of surgery. 

The earlier preference of the Buddhists for Pali language began to change. 
This, however, does not mean that the use of Pali for Buddhist literature 
came to an end-the famous Jataka stories in Pali assumed their present 
literary form during the pe~i~dfrom 200 BC to A~ 200. The wide appeal 
and popularity of Prakrit is illustrated by its very regular use in inscriptions 
(prasastis, donative records and landgrant charters alike) over disparate 
regions of the subcontinent. One of the finest examples of poetry in Prakrit 
is seen in the Gathasaptasatf. of. Hala. This anthology of poems by Hala 
(possibly a Satavahana ruler) revolve around the theme of love, which is 
oft~~ depicted with considerable sensuousness. As we have discussed before, 
to this period belongs the earliest Tamil literature, the Sangam texts, which 
were primarily oral literature on the themes of war, love and eulogies of 
rulers. That Tamil by this time also emerged as a language for composing 
inscriptions, is clearly borne out by Tamil-Brahmi inscriptions, thanks 
particulalry to the painstaking study by Iravatham Mahadevan. 
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XIV 

Religious Scenario 

The five centuries under discussion are noted for significant developments 
in religious beliefs and customs. The immediately preceding Maurya age 
does not offer substantial images of the dominant prevalence of the Vedic 
sacrificial practices. On other hand, elaborate Vedic sacrificial rituals like the 
Vajapeya, Rajasuya and Asvamedha were regulalry performed by rulers of 
both north India and the Deccan during the post-Maurya times. But_pr_~mier 
Vedic gods like Indra and Varui;i.a receded somewhat to the background. 
Though Brahma figures as the creator in the Purai;i.as, not much prominence 
was accorded to the cult of Brahma. Among the male brahmanical deities, 
Vishi;i.u ~~~ S_iy;:i V\T~~ rapidly coming to considerable limelight in tlJ-e 
religi~~s scenario. 

Vishi;i.u was a relatively minor deity in the Vedic corpus. During the 
period under review, the devotees of Vishi;i.u were known as Bhagavatas 
(not Vaishi;i.avas). The gro~ing popularity of Vishi;i.u worship as early as 

~the second century BC is best illustrated by the coins of Agathocles found 
from the Ai-khanoum excavations (in Afghanistan). These coins display the 
earliest known iconic representation of a four-armed dhoti-dad Indian deity 
holding a disc (chakra), a mace (gada), a conch-shell (sankha) in three of his 
four hands (the object in the fourth arm is indistinct). He is undoubtedly 
Vishi;i.u. Krishi;i.a-Vishi;i.u's elder brother, Sankarshai;i.a Balarama, also figures 
in another type of Agathocles's coins, where the deity is depicted with the 
plough, the diagnostic attribute of Balarama. The worship of these two 
divinities became popular enough in the north-western borderland of the 
subcontinent to be represented as reverse devices on the coins of a Bactrian 
Greek ruler. That Vishi;i.u was also known as Narayai;i.a, will be evident from 
the Ghoshundi inscrip-1:lon(first centu~y BC) where an enclosed sanctuary 
for the worship of Narayai;i.a is explicitly mentioned (puja-sila -prakara 
Naraya"J;.ava_taka). The shrine was constructed by king Sarvatata, who was 
a Bhagavata and also performed the horse sacrifice. The said shrine housed 
the images ofVasudeva (i.e. Vasudeva Krishi;i.a) and Sankarshai;i.a (Balarama, 
the elder brother of Krishi;i.a). The inscription indicates the identification 
of Krishi;i.a Vishi;i.u with Narayai;i.a in or before the first century BC. This 
Krishi;i.a is indeed the same as the son of Vasudeva and Devaki and hence 
known as Vasudeva. The Mahabharata and the Purai;i.as inform us on the 
genealogical affiliation ofVasudevaKrishi;i.a with the Yadavas. Thus inor before 
the first century BC, three following elements-Krishi;i.a the son of Devaki, 
Krishi;i.a of the Yadava clan and the deity Narayana-appear to have merged 
lri the Bhagavata cult. Krishi;i.a is also hailed as belonging-to th~ V:;{;h-~1 
iroup--oT i:he \'adav~- clan. When the Saka kshtrapa Sodasa was in charge 
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of Mathura in the early first century AD, images (pratimal:i) of five V;rishi;i.i 
heroes were propitiated in a stone-built shrine as divinities associated with 
the Bhagavata cult (Bhagavatam Vrish"J;.fnam pafi.chavfranam pratimab saila
devagrihe sthapitab). The five heroes of the V;rishi;i.is were Sankarshai;i.a, 
Vasudeva-Krishi;i.a, Pradyumna (son of Rukmini and Vasudeva), Samba 
(son of Jambavati and Vasudeva) and Aniruddha (son of Samba). Perhaps 
the most eloquent testimony to the increasing popularity of the Bhagavata 
cult-even to a person of non-Indian origin-is available from the Besnagar 
Garuc;la pillar inscription (second century BC). According to it,_ Heliodorus, 
the Greek ambassador of Antialkidas, came from Taxila to Vidisa (ruled 
by Kisiputra Bhigabhadra);· ~he~~ ~s a devout worshipper of Vasudeva 
(Krishi;i.a-Vishi;i.u), he erected a pillar with the image of Garuc;la (Vishi;i.u's 
mount and also possibly Vishi;i.u himself in the zoomorphic form). Heliodorus 
was undoubtedly a devout worshipper of Vasudeva, whom he considered 
as the foremost or outstanding divinity and he introduced himself as 
a Bhagavata (Devadevasa Vasudevasa Garwj.adhvajam ayam karite iya 
Heliodoro"J;.a Bhagavatena .... Takkhasilakena Yonadutena). It is no accident 
therefore that Vasudeva would figure prominently among the deities 
worshipped in the Deccan by the Satavahana queen Nayanika (Nanaghat 
inscription). 

A brahmanical deity who was not far behind Vishi;i.u in popular appeal was 
Siva, who like Vishi;i.u, was also a minor deity in the Vedic corpus. Patafij_i!;li 
mentions both Rudra and Siva ;is divinities. The Mahabharata is replete with 
r~ferences to Siva as a great god and to the worship of Siva. The popular appeal 
of Saivism was the result of a long and gradual process and does not appear 
to have suddenly burst into the cultural scenario. The legend of deliberately 
keeping out Siva from the yajfi.a performed by his father-in-law Daksha 
perhaps reflects a stage, according to N.N. Bhattacharyya, in the history 
of Saivism when Siva had not yet been fully accepted in the brahmanical 
pantheon. This implies that there could have been contestations to the 
growing appeal of Saivism. The earliest possible indications of the iconic 
representation of Siva, are available from the coins of_ the secopc:l. cer1tll!Y 
BC found from Ujjayini. In these coins, Siva is represented as a thr~,E;::.faced 
deii:y,hoTdfri'g~:s:f~Iflaan?a) and a water-pot (kamawj.alu) in his hands. One 
Sivarakshita,-the name itself indicative of the Saiva leanings of the person 
concerned, had the figure of two-armed Siva holding the trident (trisula) 
engraved on a bronze seal found from Taxila. The appeal of Saivism in the 
north-western region is amply borne out by the regular representation 
of Siva in the reverse device of the coins of Maues, Gondophares, V'ima 
Kadphises, Kanishka, Huvishka and Vasudeva. In these representations Siva 
is either shown in his anthropomorphic form accompanied by Nandi-his 
mount-or symbolically delineated as Nandi, which is both his mount and 
also the zoomorphic form of Siva. The worship of Siva in the phallic (lingam) 
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form was also gaining ground. The famous sculpture from Gudimallam 
(Andhra Pradesh, first century BC) depicts an upright lingam accompanied 
by a two-armed image of Siva. 

Among other brahmanical gods, mention may be made of Surya, the 
sun god, who was worshipped in the form of an image as early as in the 
sculptures of Bharhut (second century BC) and Bhaja. Mos~tiJ:"y~ ima_ges 
show him riding a chariot drawn by horses; he is occasionally acco_mpanied_ 
hy g"oddesses Usha and Pratyusha. In the Kushai;ia coins, the sun-god is 
named Mihr (also in the recently discovered Rabatak inscription), which 
speaks of his Iranian connection. Interestingly, the Purai;ias credit Samba 
(son of Krishi;ia) with introducing the solar cult from Magadvipa or Iran. The 
Iranian element in the spread of the solar cult cannot be ignored. Ka!ttikeya, 
the great warrior god, was also regularly worshipped. Known to Patafljali 
as Skanda or Visakha, his Mahabhashya speaks of the making of images of 
this deity. This is indicative of the image worship of the warrior-god. He is 
variously called Skanda, Visago (Visakha) and Ma'aseno (Mahasena) in the 
Rabatak insciption of Kanishka. Huvishka's coins frequently depict him. In 
a contemporary Kushai;ias sculpture, he appears in the dress of a warrior, 
which highlights his Mahasena aspect. In the early iconic representations
whether in sculpture or on coins-Karttikeya is generaly not associated 
with his traditional peacock mount. He holds instead a cock in his hand; this 
iconography is available in the image of Karttikeya in the Yaudheya coinage, 
where he figures as a six-faced deity. He is considerably prominent in the 
Sangam literature as Murugan, who too holds a cock in his hand. 

One also notes continuity of the worship of the cult of the goddess(es) 
during our period. Known from remote antiquity, the worship of the 
goddess is best evident from the profuse number of terracotta female 
figurines, usually nude or semi-nude, elaborately ornamented and decorated 
with a prominent head-dress. In a predominantly agricultural country, the 
belief in and the popularity of the mother goddess as a deity presiding over 
life and fertility was deep-rooted. Several sculptures of the Saka-Kushai;ia 
phase depict a female deity Hariti (often accompanied by the male god 
Panchika), along with several children. She was simultaneously a benevolent 
and a malevolent deity in her twin capacity of a protector and a devourer 
of children. Closely associated with this concept was the idea of a goddess 
of prosperity or fortune, who in subsequent centuries, would assume the 
identity and form of Lakshmi. Seals and coins of this period often bear an 
image of a goddess, either-seated or standin~9_gl_~phants sprinkling 
water on her from two sides: she is given the epithet of both Gajalakshmi 
;;::- Abhisnel<afak.sh-n:ii when the goddess of fortune was also propitiated 
~s the deity ensuring the prosperity of a realm, she was considered as 
Rajyalaks_l:1:!lli._G. Fussman has recently read an inscription accompanying a 
-Gandhara image of a female deity (in the collection of the British Museum, 
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London) as the image of goddess Sri or the goddess of wealth and fortune 
(Siriye pat;lima). The great goddess slaying the buffalo-demon (asura) is lauded 
as Mahishasuramardini or Mahishamarddini. The earliest known iconic 
depiction of this deity is seen in a terracotta piece from Tonk in Rajasthan 
(first century BC). She is sought to be equated with Uma, the daughter of 
Himalaya (cf. Uma Haimavati first mentioned in.the Kenopanishad): This 
Uma is probably the same as Ommo in Kushai;ia coins and in the Rabatak 
inscription of Kanishka. A close parallel to the goddess slaying the buffalo
demon may be seen also in the famous West Asiatic goddess Nana, who too 
stands on a lion. All these features underwent a process of syncretization, 
argues B.N. Mukherjee, that finally paved the way for the worship of the 
great goddess, Durga Mahishasuramardini. 

The five centuries mark a glorious phase in the history of Buddhism, which 
took great strides within and beyond the subcontinent. Since the holding of 
the third Buddhist council during the reign of Asoka, the importance of the 
Sthaviravadi or Theravadi, a Hinayana sect, was firmly established. The clear 
separation between the Lesser Vehicle (Hinayana) and the Greater Vehicle 
~f'.lla.hiyiria) came to be established after !l_ie fourth and the final Bucldh,ist 
council. There is a strong tradition that the fourth Buddhist Councilwas 

···held in Kashmir during the reign of KanishkaT,th-;ugh. it is a controversial 
issue among scholars. The follo~e;; of Hinayana are spread over Sri Lanka, 
Thailand, Burma and South-East Asia. Mahayana Buddhism reached China 
via Central Asia and from China, it spread as far as Korea and Japan, though 
the spread of Buddhism in the last two countries took place in subsequent 
times. The division in Buddhism into Hinayana and Mahayana was a 
landmark in the history of Buddhism. 

Besides the Sthaviravadins, another sect of the Hinayana, attained great 
prominence; this sect is known as Sarvastivadins. They received considerable 
patronage from Kanishka I and· made thei; presence felt in Kashmir, 
Gandhara and in Central Asia. The Sarvastivadin view does not deny the 
existence of the material world, nor did they perceive the Arhat as infalliable; 
they did not consider the Buddha as a supra-human being. The other notable 
Hinayana sect-the Mahasanghikas-followed the Hinayana fundamental 
tenets (e.g. the Four Noble Truths, Eight-fold Path and the Chain of 
Causation), but also accepted the Buddhas and the Bodhisattvas as celestial 
beings. This position seems to have brought the Mahasanghikas quite close 
to the Mahayana sect. From the Mahasanghikas emerged another sect, the 
Bahusrutiyas, whose active presence in the Nagarjunakonda-Amaravati area 
ofthe easte;~-Deccan is clear from epigraphic evidence. 

The most distinguishing features of Mahayana Buddhism were the 
recognition of the Buddha as a god, the development of the philosophy of 
Void (Sunyavada) and the concept of Bodhisattvas. The Pali canonical texts 
never propounded the divine status of the Buddha and therefore the Buddha 
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_v\T_as represented in art tlirough aniconic SYJ:?-ll?ols, like the elephant, horse, 
the Bodhi tree, the Wheel of Law (Dharmachakra), etc. From the first century
BC/ AD, the Buddha began to be propitiated in human form under tb.e 
influence ohhe Mahayana thinking. Revering the Master through images 
rather than abstract and aniconic symbols had immediate and widespread 
appeal for both monks and nuns and also for the lay worshipper. Mahayana 
philosophy laid great emphasis on the aquisition of merit (pw:zya) by a 
person through charity and liberality (dtina). This implied that a rich and/or 
powerful person donating lavishly to the Buddhist Samgha was in a position 
to acquire merit which, being constantly on the increase by the virtue of 
more and more charity, ultimately would pave the way for the person's 
emancipation. In other words, such a concept would render redundant the 
steadfast practices, like the Four Noble Truths, the Eight-Fold Path and one's 
emancipation through the gradual four stages: salvation could be ensured 
instead by giving regular and lavish gifts to the Samgha. It is therefore not 
difficult to appreciate why Mahay.1na had a gi::eat fol!owing among rulers, 
merchants, prosperous artisans and craftsmen. Mahayanism also made 
signal contribution to the concept of Bodhisattva, who actually replaces 
the Arhat of the Hinayana thought. The Bodhisattva could be a divinity, a 
recluse and even a householder. Theoretically, all Mahayanists were potential 
Bodhisattavas. The Bodhisattava is the Buddha Becoming, different from 
the Buddha Being. Though the Bodhisattva has attained a very high spiritual 
status and perfectly capable of attaining the Buddhahood, yet he refrains 
from reaching that ultimate state till the entire humanity reached the sacred 
goal of salvation. As the Bodhisattva is full of compassion (karw:zti) for human 
miseries and always strives for the amelioration of human sorrow, the 
concept naturally attracted great attention. Particularlz__prominent among 
t~~_Bodhisattvas are Avalokitesvara, Mafljusi::1 a11d, __ Maitreya. Manjusri 
presides over Knowledge and removes the darkness of ignorance; he is also 
the preceptor of Maitreya, the future Buddha. Two Mahayana philosophi.es 
~mmensely enrich~d Indian classical thoughts; one.is Yogachara founded by 
Vasubandhu and Sunyavada (the concept of Void), the latter establishecl by 
the celebrated philosopher Nagarjuna. 

Jainism did not expand beyond the si:ibcontinent like Buddhism, but its 
popularity within India is beyond any doubt. The formal division of the Jaina 
religion between Svetambaras and Digambaras was complete by about first 
century AD. A premier centre' of Jainism was Mathura, which has yielded 
many specimens of Jaina images-and also several records of donations to the 
Jain monastery. ~~_r,liv~!ycentr:e of Jainism wa_s Ujjayini. The spread 
of Jainism in Kalinga by the late first century BC is clearly borne out by the 
Hathigumpha inscription ~@. who was a devout Jaina follower and 
caused the excavation of cave-shelters ~ar Bhuvaneswar in Orissa. 
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xv 

Art and Architecture 

One of the most important markers of a thriving cultural life is in the arena of 
art and architecture. Secular elements can be discerned in both sculpture and 
architecture, but both were primarily inspired by religious life and activities. 
The village life, the urban scenario and both rural-urban architecture have 
been ably delineated by artists in sculptures, the vast majority of which 
directly linked to various religious cults and sects. Architectural remains of 
brahmanical shrines are rare; but most architectural creations were related 
to Buddhism in the form of the stupa, the chaitydand the viharaJmonastery). 
Though th~-;tupa was vener~ted by both the Buddhists and the Jainas, it has 
a special association with Buddhism. 

The Buddha, just before he passed away, is said to have enjoined upon 
Ananda to erect stupas on his mortal remains (Mahtiparinibbanasutta). 
It immediately establishes that the stupa was primarily associatedwith 
funerary p_i::actices, which must have b~ in vogue at th~ time of the d~ii;_ise 

-offheMaster because he did not leave behind any instruction about the 
stupa's shape and construction. The stupa, as the term suggests, is a mound, 
which initially was an earthen one, rai-;~d ~v~~ the mortal remains of the 

· ·deceased. The stupa was therefore a funerary structure, at least initially. The 
most-distinctive feature of the stupa architecture is its hemispherical, semi
circular dome. ~~~a is credited with the coµstr:µctioP, of 84,0_()0 stupas in 
the Buddhist tradition, which obviously exaggerated the figure to glorify 
the Maurya emperor's efforts in promoting the stupa architecture. What 
is important is that Asoka probably began the construction of brick-built 
stupas or provided a brick encasing to the already exisitng earthen stupas. 
The stupas would consequently be more durable and last longer. During the 
post-Maurya times, there was a remarkable spurt in the stupa architecture, 
which spanned over a vast area from the north-western frontier areas to 
Andhra Pradesh in the south; Sri Lanka too experienced regular construction 
of stupas. Stll.J!IIS are _oLthr:e_e_brnad types: (1) Sarzra/Dhtitu stupa-these 
were raised over the mortal remains of the Buddha and his direct disciples.· 
·S!J,chstupas were objects of great veneration and held in th~ liiglii?t~~teer:n, 
(2) Ptiribhogika stupas, which were associated with the veneration of .the 
objects used by the Buddha, (3) Nirdesika or_ Uddesi~a s_tupas, which wer:.e 
comm;~~~~tive in nature, raised-to perpetuate the hallowed memory 
of some aspects of the Bucltiha's life and/or some important event in the 
history of Buddhism,. In subsequent times, devout Buddhists constructed 
·small/miniature stupas as a remembrance of their visits to some sacred 
Buddhist centres; these we~\l_O_!ive stupJJs~ Of the st[p_~s oJ_tli~post-Maurya 
phase, those at Bharhut, Sanchi and Amaravati are regarded as outstanding 

!epresentatives of the stupa architecJure. 
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These stupas were usually made of stones or its brick layers were encased 
with stones. The stupa stands on a raised circular platform, (ver;lika) on 
which stood the -~-~mi-circular dome (a,:zr;la). The top of the hemispherical 
dome is flat in order to accommodate a square box-like member (harmika). 
The harmika was protected with railing;. The harmika served the purpose 
of a storage space, in which were deposited within a casket, the mortal 
remains of the Buddha or portions of objects used by him. As the contents 
within the harmika were meant for veneration, _the harmika was protected 
by a11 11II1b_!ella_:-like object (chhat.rf1.valz with the chhatrada,:zr;la) that was 
rafaed above the harmika. The upraised chhatrada,:zr;la added an impression 
of accentuated height to a structure which was primarily semi-circular in 
shape. The stilpa was also provided with a circumambulatory path for the 
devotees and visitors. The stupa was usually enclosed by stone railing pillars, 
which clearly were modelled on the traditional fencing made of wood or 
bamboo. In _1:!1~ four cardinal directions were the four superbly sculpted 
gateways, their ornate designs presenting an interesting contrast to the bare 
and plain outer walls of the hemispherical dome. There are instances of royal 
support in the construction of large stupas. As the principal component of 
the stupa is its hemispherical dome (a,:zr;la), it offers'"Zonsiderable difficulties 
to accenfi.iate the height of the siiipa with a view to attracting the attention of 
the devotee and the onlooker from a great distance. The wayout lay in adding 
a drum-shaped component (medhi) between the base and the semi-circular 
superstructure; providing the stupa with a two-tier base instead of a single 
one; and finally, increasing the height of the chhatrada,:zr;la and the number 
of parasoles attached to the chhatrada,:zr;la. This helped enhancement of the 
size of the stupa without disturbing its basic semi-circular superstructure. 

Another architecutral form specially associated with Buddhism was the 
_ chaityai the genesis of which too may have been connected with funerary 
practices (chitii). '!:_~_e chaitya was constructed by cutting rocks to provide a 
cave-sli~l!e_rJ_c:>r monks. The chaitya was therfore a rock-cut architecture; it 
was also a cave-shelter which was, however, artificial and man-made. The 
best specimens of the chaitya architecture are situated in the western part of 
the Deccan: Nasik, Bhaja, Kondane, Junnar, Karle, Pitalkhora, etc. The Karle 
~~aitya is considered to be the outstanding specimen of this archit~t~re due 
to its structural excellence, technical accomplishments and superb sculptural 
decorations. , ' 

The ground plan of the chaitya is usually oblong or rectangular with 
an apsidal back. At the end of the chaitya hall usually stood a stupa for 
worship. Along the length of the hall on both the sides are seen several 
decorated columns with the base resembling the _JJ_i_t_~li_e_r (pur,:zakum_bha),_ 
The superstructure consists of a barrel vaulted roof, which is formed by 
pairs of rib-like vaults from the two sides. Between the wall and the pillars 
was located the circumambulatory path, a constant feature of the chaitya 
architecture. The most spectacular component of the chaitya was its facade 
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Plate 5.7: Eastern gateway, Sanchi Stupa 

through which the entrance was provided. The chaitya opening resembled a 
horse-shoe; the horse-shoe shaped facade -;:,as embellished with a window 

tEr-ough which sunlight entered chaitya hall. The entrance was usually 
decorated with beautiful sculptures, including the figures of donors to the 
chaitya. 

Besides the stupa and chaitya, another architecutral form was vihara or the 
monastery meant for the residence of monks and nuns. Buddhist and Jaina 
0Ea.ras at the initial phase were often a combination of several caves. Usually 
a little flat land in a hilly tract was surrounded by caves on three sides. The 
caves were meant for the residence of monk, the larger cave was set aside 
for congregation and worship and the flat land served the purpose of a 
courtyard. With the growing need for larger viharas in later times, brick-built 
viharas came into existence; such brick-built viharas indicated the preference 
for permanent structures of monasteries. 

Artistic creativity is superbly manifested in the sculptures of this period. 
· Both stone and terracotta were used as the medium for sculpting. The 
sculptural tradition visible in the art of Sanchi and Bharhut and in the three 
1:1ajor schools of sculpture, Gandhara, Mathura and Amaravati is stylistically· 
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distinguishable from the previous Mauryan sculptures. The latter was largely 
a court art, as Niharranjan Ray has demonstrated. No such influence and 
demand of the royal court is evident in the sculptural art of the post-Maurya 
period. If the Maurya art is noted for the conspicuous absence of human 
figures, such figures abound in the stone sculptures of the post-Maurya 
times. The stiffness and formalism of the Mauryan sculpture are replaced 
with flowing tenderness of forms-human, floral and faunal. Though the 
three schools of sculptures, Gandhara, Mathura and Amaravati have their 
distinctive feautres, they all share the common theme of depicting the life 
of the Buddha in the form of narrative art. Principal stages of the Buddha's 
life, his birth, his schooling, renunciation, meditation under the Bodhi 
tree, delivering the first sermon, performing miracles at Sravasti and the 
parinirva,:,.a are delineated with admirable details. We have already mentioned 
that the Buddha was earlier represented aniconically through various 
symbols, but later he was shown in the human form. 

Most of the sculptures at Bharhut and Sanchi are seen on the gateways 
and on the railing pillars. The sculptures are in low (bas) relief and the 
sculptor was rarely able to portray the sense of perspective and depth. If 
a human figure is meant to be shown behind a house, the figure is actually 
shown atop the house since the artist here was not able to impart the sense 
of perspective. But these technical limitations and deficiencies paled before 
the fascinating richness of the delineation of the unceasing flow of life. The 
aesthetic treatment of the floral world is a major achievement of the artist. 
The human figures are marked by softness and plasticity of forms and a 
flowing linear rtiythm. Special mention must be made of the smiling female 
figure in the form of a bracket figure on the gateways of the Sanchi stupa. 
Elaborately ornamented, these nude or semi-nude female figures with heavy 
breasts, attenuated waist and broad hips are endowed with a frank sensuous 
modelling. The top portions of gateways at Sanchi show three parallel 
horizontal bars on which appear wonderfully sculpted scenes of an endless 
procession of life and creation. The sculpted bars represent, as Niharranjan 
Ray convincingly argues, the narration of a story or stories in a painted scroll 
which was, as if, rolled out gradually and sequentially before the viewer. The 
idea of this representation appears to have been drawn from the folk art in 
which the patachitra (scroll painting) is a common medium of simultaneous 
verbal and visual narrations. Thus the art form drew its inspiration from 
popular life around the artist and not from the preferences and ideologies 

of the court. 
The figures of the Buddha and the Bodhisattvas hold the centre stage in 

the Gandhara sculptures, which were made mostly of grey and black schist, 
but later in stucco as well. There are visible non-indigenous elements in the 
physiognomy and attire of the Buddha/Bodhisattva figures in the Gandhara 
art. The oval face, sharp nose, elegant eyebrows, graceful eyes and a well
proportioned body exuding the charms of youth-all these features in the 
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Gandhara Buddha/Bodhisattva images .remind us of the figure of Apollo in 
the Hellenic/Hellenistic art form. Whether standing or sitting, the Buddha 
figure was carved out with admirable anatomical precision. His garment 
is thin and fine and clings to the body like a sheet of wet cloth in highly 
stylized folds (or draperies). The Gandhara Buddha figure generally has both 
the shoulders covered by a wrapper-like garment. The same tradition also 
appears in the seated Buddha figure in the Dharmachakrapravartana mudra, 
etched on the rock surface in the Karakorum highway. The footwear of the 
Bodhisattva has a strong affinity with Roman sandals. The_Buddh.:i. i~.oftgn 
a.-_~companied by Vajrapa:r:ii, wielding thunderbolt: here Vajrapa:r:ii strongly 
resembles Zeus. All these features of the Gandhara sculptural style evolved 
when the area was occupied at different phases by the Greeks, Sakas, Pahlavas 
and Kusha:r:ias. That Gandhara maintained far-flung commercial contacts 
with West -Asia and Central Asia has already been discussed. V.A. Smith, 
Ludwig Bachhoffer and A. Foucher argued that the naturalistic depiction 
of the human figure with anatomical precision and physical grace was not 
the forte of Indian artists, who are thought to have borrowed these features 
from the contemporary Hellenistic art. The 'foreign' elements imbibed in the 
Gandhara sculptures placed it on a high pedestal of artistic achievements and 
made possible the naturalistic depiction of the human form for the first time 
in Indian art history. This position largely stems from the imperial/colonial 
historiography, which was strongly refuted by Ananda Coomaraswamy 
and Stella Kramrisch and later by many other scholars. Coomaraswamy 
and others pointed out that though there were several non-Indian stylistic 
features in the depiction of the Buddha/Bodhisattva figures in Gandhara, 
these were at the most external attributes. The very basis and theme of this 
art was deeply rooted to Indian tradition and religion, especially Buddhism. 
A further counterpoint was also placed that the Buddha figure originated 
from the concept and form of the figure of the Yaksha, a semi-divine being. 
To these strong indigenous roots were successfully blended many Hellenistic 
features in the Gandhara art. Gandhara art combined in it not merely 
Hellenistic traits, but also many West Asiatic and Central Asiatic features. 
Thus one encounters the regular depiction of fire worship in the Gandhara 
art, a trait which probably was derived from Iranian sources. Many figures 
with conical and pointed caps on their heads remind us of the Scythian caps 
of similar design. 

The extremely rich sculptural tradition of Mathura is easily distinguishable 
by its principal medium, the red-spotted sand stone, locally available in 
Mathura. The Yaksha figure was sculpted in large numbers in this school 
of art. These are massive figures with very strong muscular features and a 
powerful body. Large bulging eyes, smiling countenance and slightly heavy 
and pot-like belly of the Yaksha permeate a mundane character. Along with 
Gandhara, Mathura is renowned for the creation of numerous Buddha images. 
The famous figure from Katra demands a closer look. It is a sculpture in high 
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relief (alto relivo) with a pedestal inscription that has helped to assign it to 
AD first century on palaeographic grounds. Three lion figures in the sitting 
posture at the bottom of the seated Buddha figure suggest that the Buddha 
was a Chakravarti. He is seated in the padmiisana pose, left hand touching 
the left knee, the right is upraised in the gesture of assurance (abhayamudrii). 
The upper torso was covered by a wrapper which covers the left shoulder, 
leaving the right one bare. The eyes are open and the Buddha is endowed 
with a smiling and calm countenance. The hallmark of Indian sculptural 
tradition, plasticity of modelling and a flowing linear rhythm can be easily 
seen in the depiction of this image. The Mathura sculptures are also famous 
for its female figures. The soft pliable body with a frank sensuousness and 
love for purely mundane pleasures strongly attracted the the imaginations 
of the artist of Mathura. Women are also portrayed in Bacchanalian scenes, 
in the bath and attending to their toilette. 

The art of Amaravati also drew heavily on Buddhist tradition. Here too, 
narrative art concerning the life of the Master is the dominant theme. Like 
the Mathura and Gandhara schools, Amaravati too shows a preference for 
alto relivo sculptures. A distinctive feature of the Amaravati style is a thrust 
on delineating figures in a pronouncedly elongated manner, though plasticity 
of the form was never hampered nor compromised. The other feature of this 
style is to densely pack the surface of the sculpture with many figures, leaving 
little vacant space between figures. The scenes are often endowed with a 
pronounced element of whirlwind movements and an attempt to impart a 
sense of dramatic movements. The deliberate portrayal of elongated limbs, 
sometimes even by elongating the head-dress or crown in the Amaravati 
sculptures gives a special effect of linear rhythm. This had lasting influence 
of the modelling of the human figures in the sculptural style in south India 
during subsequent centuries. 

At the end of our survey, it is reasonable to conclude that the absence of 
a paramount power in the political scenario, the presence of several 'foreign' 
powers were not a deterrant to the fascinating cultural accomplishments of 
the age; neither did it preclude the possibilities of major strides in material 
life during this period. In fact, the five centuries left major landmarks in 
the development of Indian history; these centuries paved the way for the 
maturation of many cultural features in the next three centuries which are 
celebrated in Indian historiography. 
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CHAPTER 6 

A Political, Social and Cultural Overview: 
The Epoch of the Guptas and 

their Contemporaries 

(AD 300-600) 

The period from AD 300 to_ AD 609 is one of the most worked out phases by 
historians of early India. Textbooks celebrate these three centuries, marked 
by the presence of major political powers-the Guptas in north India and 
the Vakatakas in the Deccan-and a great efflo;;;~-e~c~ -i~ cultt1ral arena, 
especia.Hy in creative literature, art and architecture. There is a sustained 
belief in the conv:entional historiography that the disappear:ance of 'foreign' 
_powers(e.g. th~ Sakas and Kusha:r;ias) not only paved the way for the rise of 
the Gupta and the Vakataka powers, but inspired the great strides in art and 
literature too. The period under review is recorded in Indian historiography 
under various labels~-t_~e 'golden age', the 'classical age' anci 'the late 

. ancient'. In recent decades, however, such a standp;int of historians has 
come under considerable criticism and contestation. This is a point to which 
we shall return at the concluding part of our discussion. 

Like the immediately preceding period, bulk of the evidence for the Gupta 
period-especially for the study of politics, polity and economy-comes 
from the growing corpus of inscriptions, many of which are copper plate 
charters. This shift in the nature of epigraphic materials signals significant 
changes in the political and socio-economic setup, a point which will be taken 
up later for an elaborate discussion. }']ie age is noted for the availability qf 
e:){cellent gold coins issued by the Gupta~_ .ind also_ for silver and copper 

. coins-." The historian also profitably utilizes the vast literary data, culled from 
normative and creative literature alike. _]'ji.e period is indeed marked by the 
spread of Sanskr_it all over India as a court and elite language, ;s a medium of 

~}{pression of the elite culture. Among the non-indigenou"ssot1-~ces th~~~r{g 
light on this period, prominent are the travels of the Chinese pilgrim Faxian 
(in India from AD 399 to AD 414) and the Christian Topography by a Syrian 
Christian monk named Comas Indicopleustes (late sixth century AD). 
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II 

Political Conditions 

CNorth India, for the greater part of these three centuries, _came under the 
_domination of the Guptas, _the most formidable political power of the period. 
A study of the rise and expansion of the Gupta ruling house will, therefore, 
be in order here. Like many of the early Indian powers, the process of the rise 
of the Guptas to political prominence is only dimly known. A few persons 
with the Gupta name-endings figure in the pre-fourth century AD records, 
wherein they appeared as important officials. A well-known example was 
Chandragupta Maurya's provincial governor, Pushyagupta of vaisya origin 
(}~;;agarh prasasti of Rudradaman I AD 150). Similarly, some persons with 
Gupta name-ending appeared as amatyas or high-ranking functionaries 
in inscriptions from the Deccan too, assigned to the early centuries of the 
Christian era. Official genealogies of the Gupta ruling house, admittedly 
of later times, however, do not associate any ruler of this house with any 
of these officials or their families. Many scholars have paid considerable 
attention to the problem of determining the van:ia status of the royal Gupta 
family, though without much success. This exercise itself is a pointer to the 
preceding nature of political historiography with a discernible thrust on the 
origin/original homeland, genealogy and chronology of a ruling house. That 
the Guptas enjoyed any discernible pedigree will be difficult to prove, and 
it may not be unlikely that the Guptas could have belonged to the vaisya 
van:w. S.R. Goyal, though, is of the opinion that the gotra of the Guptas, 
namely Dharana, indicates that they could be of brahmai;ia origin. The rise 
of the Guptas in Indian history, like some other ruling houses, strongly 
suggests that a kshatriya origin was not a binding condition-following the 
sastric dictum-for gaining political mastery. 

The Gupta ge11_e;3J9gy recorded in the Gupta inscriptions and official seals 
begins-;ith one Srigupta, followed by his son Ghao:t:kachagu_pta, with no 
k;;own ancestry. That the first two personalities were vassals or at best petty 
rulers is indicated by their title, mahtirtija, definitely less prominent than 
the more impressive title mahtirtijadhirtija assumed by the third member, 
Chandragupta I. R.C. Majumdar has drawn our attention to the accounts 
ortne cETnese pilgrim Ijing (in India from AD 675 to AD 695) to find some 
clues to the early history of this family. Ijing speaks of the grant of land to 
a Buddhist monastery at Mi-li-kia-si-kia-po-no by a ruler Che-li-ki-to, who 
had prospered five centuries before his visit. Majumdar identfied the ruler 
with Srigupta and the monastery with M;rigasthapana or Mrigasikhavana 
stilpa, said to have been situated in Varendri in ancient north Bengal. This 
account of granting some land in north Bengal by Srigupta was interpreted 
by Majumdar to mean that the earliest member of the family possessed 
some territories in northern Bengal or Varendra. A later modification of 
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this view by Sudhakar Chattopadhyay sought to locate the territory in the 
present Murshidabad area of West Bengal. Thus, ~~~_ory<:Jf 13e11gal as the 
original homeland of the Guptas emerged in historiography. This has bee;; 
challenged by questioning the reliability of the Chinese text, which belongs 
to a much later period. Ijing places Srigupta's reign in AD 175 whereas it is 
nearly impossible to assign him prior to the last quarter of the third century 
AD. It was further pointed out that the indisputable proof of the Gupta rule 
over Bengal cannot go back prior to the fourth decade of the fifth century AD. 

Goyal and Agrawal have drawn our attention to the definite concentration of 
the Gupta epigraphic records-by far the most authentic source material for 
the Gupta history-in the middle Ganga valley and particularly in eastern 
Uttar Pradesh. There has been a considerable scholarly claim to regard 
eastern Uttar Pradesh as the original homeland, or at least the primary 
stronghold of the Guptas with Pataliputra as their"ap~x political centre. The 
controversy cannot be resolved in the present state of our knowledge. 

The uncertainties of the Gupta history are much removed with the rise of 
Chandragupta I. As the Gupta records give him a much higher political title 
of mahtirtijadhirtijti he is logically taken as an independent ruler distinct from 
his two predecessors merely having the mahtirtija title. As the first sovereign 
ruler of the family, he is credited with initiating an era (named after the 
Guptas, hence the term Gupta era) which was continued by his successors 
uninterruptedly. As late as the first part of the eleventh century AD the 
celebrated scholar Al Biruni was aware of this era. On the basis of his accounts 
it appears that the era began from AD 319-20, marking the accession of 
Chandragupta I to the throne. The independent political existence of the 
Guptas started from this date. The use of this era has a distinct political 
implication. The chronological span of the use of this reckoning system 
suggests the duration of the Gupta political control. The spatial spread 

Plate 6.1: Gold coins showing Chandragupta I and Kumaradevi (obv.) 
and goddess seated on lion (rev.) 
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of the use of this era, especially in the records of non-Gupta rulers, is an 
indicator of the expansion of the Gupta power and the acceptance of the 
Gupta suzerainty. The cessation of the use of the era in records, on the other 
hand, points to the decay and ultimate decline of the Gupta political control. 
The foundation of the Gupta power seems to have been laid by Chandragupta 
I who has been assigned a reign period of roughly fifteen years (320-335 
AD} His two less prominent predecessors, Srigupta and Ghatotkachagupta, 
are placed respectively from AD 275-300 and AD 300-320. How the Guptas 
rose to an independent and prominent political position is not very clear. 
Chandragupta I's reign is understandable only from later records and some 
literary accounts. A Puranic passage reflecting the conditions not later than 
the fourth century AD suggests (in the form of a pseudo prophecy) that the 
territories (janapadas) of Prayaga (region round present Allahabad in Uttar 
Pradesh), Saketa (around present Ayodhya in northern Uttar Pradesh) and 
Magadha along the Ganges (anugariga) would be enjoyed by the Guptas. No 
Gupta ruler prior to Chandragupta I was powerful enough to exercise control 
over these substantial territories, and so the passage probably indicated the 
extent of the Gupta kingdom at the time of Chandragupta I. 

An early type of the Gupta gold coin is also associated with the name of 
Chandragupta I, but whether he was the issuer of this gold coin is a debatable 
issue. The political importance of this coin lies in the _r:epresentatio_n 
of the Gupta monarch along with the Gupta queen Kumaradevi whose 
Lichchhavi origin is unmistakable from the legend Lichchhavayaf in the 
coin. The description of the Lichchhavis in plural certainly speaks of their 
non-monarchical polity. They have been traditionally associated with the 
area around Vaisali in Muzaffarpur in north Bihar at least since the sixth 
century BC. The Chandragupta-Kumaradevi type of gold coin leaves little 
room for do~bt about the marriage alliance between the rising monarchical 
power in the middle Ganga valley and a well-known non-monarchical 
clan in north Bihar. In the long run the marriage probably resulted in the 
incorporation of the area around Vaisali within the Gupta realm. There is 
evidence of the Gupta official seals of the subsequent times to attest their 
rule over Vaisali. Vaisali is never known to have been directly conquered 
by the Guptas. A logical surmise would be that the Guptas acquired this 
territory through their marriage alliance with the Lichchhavis. The political 
significance of this matrimonial connection is intelligible not only by the 
coin legend Lichchhavaya~, but also by one of the epithets of Samudragupta 
(progeny of this marriage), namely, the grandson of the Lichchhavis 
(Lichchhavzdauhitra). Like the militant Magadhan power under Ajatasatru 
who claimed to have crushed the Lichchhavis in the fifth century BC, the 
Guptas too-argues Raychaudhuri-were fully conscious of the strategic 
importance of a territory to north of the Ganga and close to their capital, 
Pataliputra. The Lichchhavis too must have somehow withstood the terrible 
political and military reversal inflicted by Magadha in the pre-Mauryan 
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times. The foundation of the Gupta power by Chandragupta I seems to have 
brought the middle Ganga valley and the region around Pataliputra back to 
political limelight. During the rule of the Kusha.J).aS, the most formidable 
empire in north India before the rise of the Guptas, the political citadel 
was certainly Mathura in the Ganga-Yamuna doab, which, because of the 
very nature of the Kusha.J).a polity, was largely oriented towards the north
western borderland of the subcontinent. This shift of the geo-political focus 
merits consideration in the study of the Gupta politics and polity that was 
firmly rooted to the central sector of the Ganga valley. Chandragupta's reign 
saw that the Guptas were in firm control of the middle Ganga valley, in areas 
both to the north and the south of the river. This provided the vital platform 
for their impressive political expansion cJ.iring the rule of the next king 

~~K~~_aJAD_335-:-75). . 
Though there has been some debates whether Sam1:1~:i::agupta_ was the 

direct successor of his father C:_ha,ndr?gupti.l I,_he was definitely the most 
outstanding political figure of his family. His stupendous efforts to raise the 
Guptas as the supreme political power are presented in the Allahabad pillar 
inscription, the Bran stone inscription and his coins (there are two copper 
plates said to have been issued by him, but they are considered spurious 
by epigraphists). A great conqueror, Samudragupta uprooted (unmulya) no 
less than ten kings of north India (Aryavartta), according to the~All;:i,l;:ia,bad 
prasasti of Harishel)a, the court poet of Samudragupta. They are: 
---·-~--·'··"·'·-""· .,,____ ___ ... -- . 

1. Rudradeva (generally identified with a Saka king of Western India) 
2. Matila (ruling near Bulandshahr in Uttar Pradesh) 
3. Nagadatta (a Naga ruler of north India or in northern Bengal) 
4. Gal)apatinaga (ruling over Mathura) 
5. Nagasena (a Naga ruler associated with Padmavati in Madhya Pradesh) 
6. Chandravarman (ruling in the Bankura district, West Bengal) 
7. Achyuta (probably ruling over Ahichchhatra in Bareilly district of Uttar 

Pradesh) . 
8. Nandi (possibly a Naga king, because many Naga rulers bore the name 

Nandi, but his kingdom cannot be properly identified) 
9. Balavarman (identified either with a king of upper Assam or of eastern 

Malwa) 
10. A petty king of the Kota family (Kotakulaja), generally located in 

Ludhiana, Punjab 

There are of course scholarly debates on the identifications of these 
rulers and their respective territories, mainly because Harishel)a did not 
mention their respective kingdoms by name. Since they were defeated and 
their territories annexed to the Gupta empire, these kingdoms became non
existent in the perception of the court-poet. That is why Harishel)a probably 
remained silent about the kingdoms of these defeated rulers. The Guptas, 
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firmly entrenched in the middle Ganga valley, aimed at the extermination 
of rivals in Ganga-Yamuna doab, upper Ganga valley, Punjab and Haryana, 
central India and Malwa plateau and tried to expand in the lower Ganga 
regions. The Naga kings seem to have been the most powerful rivals in 
contemporary north India and borne the brunt of the assault launched by 
Samudragupta. That the Gupta power penetrated into eastern Malwa, i.e. 
the region around ancient Vidisa, is proved by Samudragupta's inscription 
from Eran (ancient Airikina). Here the adversary of the Guptas must have 
been the western Saka kshatrapas ruling over Malwa and western India. 
Samudragupta's victories over these rulers reduced the multiplicity of 
powers in the greater parts of north India, paving the way for the political 
supremacy of the Guptas. The Gupta emperor, who is said to have aimed for 
the unification of the earth (dhara7J-1-bandha)also reduced the forest chiefs 
(iitavikariijas) to his servants (parichiirakztkrita). These forest-chiefs may 
conveniently be located in the present Baghelkhand region where existed 
such iitavikariijas in the Gupta Era 209 (AD 529). His claim of being the 
exterminator (sarvariijocchettii), in the context of the then north Indian 
political situation, has some justification, though not entirely free from 
court-poetical exaggeration. 

His south Indian campaign was no less spectacular. He claims victories 
over all south Indian kings (sarvadakshi7J-iipathariija). Twelve such kings in 
peninsular India are explicitly stated along with their respective territories 
in the Allahabad prasasti. Harishei;ia appears to have enlisted them in a 
definite geographical order which helps us judge the extent of the south 
Indian campaign. But more important is the mention of the territories of 
vanquished enemies in the south, a pattern of narration distinctly different 
from the account of his north Indian military and political exploits. This 
was deliberately done as Samudragupta followed a different policy in 
trans-Vidhyan territories: capturing the defeated enemy, then favouring 
by releasing the captive as the victor was sure of his suzerainty (graha7J-a
mokshiinugraha policy). In other words the territories of the defeated 
dakshi7J-iipathariijas were not annexed to the Gupta empire and therefore 
the kingdoms of these rulers continued to exist. Samudragupta then must 
have followed a policy in Dakshii;iapatha different from that in Aryavarta. 
We shall discuss this later. Below is the list of the twelve so~th Ii:i:c:!i_~~ king~ 
_defeated by Samudragupta: - · 

1. Mahendra of Kosala (south Kosala, comprising Raipur, Bilaspur, 
Sambalpur areas in Chhattisgarh) 

2. Vyaghraraja of Mahakantara (the forest tracts in the Bastar region) 
3. Mai;itaraja of Kaurala (eastern Godavari district, Andhra Pradesh) 
4. Mahendragiri of Pishtapura (Pithapuram near Kakinada in Andhra 

Pradesh) 

A Political, Social and Cultural Overview 253 

5. Svamidatta of Ko~~ura (identification uncertain, but possibly in the 
Vizagapatnam district of Andhra Pradesh) 

6. Damana of Erai;i<;lapalla (identification controversial, probably in either 
in the Vizagapatnam district or the Western Godavari district, Andhra 

Pradesh) 
7. Vishi;iugopa of Kanchi (Kanchipuram in northern Tamil Nadu) 
8. Nilaraja of Avamukta (probably in the Anantapur district, Andhra 

Pradesh) 
9. Hastivarman of Vengi (present Veggi or Pedda-vegi in the deltas of the 

Godavari and the Krishi;ia) 
10. Ugrasena of Palakka (possibly located in the Nellore district, Andhra 

Pradesh) 
11. Kuvera of Devarashtra (probably on the eastern coast, Vizagapatnam 

district, Andhra Pradesh) 
12. Dhanafijaya of Kusthalapura (possibly in the western part of Andhra 

Pradesh). 

Despite many debates among historians about the identifications of rulers 
and their respective territories, it is more or less certain that Samudragupta 
penetrated the Deccan through central India and the forest tract of western 
Orissa and Chattisgarh to reach the coastal areas of Kalinga. From here, he 
followed the eastern sea-board southwards right up to Kanchi in what was 
later called Toi;i<;laimai;i<;lalam. Of the defeated twelve rulers Vt~hi;iugopa 
was definitely a Pallava king and Hastivarman a Salankayana ruler. The 
~ampaign eloquently speaks of the striking power of the Gupta army and 
the great military generalship of Samudragupta. It is indeed a rare military 
feat for a ruler with his power-base in north India to plan and so successfully 
execute such a long-distance campaign in trans-Vindhyan regions. Equally 
exceptional is the graha7J-a-mokshtmugraha policy. Various explanations have 

Plate 6.2: Gold coin showing Samudragupta playing vina (obv.) 
and goddess Lakshmi (rev.) 
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been offered towards understanding the motives of this campaign. In the 
Allahabad prasasti there are names of three north Indian rulers uprooted by 
Samudragupta, followed by the account of the defeat of twelve south Indian 
kings and then once again, the full list of ten north Indian kings defeated by 
Samudragupta. 

If this is interpreted as a strict sequence of events, Samudragupta then 
first defeated only three north Indian kings, after which he proceeded to 
south India and finally returned again to the north to exterminate ten north 
Indian rivals. This led a number of scholars to infer that while Samudragupta 
was away in the south his north Indian rivals challenged his supremacy 
taking advantage of his absence. Samudragupta, therefore, had to rush to 
north India to defeat them, but left his southern campaign unfinished. 
Thus the graha"(la-mokshtinugraha policy is seen as a softer one which was 
required by the contingent situation in north India. The Allahabad prasasti 
however has no corroborative evidence of any political challenge from his 
contemporary north Indian powers. The other alternative explanation was 
that Samudragupta could have been actually defeated by a confederacy of 
south Indian rulers under the leadership ofVish1;mgopa of Kan chi. That is why 
the Gupta king had to take recourse to a policy of freeing the captured kings. 
Once again, there is no supporting information from the Allahabad prasasti, 
our main evidence. It has also been argued that Samudragupta realized 
the practical difficulties integrating such a vast territory from his north 
Indian base or more precisely, the Magadhan core region, and wisely allowed 
the defeated rulers of the Deccan and south India independent political 
existence. But it will be extremely unlikely to imagine an astute military 
and political leader like Samudragupta to have launched such a distant 
campaign without prior calculations of the political advantages realizable 
from a possible victory. What is more or less clear is that Samudragupta 
definitely directed his attention to the eastern seaboard adjoining present 
Orissa, Andhra Pradesh and northern Tamil Nadu. Significantly enough, this 
littoral was dotted with a number of flourishing ports. On the basis of early 
classical texts, Tamil Sangam texts and archaeological materials (excavated 
and explored coastal and deltaic sites and the distribution of the Rouletted 
Ware) these ports appear to have participated in maritime commerce along 
the eastern coast and also with Sri Lanka and South-East Asia. Moreover, 
Vengi was a prosperous agricultural region. 

Harishei;ia claims that Samudragupta was in touch with Sri Lanka and 
the islands of South-East Asia (sarvadvzpa vtisibhib). For a north Indian ruler 
over a land-locked territory, political control over the eastern coast may have 
provided a much needed outlet for reaching Sri Lanka and Southeast Asia. 
Such a political control could be secured by stamping upon the defeated rulers 
of eastern Deccan the superior military might of the Gupta monarch without 
necessarily having to annex them. Seen from this angle, Samudragupta 
might have been prompted to launch his dakshi"(ltipatha campaign more for 
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strategic and economic advantages rather than territorial annexation. Some 
scholars argue that Raghu's conquest in Kalidasa's Raghuvari?.sam echoes the 
beccan campaign of Samudragupta. The same has also been explained as 
an application of the Kautilyan model of the dharmavijaya, different from 
annexation of territories (digvijaya). Even if it amounts to dharmavijaya it is 
definitely not similar to Asoka's conquest by Dhamma (dhammavijaya). 

Attention now may be turned to another category of the-then powers who 
satisfied Pracha"(lq.stisana Samudragupta by paying him all tributes, obeying 
orders, attending the court and paying him obescience (sarvvaktiradtinti
jfi.akara"(ltipra"(ltimtigtimana-paritoshitapracharc;lastisana). These include five 
frontier chiefs (pratyantanripati) and nine non-monarchical groups._The five 
frontier areas were Samatata (Southeastern Bangladesh, to the east of the 
Meghna), J;)a\Tak~ (p;obablyin the Nowgaon district, Assam), Nepala (Nepal), 
Kamanlpa (upper Assam) and Kart;ripura (Kartarpur near Jullundhar in the 
Punjab or in the Gadhwal areas of Uttar Pradesh). The non-monarchical 
groups are clubbed together by Harishei;ia. They are Ma.lavas ... (Jaipur 
area, RajasthariS, Arjuniyanas (located in the Delhi-Jaipur-Agra triangle), 
Yaudheyas (Bharatpur, Rajasthan), Madrakas (between the rivers Chenab 
and Ravi in Pakistan), Abhiras (in western Deccan around Nasik?), Prabhiras, 
Kakapuras (near Sanchi), Sanakanikas (near Vidisa, Madhya Pradesh), and 
Kharaparikas (possibly in the Damoh district, Madhya Pradesh). That many 
of these were non-monarchical polities is clearly indicated by the legends of 
their coins and the seals. This is a political relation clearly different from that 
between the Gupta emperor and the Arytivarttartijas and Dakshi"(ltipathartijas 
respectively.The frontier chiefs and the non-monarchical groups stood as 
tributary powers to Samudragupta who spread his political superiority over 
an extensive outlying zone from south-eastern Bangladesh to Rajasthan 
and from the Himalayan foothills to the western fringes of the Deccan. The 
Gupta power significantly penetrated into what is called the tribal belt of 
central India. 

The Gupta empire was in intimate contacts with a number of independent 
powers outside and on the borderlands of the subcontinent. The Allahabad 
prasasti enlists Daivaputra-shahi-shahanushahi (a Kushai;ia ruler to the west 
of the Indus and in the north-western borderlands), Saka-murui;iqa (a Saka 
king whose exact area of rule is not clear)and all island dwellers includ
ing Sri Lanka (Sairi?.halaktidi-sarvvadvzpavtisibhib) as maintaining friendly 
relations with Samudragupta by presenting themselves at the Gupta court 
(titmanivedana), offering him the gifts of maidens (kanyoptidyanadtina) and by 
seeking the Gupta royal seal with Garuqa emblem as a guarantee for the rule 
over their own territories (garutmadankasvabhuktf-stisanaytichana). These 
powers, though independent, appear to have been deeply impressed by the 
political supremacy oHhe Guptas. To what extent the Gupta emperor really 
exerted influence over these distant rulers, or whether Harishei;ia composed 
a prasasti in conformity to the expected standard of an eulogy in favour of 
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a political biographee, is open to question. But it may at least be granted 
that Samudragupta by his matchless military leadership and by maintaining 
different types of political and diplomatic relations with different types of 
contemporary powers made the Guptas the most formidable power in north 
India. 

III 
'' i,, 

The growth and spread of the power of the Guptas continued unabated 
under Chandragupta II, son and successor of Samudragupta, during his 
reign clnearly f~ur clecades (AD 375-414). The seventh century dramatist 
'{i~akhadatta in his drama Devfchandraguptam ,narrates that Chandragupta 
II had an elder brother, Ramagupta, the actual successor to the throne. 
He was defeatd by a Saka king and tried to buy peace by offering his chief 
queen Dhruvadevi to the Saka adversary. In order to maintain the family's 
glory, Chandragupta II killed the Saka king, dethroned his elder brother and 
married Dhruvadevi. This story has led a few historians to infer a struggle for 
succession between two brothers. It is however difficult to prove the identity 
and existence of Ramagupta as a ruler of the imperial Gupta family, except 
for a few copper coins bearing his name, found from Malwa. D.C. Sircar 
dated these coins to c. sixth century AD on the basis of the palaeography 
and therefore denied the existence of a Ramagupta as a successor to 
Samudragupta in the late fourth century AD. It is difficult to consider the 
existence of any ruler between Samudragupta and Chandragupta II. The 
earliest known inscription of Chandragupta II is dated in his fifth regnal year, 
which is dated in GE. 61 (380-381). The beginning of his reign is therefore 
assigned in 375 and he cannot but be the direct successor to Samudragupta. 

Chandragupta II seems to have continued with the marriage alliance policy 
of his grandfather to derive political mileage. He is known to have married 
the Naga princess Kuveranaga, thereby implying his attempt to befriend the 
1'Ll:gasofCentra.l India and the doab even after their ouster in the hands of 
Samudragupta. The daughter of this marriage, Prabhavatigupta, was given 
in marriage to the V~kita.kas, the foremost political power in peninsular 
India. Chandragupta II is also credited with entering into ~~ge alliance 
with the Kadambas of Kuntala (in Karnataka). All these matrimonial 
alITances·are Hl<ely ·1:o have strengthened his position. According to an 
inscription from Vidisa, the Gupta emperor was present in eastern Malwa 
with an ardent desire to conquer the world (kritsnaprithvf jaytirthena). His 
principal aim was to put an end to the Saka rule in western India. While 
eastern Malwa had already come under the Gupta rule during the reign of 
Samudragupta, western Malwa and Gujarat were still under the control of 
the Saka kings. The memory of his victory over the Sakas is possibly retained 
in the Devfchandraguptam, mentioned earlier. The crucial clue to his victory 
over the Sakas is found in his coins. He was the fi~st Gup_ta ruler to have 
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issued silver coins which were clearly modelled after the circulating silver 
-c6fris of the Sakas.' These Gupta silver coins bear a date of _§E 90+x; in 
other words, the numismatic testimony speaks of his conquest of the Saka 
realm sometime around AD 411-12. This further implies that he achieved 
this victory in the closing years of his reign. The other possible indication 
of his victory over the Sakas of Gujarat and Kathiawad is borne out by his 
portrayal as a lion-slayer in his coins. The lion being still available in this 
area, the coin probably signifies his conquest of western India. With this 
conquest, the Gupta territorial expansion reached the westernmost part of 
the subcontinent and included the prosperous area of Gujarat noted for its 

maritime trade. 
An inscription on an iron pillar at Mehrauli near Qutb Minar in Delh.i 

rec;rcG t:he military achievements of a king named Chandra. He is said to 
have raided Vahlika (Balkh in Afghanistan) by having crossed the seven 
mouths of the river Indus; he also conquered a confederacy of enemies in 
Vanga (central deltaic Bengal); ,the rnler was a devout Vaishi;i.ava. Scholars 
are sharply divided on the question of the identity of the ruler. ~QIJJ.e hap 
favoured his identification with Chandragupta I. The main problem in this 
;tt:empted identification is the question as to why Samudragupta had to 
conquer so many north Indian contemporaries, if his father had already 
enjoyed extensive victories. The other alternative is to identify him with, 
Chandravarman, a ruler in West Bengal, contemporary to and defeat~d 
by.Sa.m1,1dragupta,. Once again it is difficult to believe that a local ruler 
&~dravarman can be credited with such widespread military campaigns. 
Most historians tend to identify him with Chandragupta II, in view of his 
great-prowess and known military success. The inscription palaeographically 
belongs to the fourth century AD which also fits with the reign period of 
Chandragupta II. It is unlikely that his campaign to Vahlika-even if true
led to any territorial annexation; it probably speaks of a successful raid. The 
description of the military achievements of king Chandra may also suggest a 

Plate 6.3: Gold coin showing Kumaragupta I riding a horse (obv.) 
and seated Lakshml (rev.) 
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standardized eulogy, highlighting the model of the conquest of four quarters 
(digvijaya). 

The Gupta rule thus embraced greater parts of north India and stretched 
as far as the Kathiawad peninsula at the time of the death of Chandragupta 
II. As there was hardly a power to measure sword with the Gupta rulers in 
north India, the reign of Kumaragupta I (AD 414-54), son and successor of 
Chandragupta ii,'~as marked by few military campaigns. This was a period 
of political consolidation and integration of an extensive north Indian 
realm. For the first time, definite evidence of the Gupta rule over north 
Bengal, north Bihar and Rajasthan comes from his inscriptions. Along with 
that Kumaragupta certainly retained firm control over the core area of the 
empire lying in the middle Ganga plains. The overall prosperity during this 
period will be best evident from a large variety of superb gold coins issued 
by Kur:q.ar:aguptaJ. - . 
-·The phase following his reign, however, is marked by problems within the 
realm, incursions from without and dissension within the imperial family 
itself. Sk_~~cl~guptc!,,.__J:Y_ho qpparently succeeded Kumaragupta after AD 454, 
ci_oes not figure in the genealogical list of Gupta kings (in inscriptions and 
seals) where a son of Kumaragupta I, namely, Purugupta, is mentioned. 
It has -been ;uggested that Skandagupta was possibly not the son of the 
chief queen of Kumaragupta and, therefore, was not the legal claimant to 
the throne following primogeniture. While Skandagupta's records make a 
vague allusion to his mother (possibly Devaki), the mother of Purugupta is 
categorically mentioned as Mahadevi (chief queen) Anantadevi. However, 
even if one concedes the possibility of a struggle of succession after or on 
the eve of the death of Kumaragupta I, Skandagupta seems to have been 
the direct successor. Kumaragupta's last known inscription is dated in GE 
136, and in 136 GE, the earliest known inscription of Skandagupta was 
issued. This hardly allows any inter-regnum between Kumaragupta I and 
Skandagupta. The Bhitari inscription informs us that either the last days 
of Kumaragupta or the very early years of Skandagupta witnessed the 
trouble created by the Pushyamitras whose identity is difficult to ascertain. 
Skandagupta successfully suppressed them. The condition in the initial 
phase of his reign seems precarious since the Gupta emperor had to spend 
three nights on the bare earth (kshititalasayanfye yena nftti.triyamti.). Soon 
after that a much greater threat appeared in the northwestern part: the 
advent of the dreaded Hul)aS (Hur1s), a fierce (entral _Asian nomadic gr~p.--· 
ft goes to the great credit of Skandagupta that he defeated the Hul)as, as was 
celebrated in his I3hitari inscription_Skandagupta was, therefore, lauded by 
Raychaudhuri as the greatest hero of the Gupta dynasty. He was last Gupta 
ruler who retained the vast territories of the empire intact, though it was 
not free from troubles. After his reign the Guptas lost forever their authority 
in western India. 
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Determining the genealogy and chronology of the Gupta dynasty in the 
post-Skandagupta phase is problematic because scholars sharply differ in 
their opinions. The Gupta seals and genealogies describe that Purugupta, 
th~_ son_ of_ Kumaragup1b_~.?.c~followed by _Kqmaragupt,umd, Vishµugupt~. 
On the other hand the definite rule of Budhagupta (c. AD 475-496/500) is 
beyond any dispute. In AD 4 7 4, a Gupt~ ruler, Kumaragupta is found to have 
been ruling around Sarnath (near Varal)asi). He is possiblyJS:1:11P.~ragupta II, 
as he ruled later than Kumaragupta I. If Purugupta at all ruled he enjoyed a· 
very brief reign. Both he and Kumaragupta II could have ruled between AD 

467 (death of Skandagupta) and AD 475 (beginning of Budhagupta's reign). 
Budhagupta's relatively long reign of nearly 25 years witnessed the retention 
of the Gupta political control over the Ganga valley, north Bengal and eastern 
Malwa around Eran. Budhagupta's hold was still over an impressive territory. 
He was perhaps the last of the major Gupta rulers to have exercised effective 
control over greater parts of the Gupta realm, minus western India. 

Three more or less simultaneous rulers were on the scene in the post
Budhagupta phase of the Gupta political history. All bore high-sounding 
Gupta titles to impress upon their authority. They were Vainyagupta, ruling 
in the eastern most part of Bengal (AD 5072_,, Bhan~;:;:pt~ (AD 510) who 
was present in eastern Malwa and_Naxasirnhagupta Baladitya (AD 515-30). 
These rulers figure in their inscriptions and coins. Such a situation of three 
nearly contemporary rulers claiming the Gupta descent may suggest that 
they ruled in three different sectors of the Gupta realm. The scenario hardly 
speaks of a well-consolidated polity and the signs of wear and tear in the 
Gupta empire are not difficult to read. The political situation became more 
complex and troublesome for the Guptas with the _reappearance of the Hu. 
nas after half a century-this time under Toramana and Mihirakula-and 
the almost inevitable rise of the former vassals of the Guptas to de facto 
independent position. According to a Jaina tradition, the tottering Gupta 
realm finally came to end around AD 550 or AD 555. The last vestiges of 
the Gupta rule was discerned by D.C. Sircar in Orissa, where an inscription 
dated in GE 250 (AD 570) spoke of the Gupta rale, now a shadow of its past 
greatness. The presence of the Guptas in the political arena of northern 
India therefore remained for a maximum period of two centuries and a half. 

New lights on the military and political successes of the Hul)as, especially 
Toramana are available from three copper plates from Sanjeli in Gujarat. The 
latest of these inscriptions belongs to Toramana's regnal year 19, suggesting 
his rale of almost two decades (AD 500-20). His reign was previously assigned 
to 15 years on the basis of the Eran Stone Boar inscription (regnal year 1) and 
the undated Kura Inscription from the Salt Range area in present Pakistan. 
The Hul)a occupation of parts of Gujarat must have taken place by the third 
year of Toramana's reign (AD 503): in other words, almost immediately 
after his rule is recorded in eastern Malwa in his regnal year 1 (AD 501) 
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in the Eran Stone Boar Inscription of his subordinate Dhanyavish1;m. 
The three inscriptions under review reveal the name of a family of 
subordinate rulers in Gujarat under Toramana, namely Matridasa (I), his 
son, Bhuta and Matridasa (II), son of Bhuta and grandson of Matridasa I. 
Their subordinate position is clearly shown by their title mahiiriija, distinct 
from the superior titles mahiiriijadhiriija and paramabha_t_tiiraka assumed by 
Toramana as the suzerain political authority. The fall of the Gupta empire 
is generally attributed to succession problems, Hul)a invasions and the 
ambitions of feudatory ·powers since the last quarter of the fifth century. 
Many scholars consider that the Hul)a havoc was the principal factor in the 
demise of the Gupta power. Though the Hul)a invasions must have posed 
politico-military problems for the Guptas, were they as dreadful in the 
Indian context as they had been in contemporary European scene? Apart 
from Skandagupta, Narasimhagupta is credited with a victory over-H~~a~ 
Mihirakula. The claims of resounding victories over the Hul)as appear in the 
inscrip.hons of the Aulikaras and Maukharis who were raising their heads at 
the cost of the attenuating Gupta authority and control. The Aulikara king 
Prakasadharman claims in the Risthal inscription (of the Vikramasamvat 
572, i.e. AD 515) that by him 'who had established himself in the kingdom of 
the Hul)a ruler through his foot stool being flooded with the brightness of 
the gems of the kingly crown of king Toramana, the word adhiraja was the 
was rendered factual in battle'. Prakasadharman was the son and successor 
of Rajyavardhana, ruling from Dasapaura (Mandasore in western Madhya 
Pradesh). 

Shorn of literary embellishments, the inscription records Prakasa
dharman's victory over the Hul)as. The Hul)as were overpowered even by a 
local ruling house of western Malwa, besides being defeated by the imperial 
Gupta rulers and other powers in the Ganga valley. How much dent did the 
Hul)as therefore create into the Gupta empire? The internal problems of the 
empire posed more serious threats to it than the external ones. The growing 
power of the vassals of the Guptas ate into the strength of the Gupta authority, 
on the ruins of which these powers then established their respective political 
strongholds, This process explains the rise of the Maukh~~!~_()f Kannauj, the 
Pushyabhutis of Sthal)visvara and the Later Guptasof Magadha. All these 
areas had earlier formed intergral parts of the Gupta empire. Coupled with 
the political problems of the empire were the economic strains indicated by 
the regular debasement of the Gupta gold coinage especially since the end of 
the fifth century AD. 

As the Gupta empire finally ceased to exist in north India the political 
arena was apportioned among the erstwhile vassals of the Guptas, viz., the 
Maitrakas of Valab~i, the Pushyabhutis. of Thane§yar, the Maukharis ?f 
Kannauj, the Later Guptas of Magadha· (distinct from the imperial Guptas), 

· some independent rulers of Vanga, the Parivrajaka and the Uchchakalpa 
rulers in central India. These powers first ended their allegiance to the Gupta 

A Political, Social and Cultural Overview 261 

emperors, then assumed independence and finally established mastery over 
their respective regions. Once their authority was well entrenched in their 
core territories, their political and aggressive designs led to the formation of 
new kinds of relations, hostile and friendly, over various parts of northern 
India. These new formations, incipient in the latter half of the sixth century 
AD, took more concrete shapes at the turn of the seventh century. 

IV 

The Guptas were the most prominent political power for about two 
centuries and a half and hence our discussion of the political conditions 
mainly focussed on the north. The trans-Vindhyan territories in central 
India and particularly the Deccan, which were outside the Gupta control, 
were politically quite prominent. The multiplicity of political powers in the 
eastern Deccan in the second quarter of the fourth century AD is clearly 
evident from the list of the dakshi-riapatha rulers, contemporary to and 
defeated by Samudragupta. Conspicuous by their absence in the Allahabad 
prasasti are the Vakatakas, the most important power in central India and 
the central Deccan, indicating that the mighty Gupta emperor probably 
avoided any direct confrontation with them. 

Our understanding of the Vakataka history primarily depends on their 
epigraphs. The discovery of a dozen of fresh Vakataka inscriptions has led to 
considerable addition to and some modification of our existing knowledge 
about the Vakatakas, thanks largely to the researches by Ajay Mitra Sastri 
and Hans Bakker. Their early history is only dimly known and it is possible 
to suggest their brahmal)a origin. The earliest ruler of this family was 
Vindhyasakh (c. AD third cent~), a n~indicati\Te of the close association 
~f th~'Vikitakas with the Vindhyan region. His successor, Pravarasena, had 
twcisoris; Gautamiputra (who predeceased and never ruled) and Sarvasena. 
Tuoland~a~ks in their ea;ly history were the emergence of the parallel 
collateral branch of the house, founded by Sarvas en~ Vatsag;_lma or modern 
Wasfrn in Akola district, Maharashtra. The successors of Gautamiputra h~d 
their stronghold in the region around present Nagpur in Maharashtra. The 
latter had their seat of power at Nandivardhana (identified with Nagardhan/ 
Nandardhan near Ramtek, or Nandapur, about 21 miles north of Nagardhan 
in the Nagpur district, Maharashtra), As ten kings of this branch are known 
from epigraphic records as against six known rulers of their collateral branch, 
this is labelled as the main branch-Nandivardhana of the Vakataka family. 
The Vatsagulma branch is also called the lesser branch of the house. 

Like the Guptas, the Vakatakas also have a dimly lit early history of their 
rule. The similarities with the Guptas continue; the Vakatakas with a view to 
enhancing their political standing contracted dynastic marriage alliance with 
the Bharasiva ruler Bhavanaga, a powerful figure of central India assignable 
between the fall of the Kushal)as and the rise of the Guptas. This could 
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have been instrumental in pushing the Vakataka control over Bundelkhand, 
evident from the records of the vassals of Vakataka Prithvishei;ia I (third 
quarter of the fourth century). This area subsequently passed under the 
Gupta control with the expansion under Samudragupta. Prithvishei;ia who 
is said to have lived nearly for a century probably had a long reign which 
witnessed the consolidation of the Vakataka power in central India. The 
growing power of the Vakatakas was soon taken into consideration by the 
Guptas. This found expression in the famous dynastic marriage between 
Prabhavatigupta, daughter of Clict_!1_clragupta II, and Vakataka Rudrasena 
II, son and successor of Prithvishei;ia I. With the reign of Rudrasena II 
b;gins--the vikit~ka epigraphic tradi-ti,on. A rather .. premature death of 
Rudrasena II around AD 400 brnught Prabp_.ivatigupta to political limelight, 
as she ruled for thirteen y~ars as a regent while her three sons were minor. 
Prabhavatigupta's regency is viewed in early Indian historiography as an 
indirect penetration of the Gupta political influence over the Vakatakas who 
so far had not been overpowered by the Gupta army. This inference gains 
ground in the continuity of the use of the maiden Gupta name-ending by the 
Vakataka queen-regent, her leanings to Vaishnavism despite being married 
to a royal house known to be Saivas and her retaining the maiden gotra 
affiliation, Dharii;ii. Some historians have gone to the extent of considering 
the Vakatakas as merely a subordinate or subsidiary ally of the Guptas during 
the regency of Prabhavatigupta. In their own inscriptions of this time the 
Vakataka rulers are presented as mere maharajas, while the Gupta kings are 
given the much higher epithet of maharajadhiraja. The Vakatakas however 
never appear to have been reduced to this position, even allowing for some 
Gupta influence at the Vakataka court during Prabhavatigupta's regency. 
There is no evidence of the use of the Gupta era in the Vakataka area. An 
able administrator, Prabhavatigupta was able to keep intact the Vakataka 
territories in the central Deccan. 

Of her three ~.or1s_, the eldest remained the heir- designate (yuvaraja/ 
yu-;;;;;;;aha~aj;) ~ithout ever actually ruling. The second son also never 
ascended the throne probably on account of premature death. The third and 
youngest one, Pravarasena II, was perhaps the foremost ruler of the house. 
Recent dTscoverfof inscriptions indicates that he ruled as long as 32 years up to 
the middle of the fifth century AD (AD 420-452), An important development 
of his reign was the Vakataka attempt to consolidate their power beyond the 
Nagpur region, the primary stronghold of the Vakatakas. This is indicated 
by his shifting of the Vakataka capitill from l'-Ji1nc:l1vardhana (which had 
served as their headquarters from the time of Rudrasena m to Pravarapura, 
identified with present Paunar (a well-known excavated site), Wardha district 
in Maharashtra. The new capital was evidently named after Pravarasena II. 
Newly discovered inscriptions of his reign prove that the capital was shifted 
in or before his regnal year 16, i.e. AD 436. His latest record, dated in his 
thirty-second year, mentions Achalapura corresponding to modern Ellichpur 
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located in Amraoti district, Maharashtra, thereby indicating his control over 
this area. The Vakataka authority over major areas watered by the river 
Benna (=Wainganga) can safely be assumed from epigraphic references to 
place names like Bennatata and Bennakata (the banks of the Wainganga and 
an administrative centre). A copper-plate of his year 23 (AD 443) describes 
him as residing at Tripuri (Tripurfvasaka), a well-known town in the ancient 
territory of pahala, identifiable with the present-day area around Jabbalpur 
in Madhya Pradesh. This may logically indicate the extension of the Vaka. 
taka power in the Baghelkhand region. One is not sure if such an expansion 
took place at the cost of their ally, the Guptas, since in 487-88 the same area 
was being ruled by at least two vassal rulers owing allegiance to the Guptas. 
Another significant event of this time was the .:m:~1::ri11..g~ ilUi_;mce l::>etwe~n 
the Vakatakas and the Kuntala rulers of Vanavasi. The latter is similar to 
the Kada~b;~ ;f I3anavasi, who also contracted similar dynastic marriage 
with the Guptas. The Vakatakas and their north Indian counterpart 
therefore seem to have had similar attitudes of maintaining amiable relation 
with the Kadamba rulers of south-west Karnataka, Interestingly enough, 
the friendly relation between the Kadambas and the main branch of the 
Vakatakas is contrasted by the hostilities between the Kadambas and the 
Vakatakas of the Wasim branch. The last known ruler of the main branch 
Prith~ishei;ia II-appears to have ruled ~t-f~;st: for se~enteen years which 

·is· the lat~·st known date in his inscriptions. He seems to have been in 
control over the traditional strongholds of his family, viz., Ramagiristhana 
(probably Ramtek near Nagpur) and Bennatata. The early part of his reign 
and/ or the immediately preceding period of Narendrasena seems to have 
faced some political problems, This is indicated by the praise of Prithvishei;ia 
II as the one who resurrected the sunken family (nimagnavamsoddhatri). If 
the variant reading of the same expression, is accepted, then he appears to 
have rescued his house at least twice (dvimagnavamsoddhatri), The nature or 
cause of this political problem cannot be ascertained at this moment, but 
some discomfitures could have been due to hostilities by the rulers of the 
collateral branch. Nothing further is known about this branch after the end 
of Prithvishei;ia II's reign is AD 500. 

We shall survey the collateral Vatsagulma (Wasim) branch. A separate 
entity of this branch starts with the time of Sarvasena, younger son of 
Pravarasena of the main branch. The next ruler was Vindhyasakti II who 
enjoyed a long reign of at least 37 years, as is evident from his record. Their 
hold over ancient Nandikata, (modern Nander) is also known from the same 
document. The close association of the Vatsagulma branch of the Vakatakas 
with the Ajanta area (Aurangabad district, Maharashtra), celebrated for its 
rock-cut caves, sculptures and paintings, is borne out by inscriptions from 
Ajanta. The fourth ruler of this line was unknown so far and only recently has 
been identified with Sarvasena II on the basis of new epigraphic disooveries, 
He is followed by Devasena, whose inscription from Hisse-Borala (9 km. 
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south of Wasim) is the only known definitely datable Vakataka record, 
bearing a date in Saka era 380 (AD 458). This really provides the sheet
anchor for the study of the Vakataka chronology. The political stability 
of the Vakatakas during his time is evident from his hold over Ajanta and 
Wasim, which have yieldep. his inscriptions. The last known ruler of this 
branch, Harishe:t;1a, son and 'successor of Devasena, is known mainly from 
inscriptions. The Vakataka hold over Ajanta region is recognizable from his 
two inscriptions from Ajanta. His earliest record, dated in his third regnal 
year, is a recent discovery from Thalner in Dhule district, Maharashtra. 
That he occupied some areas in the western parts of Maharashtra also is 
suggested by this record. The cave inscription in Ajanta credits him with 
conquests over wide areas in the Deccan: Kuntala (the region of Vanavasi 
in south western Karnataka, under the Kadambas), Avanti (the area around 
Ujjayini in western Madhya Pradesh), Kalinga (Puri-Ganjam area of Orissa), 
Kosala (south Kosala comprising the Raipur-Bilaspur-Sambalpur areas), 
Trikuta (probably referring to the Traikutaka kings in ancient Aparanta 
or Konkan area including Nasik), La.ta (Nausari-Broach region in western 
Gujarat) and Andhra (the deltas of the rivers Godavari and Krish:t;1a in 
Andhra Pradesh). It is difficult to accept this hyperbolic account in its literal 
sense and the epigraphic account of his victories is more in conformity with 
the ideal of widespread conquests (digvijaya) than with the descriptions of 
actual military successes. His military sucess against the Kuntala king, the 
Traikutaka who held both Nasik and Ujjayini, and Kosala may not however 
be entirely ruled out. A contemporary to Narendrasena and Prithvishe:t;1a II 
of the Nandivardhana branch, he seems to have ruled in the last quarter of 
the fifth century AD. He is the last known ruler of the family. 

The Deccan also witnessed a number of smaller and less significant 
kingdoms. The Vakataka rule over ancient Vidarbha or modern Berar in the 
central Deccan was terminated by the Nalas, who claimed descent from the 
epic hero Nala. Inscriptional evidence may also suggest the Nalas' rule over 
Koraput and Bastar areas in the bordering regions of present Chhattisgarh 
and Orissa. But their political career seems to have been cut short either 
by the Pa:t;1<;l.uvarilsis of Kosala or the rising power of the Chalukyas of 
the Deccan. The Amraoti region in Maharashtra, an integral part of the 
erstwhile Vakataka realm, came under the occupation the Bhojas (hence 
called Bhojakatakarajya). A branch of this house however moved southwards 
to the Goa region where their capital Chandrapura was located. 

A ruling house more significant than both the Nalas and the Bhojas was 
that of the Traikutakas, already figuring in the Ajanta inscription as an enemy 
of the Vakatakas. They were the rulers of Aparanta, embracing an area from 
Kanheri to Surat along the western coast. The Kalachuris who occupied parts 
of the western Deccan from the Traikutakas were also a power to reckon with. 
That they too were in firm command over the whole of Malwa is borne out by 
the epithet Vaidisa (associated with Vidisa in eastern Malwa) and their hold 
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over UjjayinL Their inscription from Nasik clearly indicates their possession 
of this area. The rise to political prominence was mainly due to the military 
successes of Krish:t;1araja, a further expansion of their power to the west is 
visible from the control of Broach (ancient Bh]'."igukaccha) at the mouth of 
the Narmada in Gujarat. They used a new era, the Traikutaka-Kalachuri era 
of AD 248. Prior to their reign, inscriptions from Gujarat bore the Gupta era, 
reminiscent of the rule of the Guptas in the past. The replacement of the 
Gupta era with that of the Traikutaka-Kalachuri in the Kalachuri records 
leaves little room for doubt about their authority over coastal Gujarat. Their 
growing power must have emboldened them to wage war (in alliance with 
the Abhiras) against the Kadambas of coastal Karnataka, as is mentioned in 
a Kadamba inscription. The pattern of political rivalry involving powers of 
western Deccan, Malwa, and Karnataka would leave significant marks on the 
contours of political history of early medieval Deccan. 

The most significant area in the eastern Deccan were the valleys and the 
deltas of the Godavari and the Krish:t;1a. The present Guntur region was 
briefly occupied by the Ananda kings. But the more important territory of 
Vengi (to the north of Masulipatnam) was the stronghold of the Salankayana 
kings, one of whom (Hastivarman) had already figured in the list of twelve 
defeated rulers in the Allahabad prasasti. It was however more because of 
the pressures of the early Pallavas of Andhra Pradesh than the Gupta inroad 
that the Salankayanas ultimately succumbed. The Vengi country from 
500 to nearly 640 was dominated by the Vish:t;1uku:t;1<;l.ins. Though there 
has been protracted debates about the genealogy and chronology of the 
Vish:t;1uku:t;1<;l.ins, it is more or less certain that Vikramendravarman (AD 500) 
laid the foundation of their power. Further consolidation of their power can 
be noted during the time of the most formidable king, Madhavavarman I 
Janasraya (AD 535-85). His performance of the asvamedha sacrifice is a 
pointer to the increasing power of the Vish:t;1uku:t;1<;l.ins in the affairs of the 
eastern Deccan. 

The contiguous territory of Kalinga was divided among a few powers. The 
more prominent of them was the Eastern Gangas with their headquarters at 
Kalinganagara, identified with modern Mukhalingam in the Ganjam district, 
Orissa. A second political centre of the Eastern Gangas emerged at Dantapura 
in the Chicacole district. That Vengi was territorially related to this region 
is clearly borne out by the description which stated that Trikalinga was 
adjacent to the forest area ofVengi. The territory of south Kosala witnessed 
the continuity of the Gupta era (but not of course of the Gupta rule) right up 
to 282, i.e. AD 601-602 in official records; politically this area was controlled 
for some time by the Sarabhapuriyas. Their existence was put to an end by 
the Pa:t;1<;l.uvarilsis who had their seats of power in south Kosala and Mekala 
(i.e. the central Vindhyan region). 

A more continuous political history is seen in the further south with 
the rise of the early Pallavas. The earliest Pallava rulers are known from 
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their copper-plate records, written in Pr:akrit language, assignable to, a 
perfo-d from c. AD 250 to 350. Two prominent political personalities of the 
P~lLi.;a: hous~ were Sivaskandavarman and Vish1:rngopa. Prakrit charters 
of Sivaskandavarman underlines the rise of the Pallavas over substantial 
territories watered by the rivers Krish:p.a and the south Pennar and also over 
the Bellary district, Karnataka. The early Pallavas then seems to have moved 
to the To:p.c;laima:p.c;lalam area with the stronghold at Kafichipuram.~h_. 
nugopa, a 12romi11en_t early P?U~aJsif!g contemporary to and defeated by 

_ §c1_II1udragupt_a, had his base at Ka.ii.chi. The later Sanskrit charters refer to 
sixteen Pallava rulers, but a few of them were entitled yuvamaharajas, i.e heir 
apparents. These yuvamaharajas are unlikely to have ascended the throne. 
But the Pallavas were alreaq.y well-established in To:p.9-aima:p.c;lalam thereby 
preparing for the shape of things to come from seventh century AD onwards. 

The far south in the first three centuries of the Christian era witnessed 
the arrival of various powers, the most important of which were the 
Cholas in Uraiyur, the Pa:p.c;lyas in Madurai (the two located respec_tively 
i~ the Kaveri delta and the Vaigai valley of Tamil Nadu) and the Cheras_ in 
~estern Tamil Nadu and Kerala. Though the early history of these areas 
are known from the Tamil Sangam texts, the classical accounts and recent 
field-archaeological data, the scenario of the period from fourth to the sixth 
century AD is unknown. The standard literary description of the far south 
relates to the invasion of the Kalabhras, a people of uncertain origin, who 
are said to have brought about chaos and confusion in the Tamil area:.J!: is_ 
~ towc1rds the close of the sixth century AD that the Pallavas are said to ·· 
have freed their core area from the Kalabhra occupation,_ 

The southern regions of Karnataka saw the emergence of the western 
Ganga; under Kongunivarman and Madhava I (AD 350-400) with--their 
strongFi:ola aro-und Kolar. Th~ cayital was later shifted from Kolar to Talk-;td. 
The Gangas too appear to-have been aware of the advantages of dynastic 
marriages as they established such relations with the Kadambas. The 
political importance of the Gangas increased considerably during the long 
rule of Durvinita (AD 540-600). 

Another power, Kadamba, was gradually making its presence felt in the 
Karnataka region. The K~da:mba inscriptions inform us that the dz_ri_~ty~ 
foun-ded bza brahI11c1_:p.a, rict,m_ec[I\ia,YD.:~asarman_'._ O~iginally a student of the 
Vedas at Ka.ii.chi, the Pallava capital, Mayurasarman is said to have come to a 
fierce quarrel with a secret agent of the Pallavas (Pallavasamstha). He decided 
to take up arms, leaving his Vedic studies, on account of his humiliation 
in the hands of the Pallava spy. The ensuing conflict saw his victory over 
the Pallava frontier guards (antapalas) and his capture of the forest region 
up to Sriparvata (Kurnool district, Andhra Pradesh). His position was 
subsequently recognized by the Pallavas and Mayurasarman agreed to serve 
as a vassal. The later Chandravalli inscription-the historicity of which is 
not above question-credits him with extensive conquests over the Abhira, 
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Traikuta, Pallava, Pariyatrika, Sakasthana, Pu:p.ata, etc. That the founder of 
the dynasty soon overthrew his allegiance to the Pallavas is borne out by the 
claim of his performing eighteen asvamedha or horse sacrifices. The number 
is of course overstated, as a Kadamba inscription specifically records only 
one horse sacrifice performed by him. Such performance of asvamedha 
sacrifices is considered fit for independent dynasts. Generally (but not 
unanimously) assigned to the period AD 340-70, Mayurasarman appears to 
have established a powerful ruling line in the Deccan, taking advantage of the 
political confusions in the wake of Samudragupta's south Indian campaign. 
With the change of their position from a brahma:p.a to a ruling lineage, the 
successors of Mayurasarman preferred the dynastic name-ending varman 
to the original sarman. The Kadambas like the Guptas and the Vakatakas 
realized the importance of dynastic marriages in order to improve their 
political and diplomatic positions. This is particularly seen during the time of 
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Kakutsthavarman (430-450) who contracted such alliances with the Guptas 
and other ruling houses. The last quarter of the fifth century AD is marked 
by the rise of a collateral branch of the main line of the Kadambas and the 
relations between the two branches were not cordial or peaceful. _6!'..QtJnd the 
late fifth and early sixth centuries AD, the younger branch of the Kadamba 
-ho~~~ suffered defeat in the hand of the eld~r branch. However, the you~ger 
branch reversed their political situation by inflicting such a defeat on the 
elder branch that the elder branch virtually went out of existence after AD 

54 7. The end of the_ elder line of the Kadamba~u1as also hastened by the rise 
of their vassa.'i, -Pi;;lak~sin I of the Chalukya family, to politic~pro~inence 
in his j~frorigh<:>ld __ ()V('.'r Badami, near modern Bijapur in Karnataka. _ The 
younger branch of the Kadambas, founded by Krishnavarman (AD 4 75-
485), co:ritfo.ued to rule sometimes as independent rulers and occasionally 
by_ accepting the suzerainty of the Pallavas of Kan.chi, almost up to the first 
decade of (be seventh century AD. They finally succumbed to the super.for 
might of the Chalukyas of Badami, the most formidable power in the Deccan 
in the .seventh and the first half of the eighth century AD. 

V 

Polity and Political Processes 

The aforementioned survey of existing political powers and interrelations 
among such power definitely speaks of the multiplicity of political entities 
during the 300 years. Even the superior political position of the Gupta 
empire did not lead to the establishment of a paramount political power 
in the subcontinent. Scholars like Kosambi, Sharma and Shrimali have 
discerned elements of disintegration, albeit in their incipient form, in the 
absence of a paramount or predominant political power. Such an argument 
has met with considerable contestation because the multiplicity of powers
mostly kingdoms-indicates the spread of monarchical polity over nearly 
the whole of the subcontinent. In other words, the formation of monarchical 
state polity began to appear more frequently and regularly during the period 
under review. This significant situation calls for a closer scrutiny. 

The spurt of monarchical powers can be located not merely in what 
Subbarow calls areas of attractions, like the Ganga valley or in the deltas 
of the Godavari and the Krish:i;ia, but also in remoter and fringe zones or in 
many areas of isolation. Interestingly enough, the Deccan which experienced 
the formation of state and urban societies later than that in northern India, 
firmly came under the grip of the monarchical state system during the 300 
years under discussion. 

Despite the long-drawn struggle between the Magadhan monarchy and 
the non-monarchical Lichchhavis leading to the defeat of the latter in the 
fifth century BC, the Lichchhavis somehow managed to survive in the region 
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around Vaisali. That is why they appeared prominently as a non-monarchical 
clan during the initial phase of the Gupta period. Marriage alliance between 
the Gupta and Lichchhavis ultimately resulted in the incorporation of the 
Lichchhavi territory in north Bihar into the growing Gupta dominion. By the 
first quarter of the fifth century AD any semblance of the non-monarchical 
polity in that area had vanished. The imperial Gupta authority was firmly 
established in this territory with the creation of a provincial administrative 
unit and a headquarter under a Gupta prince. The Gupta seals from the 
Vaisali excavations provide indisputable evidence of the provincial authority 
at Tirabhukti and other suobordinate administrative officers under him. The 
r-ef~E('.'~<:e to i:iii:ie't_ribal grnups' in the Allahabad prasasti clearly indi~~-;
their pr~sence in the greater portions of the tribal belt of central In-dia. 
Though these were not directly conquered and incorporated into the Gupta 
realm by Samudragupta, they ceased to figure as non-monarchical groups 
since the time of Chandragupta II. The Sanakanikas, enlisted in the Allahabad 
pillar inscription, no longer remained a ga,:iarajya/ga,:iasamgha; instead 
a Sanakanika maharaja figured as a vassal of Chandragupta II (Udayagiri 
inscription). The Sanakanikas must have transformed into a monarchical 
set up by the time Chandragupta II had come to rule. 

Similarly the Dasapura area (present Mandasore in Rajasthan) was 
marked by the presence of the non-monarchical Ma.lavas for long, till the 
time of Samudragupta. Following the recognition of their tributary status 
during Samudragupta's time, this area saw the emergence of two branches 
of the Aulikara ruling house one group acknowledging the Gupta suzerainty 
and the other remaining independent. The emergence of the Aulikara 
dynasty signals the end of protracted history of the non-monarchical Ma.lava 
ga,:ia. In the passage of the transformation of a non-monarchical clan into a 
monarchical polity, the rulers of the incipient states are often found to have 
assumed rather vague non-political titles like nripati, or narapati (meaning 
lord over men). Subsequent rulers of that family distinguished themselves 
from their predecessors by the political title of maharaja. This probably 
indicates the gradual crystallization of a state structure and the resultant 
complex polity. 

A case in this point may be seen in the reference to the pratyanta
nripatis (frontier chief) in the Allahabad prasasti. Absence of the names and 
individual political status of these tributaries in the frontier regions of the 
Gupta empire strongly suggests that they had been more chieftains than 
full-fledged monarchs. Samatata, one such incipient chieftaincy in the 
fourth century AD, definitely experienced a monarchical set up, following 
the Gupta model at the turn at the sixth century (Vainyagupta's Gunaighar 
CP; GE 188, AD 507). A similar process of penetration of the monarchical 
state structure is also seen in Kamarupa in upper Assam, where a local 
dynasty made its presence felt since the second half of the sixth century AD. 

!_!1.~ Atavika or the forest tract in the Baghelkhand area figures in the Asokan 
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_e_~tcts and also in the Allahabad inscription-neither of which suggests the 
formation of a complex state society there. The penetration of the Guptas 
in this forest tract, first by military advances and then by having established 
vassal powers like the Parivrajakas and the Uchchakalpas, paved the way 
for the emergence of state structure. This area explicitly figures as the 
kingdom of Oabhala (near Jabbalpur in Madhya Pradesh) located within the 
eighteen forest-chiefdoms (ash_tadasti_tavirajya.bhyantara) in two land grants 
(AD 529-30 and 533-34) respectively of Samkshobha and Sarvanatha of the 
local Uchchakalpa house. A new supra-village tier of administration namely 
the pe_tha and the presence of high ranking functionaries like the amatya 
(a minister?), sandhivigrahika (officer in charg_e of war and peace), dutaka 
(~.'.:JSenger) a-nd lekhakci"(;~yal ~cribe) at .t:h~-t:ime ~f granting lands point to 
the prevalence of typical features of a monarchical administration in an area 
where forest chieftaincies continued to exist. The local administrative set up 
seems to have been drawn from the existing system in the Gupta realm. The 
pre-state Atavika society-with their known existence at least since the time 
of Asoka-terminates with the penetration of the Gupta monarchical polity. 
This is a process different from and more complex than the mere annexation 
of the area by a monarchical power. One recalls that the Maurya occupation 
of this zone did not bring about any systemic transformation in the polity. 

If the formation of the monarchical state structure in areas previously 
marked by the prevalence of pre-state societies speaks of the advent of a more 
complex society, then two other points should also be considered. Military 
conquests by powerful kings were not the sole engine for the transformation 
of pre-state polities into state societies. In Indian conditions, the availability 
and mobilization of resources, crucially important for the emergence 
and consolidation of the state society, could be effectively achieved by 
the expansion of agriculture. The creation of agraharas or revenue-free 
settlements in favour of religious donees holds an important key to our 
understanding. There are many known cases of creation of such sedentary 
settlements in hitherto uncultivated, uninhabited forest or marshy tracts. 
The advent of the agricultural society in Indian conditions almost invariably 
coincides with the appearance and gradual hardening of the van:za-jtiti 
system. The monarchical system by championing the Brahmanical norms, 
attempted some integration in a newly emerging state society that was 
marked by increasing inequality in access to resources, status and power. 
The Parivrajaka rulers in the Atavika area boasted of having upheld and 
maintained the var(1a order. Two remote ancestors of Yasodharman are 
eulogized for similar achievements in the context of the initial phase of the 
Aulikara rule in Malwa. 

The other type of integration involved in the passages from pre-state 
to state polity was the gradual incorporation of the autochthonous cults 
or religious symbols into Brahmanical belief systems. New dynasts often 
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continued to offer worship to autochthonous deities. As Hermann Kulke 
points out, in ancient Orissa (Ranpur region) around fifth/sixth centuries 
royal patronage in the form of grants of land was provided for Ambika 
Ma:p.inagesvari. She was certainly a serpent goddess of pre-Brahmanical 
associations. Though her icon is the same as that of Chamu:p.c;l.a, she is still 
worshipped in the form of an unhewn round stone (chhataptithara), which 
must have been the original cult image of Ma:p.inagesvari. Inscriptions of 
the Eastern Gangas of Orissa mention the foundation of the kingdom by a 
legendary hero Kamarnava. A worshipper of Gokar:p.asvami, Kamar:p.ava was 
bestowed with the grace (prasada) of the deity and as result was endowed 
with all the symbols of kingship (stimrtijyachinha). By divine grace he also 
killed the Sahara chief (sabartiditya) and conquered Kalinga. Such references 
to divine grace must have been a strategy to seek legitimation of the rule of 
a king at the early stages of the emergence of a monarchical state. The same 
urge for legitimation by a new political power is also seen while tracing royal 
genealogies to mythical heroes or the lineages of epic fame. Put differently, 
one discerns an attempt here to claim status by rulers having no known 
pedigree. This may explain why such _dynasties as the Nalas, Pa:p.c;l.uvari:J.sis, 
Somavari:J.sis and Suryavari:J.s!sin cen~ral India and western Ka_linga, soug:ht 
their descent:-fro~:~pic heroes. The above discussions may underline the 
political import~nce of the period under review. It not only marked the 
sway of formidable powers in the Ganga valley and central India, but also 
witnessed a major dissolution of non-monarchical polities on the one hand 
and the spread of the monarchical state society on other. 

VI 

The study of management of the affairs of the monarchical state cannot be 
completed without a close look at the power and position of the king since 
he was the pivotal figure of the administrative system. The very exalted 
position of the ruler is clearly expressed by the grand title, mahtirtijadhirajti, 
borne customarily by almost all the independent rulers except the 
Vakatakas. The Vakatakas seem to have been content with the title mahtirtija 
or dharmmamahtirtija, which was usually assumed by vassals and not by 
independent sovereigns. This however does not suggest by any means that 
the Vakatakas had a subordinate political position under some suzerain 
authority. The more powerful title samra.t was used by the Vakatakas only 
once. This is in marked contrast to the practice.Q.Lthg_Gupta rulers.to-bear 
very ambitious and grandiose titles like paramabha_t_taraka, rtijadhirtijti, 
etc.Personal epithets of the Gupta rulers, for exampleyyctghraparakrama, 
sirhhavikrama, vikramtiditya, parakramarika, kramaditya, etc were meant 
to impr~-;;·upon the might and right of the Gupta emperors. The urge 
for claiming political superiority is clearly seen in the performance of 
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the elaborate and lavish royal sacrifices, especially asvamedha by the the 
Guptas and their contemporaries. Though some Gupta emperors glorified 
themselves with the restoration of the performance of such sacrifices held in 
abeyance over a long period (chirotsanna), many post-Mauryan powers had 
distinguished themselves by arranging such royal sacrifices. 

A distinct feature of the Gupta monarchical system was the regular use of 
the concept of the divinity of the ruler. Thus Samudragupta was considered 
as an equal Kuvera, Varm;ia, Indra and Yama (dhanadavarw:iedrantakasama), 
as abei.ng beyond comprehension (achintyapurusha) and as a deity residing in 
the terrestrial world (lokadhamnadeva). His comparison with divinities may 
indicate the functional resemblance between the earthly ruler and different 
deities associated with their distinctive types of action. This would closely 
correspond to functinal divinity, according to Spellman. Chandragupta 
II issued some of his coins with the representation of the Chak;apurush;;i. · 
(the personification of Vishi;iu's Sudarsanachakra) on the reverse-which, 
according to the Ahirbudhnysamhita-was identical with Vishnu himself. 
This idea of __t:_he lancharatra Bhagavatism was utilized by the Gupta ruler 
__t:_~lil.im his supra-human position. This can further be illustrated by the 
peacCJ_~~-type coins of Kumaragupta I.. ~umaragupta, though a devout Vaish. 
_nava (Paramabhagavata), seems to have gradually switched his affiliation 
more to Karttikeya or Kumara. While the coin type mentioned here shows 
~rttikeya riding on his mount peacock on the reverse, the obverse depicts 
Kumaragupta feeding a peacock. The identity of names of Karttikeya 
(Kumara) and the Gupta emperor (Kumara) is also unmistakable. 

Despite the growing power of the monarchy, successions to the throne 
were not always peaceful, as there are instances of the transgression of the 
law of primogeniture. This could have led to feuds over dynastic succession 
or founding a parallel branch. The Guptas, seemingly aware of this problem, 
tried to obviate it by selecting, on several occasions, the successor during the 
life-time of the reigning king. The heir designate (yuvaraja or yuvamaharaja), 
distinct from other princes (kumara), was sometimes entrusted with the 
administration of important provinces. To what extent the queen enjoyed 
political prominence is difficult to ascertain. Her important role is illustrated 
at least once by the regency of the Vakatak_a_ queen Pra_Q.liavatigupta. 
Kumarad~\11, the queen of Chandragupta I, must have enjoyed an influential 

· position which is evident from the display of her figure in t~Chandragupta- . 
Kumaradevi type of coin. The prestigious position of the chief queen of the 
Guptas is indicated by the designation mahadevz in official Gupta genealogies. 
But whether this speaks of her political position or it was intended to 
underline the unflawed dynastic lineage and succession of a claimant to the 
throne it cannot be decided. 

The actual burden of administration and executive functions was borne 
by a large number of functionaries, generally designated by three terms 
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amatya, mantrz and sachiva. These three terms were often coterminous and 
interchangeable, and generally stood for high-ranking functionaries and 
ministers. It is however not certain if ministers or a council of ministers 
were a regular feature of the administrative systems of different dynasties. 
Theoretical treatises (e.g. the Katyayanasmriti) often favour the appointment 
of brahmai;ias to the position of amatyas. Specific appointments of 
brahmai;ia amatyas were made by Chandragupta II and Kumaragupta I. 
A significant feature in the administrative system is the tendency to appoint 
high-ranking officers on a hereditary basis. Thus a sachiva of Chandragupta II 
was appointed on such considerations (anvayapraptasachivya). Sikharasvamin 
and Prithvishei;ia, father and son, served Chandragupta II and Kumaragupta 
I respectively. Similarly, Pari;iadatta and his son Chakrapalita served as 
provincial authorities of Surashtra during Skandagupta's reign. 

A perusal of inscriptions of various ruling powers reveals a large 
number of designations which surely outnumbered functionaries of 
previous periods. The pratihara was the palace guard. The army, definitely 
a very major department, had various units headed by different chiefs 
and commanders. Though the Kamandakzya Nztisara prescribes that the 
armed forces should comprise ratha (chariot), padatika (infantry), asva 
(cavalry) and hasti (elephant), the use of chariots in warfare had become 
rather infrequent by this time. The dmy/.anayaka could have been either a 
military commander or a judicial officer. The cavalry and the elephant corps 
were under the charges of the asvapati and the pzlupati. The senapati or the 
military commander appears quite frequently in the Vakataka records, 
but more as a local administrator than as military leader. Intense war-like 
activities and diplomatic manoeuvers probably necessitated the creation 
of new designation of high rank-sandhivigrahika (i.e. officer-in-charge of 
war and peace; in other words, entrusted with affairs of other realms), not 
seen hitherto before. Administration of justice was probably in charge of the 
dmyjapasika. Closely associated with his functions were probably those of 
the chauroddhara'JJ.ika (realizer of stolen items). Regular and irregular troops 
were known as cha.ta-bhata who seem to have pertorm·e·a fhefunctions ofiocal 
policing. The administrative system of this time shows increasing tendencies 
in hierarchization of offices, indicated by the use of the prefixes maha and 
sarva to the official designations. Thus stood in ascending order, the da_r.J. .. 
danayaka, mahada'JJ.efanayaka,sarvada'fJ.efanayakaand mahasarvada'JJ.efanayaka. 
Similar g;~dations must have also existed between· the sandhivigrahika and 
mahasandhivigrahika, pzlupati and mahapzlupati, pratihara and mahapratihara. 
There are also known cases of one person holding various offices. For 
instances Harishei;ia, the court poet of Samudragupta, functioned as .a 
kumaramatya, sandhivigrahika and mahada'fJ.efanayaka. Whether he was 

· entrusted with these assignments simultaneously or at different times 
cannot be ascertained. 
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VII 

Tiers of Administrations 

Epigraphic records throw more interesting light on the regional and local 
levels of administration. The practice of dividing a large empire into a number 
of regional units with respective headquarters goes back to the days of the 
Mauryas. This system of having multiple layers of administration continued 
with some modifications by the post-Mauryan rulers. Jbe commonest term 
to denote a large administrative zone during the period of the present study 
~as Eh~~iL This term gained wide currency in the Gupta realm and also in 
the kingdoms of the erstwhile vassals of the Guptas. The earliest known 
use of this administrative term is seen in the Allahabad pillar inscription of 
Samudragupta. The well-known bhuktis of the Gupta empire were Tirabhukti, 
N agarabhukti, Maga~b§l-J?Ji.ukti a11d_ Pupc;lravardhanabhukti. Another ~ore 
or less synonymous term was desa, E~e!:<1Jly_111eaning a territory. The Vaka. 
t_<1ka records used the alternative term rajya to denote the same. The Gupta 
regional authorities were generally called, at least in the middle Ganga 
valley, uparika who were directly appointed by the Gupta emperor. The desa 
type of units; mostly seen in western India, were entrusted to the goptd. 
From the period of Budhagupta, the uparika began to figure in the official 
records as the uparikamahdrdja. The suffix mahdrdja undoubtly suggests 
his increased importance. Whether his growing importance was due to the 
gradual weakening of the Gupta political control cannot be ascertained. The 
province-like units in the Vakataka realm appear to have been managed by 
the sendpatis or military commanders. They could have been entrusted with 
both civil and military responsibilities. A significant feature in the locality
level administration was the appearance of the sdmanta. _ The sdmanta, 
originally denoting a neighbouring ruler in the Arthasdstra, b~g~n t~ em~rge 
'.3-S-a vassalc, serving a overlord. One such sdmanta-V1jayasena-became 
powerful enough to be known as mahdsdmanta under Vainyagupta (AD 507) 
and probably enjoyed control over a large area in the south-eastern-most 
part of Bengal. 

The territorial-rnIJ:1-:..administrati~.L\JJJi.t_helow .the bhukti,_gr_ d,esg was 
generally known as vis~ay_C1 ~quivalent to a locality,~!<:Jse to the size of a 
,custri~f: The best kno~n and the most continuous evidence of the vishaya or 
district-level administrative organization comes from Bengal, both during 
the Gupta rule and also in the immediately post-Gupta times. The same 
administrative nomenclature, i.e. vishaya, was also present in the area under 
the Parivrajaka rulers of central India and in Valabhi in western India. This 
may indicate some kind of homogeneity in the arrangement of the locality
level administrative divisions over the area of the Gupta rule. Even after 
the eclipse of the Guptas, the system introduced by them was continued by 
their erstwhile vassals and subordinates. The district-like administrative 
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division was, however, known in the Vakataka territories as pa_ttas which 
often were prefixed with the names of cardinal directions (e.g. utttarapa_t_ta 
or paschimapa_t_ta). In several records from the Deccan the administrative 
division was known as ahara, standing for a district. This term first appeared 
in the Asokan edicts and became regular in the Deccan since the rule of the 
Satavahanas, a fact which highlights the continuity in its usage. 

Though the term vishaya was commonly used to denote a district in the 
period und;~-d.l°s"Zuss1on, inscriptions do highlight regional variations in the 
administration of the vishaya. For this, attention may be turned to records 
from Bengal during the fifth and sixth centuries AD. The vis hay a was entnJs.ted 
to the district administrator (vishayapati) who was appointed by the uparika. 
Five co-pper plates from Damodarpur in,~orthern part of Bangladesh (dating 
from AD 443/44 to 543/44) mention such vishayapatis, who had their office 
at the district headquarters (adhish.thanadhikarm:za) at Kotivarsha (modern 
Bangarh, South Dinajpur district, West Bengal, itself an important and 
excavated urban site). Associated with him were the nagarasresh_thi (chief 
merchant of the town), sdrthavdha (chief caravan mercb.;~t).!.-p~athamakulika 
(chief artisan) and pratharr1_qk_ay_a_stha(chief scribe). This is a unique situation 
in the sense that except-the chief scribe, none of the other associates of the 
vishayapati were government functionaries. They were private individuals 
and representatives of locally important groups; they obviously belonged 
to an elite group. The Guptas thus initiated a system which would allow 
the incorporation of non-officials as representatives of locally important 
groups in the district board. The exact functions of these people in the 
district office are not clearly stated, but they were important enough 
to be informed at the time of application for the sale or gift of landed 
properties by the intended purchaser or donor. This was, however, not 
an inflexible pattern. In several other records from ancient north Bengal 
(Pundravardhanabhukti) a somewhat different pattern is seen. Instead of 
the ·chief merchant, the caravan trader and the chief scribe, appeared two 
other categories of representatives of the important social groups at rural 
levels, viz., the ku_tumbin and the mahattara. Both the terms meant well-to
do agricult{irl.sts."However, detailed studies of the long lists of the ku_tumhins 
and mahatta~as in a few Gupta copper plates by B.D. Chattopadhyaya suggest 
that the mahattaras enjoyed greater social status than the kutumbins. These 
two categories of rural representatives not only were addressed at the time 
of applications for land transactions, but they oversaw (pratyaveksha) the 
proper demarcation of plots when such transactions were complete. Below 
the vishaya in Bengal stood the vzthi, which too had an office (adhikara7'J.a). 

That the vfthi, like the larger vishaya, also had the system of incorporating 
non-officials in the administration of the locality is clearly shown by the 

· presence of the vfthi-kulika or the representative of the artisan community 
at the vfthi level. The vfthi was probably an administrative tier over 
several villages, which were therefore integrated into the local level of 
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the politico-administrative structure. Another important body was the 
ash_takuladhikarm:,.a, also called the gramash_takuladhikarm:,.a, known since AD 

432/33 in the context of Pm;i<;lravardhanabhukti. The exact connotation of 
the term has been hotly debated by large number of scholars. It has been 
interpreted, perhaps literally, that it was a board of representatives of the 
eight leading families of the village. Alternatively, the term is also taken 
to mean local-level officers. In the former sense, the term speaks of the 
presence of non-officials in the management of the affairs of the locality 
and in the latter sense as administrative personnels. B.D. Chattopadhyaya's 
insightful probings into the context of the records suggest that this too was 
associated with non-governmental personages. He ably establishes that 
the ash_takuladhikarm:,.a was not universally and uniformly present at each 
and every village in Bengal under the Guptas. The logical inference would 
be to view them as an organization, standing above individual villages and 
consisting of locally important people. That the members of this body were 
distinct from but associated with other notable rural eminent groups like 
the ku_tumbins, mahattaras and. the brahmaJ;J.as has also been noticed in the 
copper plates. The ash_takuladhikarar,.a as a supra-local body thus seems to 
have at once provided interconnections in the network with villages under 
it and also maintained linkages with the upper tiers of the local political 
organization. It is indeed a remarkable innovation and experiment by the 
Guptas, which allowed the interplay of local aspirations, the participation 
of non-officials at local-level administration and at the same time ensured 
linkages between the apex political authority and the base through a 
number of administrative tiers. It must be pointed out that this type of 
arrangements are seen only in Bengal, though occasional references to the 
vishaya-mahattaras are also known in inscriptions from the Tamil area. 

The further subdivisions of the district are also present in the records 
of the Vakatakas, the Parivrajakas and the Maitrakas of Valabhi; but 
no evidence of popular participation at the local-level administration is 
available therein. Some place-names in the Vakataka records end with 
sthana (e.g. Ramagiristhana and Bennatasthana). As these as appear as 
issuing centres of the administrative records, these are likely to have 
been locality-level centres. This may have some correspondence to the 
administrative term sthalf in the Maitraka records from western India 
sthalf denoting a supra-village administrative tier in these records. Anothe; 
term which demands our attention in this context is pe_tha, figuring in some 
inscriptions of the Parivrajakas in Beghelkhand and also in the Maitraka 
charters. Thus, a Parivrajaka record of the early sixth century AD mentions 
MaJ;J.inagapetha within which there were at least three villages, Opanigrama, 
Vyaghrapallika and Kacharapallika. At least in one Maitraka inscription it 
figures as an area within a sthalf, suggesting that the pe_tha, standing above 
individual villages, was occasionally itself included within another supra
local unit, namely the sthalf. Similar administrative units above the village 
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were also known as pathaka (identifiable with petha?) and bhumi in western 
India in the immediate post-Gupta times._'Ib.~JQyv-est and the basic unit of 
administration was of course the grama or the village. The village head_mag. 
or the gramikd often appears i;,_ the copper plate charters. It is not clear if 
I1e was appointed by the superior authorities at the vishaya or vfthi or pe_tha 
level. There is a distinct possibility that the gramika enjoyed his prominent 
position in the village life both by popular consent of the villagers and also 
by the virtue of his being appointed by the superior politico-administrative 
authorities at the supra-local and/or district level. The exact connotations 
of these terms in their respective regional contexts may not be defined as 
yet, but these do definitely point to the urge of the apex political authorities 
to establish contacts with and control on different levels of local and supra
local administrative units. This tendency can further be linked up with the 
spread of the state society over many areas. An explanation of the practice 
to associate representatives of various interest groups-at urban and rural 
levels alike-with the politico-administrative machinery of the locality may 
be found in this sort of development. 

VIII 

Economy and Society: Agriculture and Land System 

This section proposes to examine the salient features in economic and 
social life of the subcontinent. Needless to emphasize, the very basis of the 
material life in Indian conditions continues to be agriculture, a feature of 
the Indian economic life over millennia. The survey of economic life may, 
therefore, begin by taking account of the crops produced during this period. 
The most important crop was of course paddy (dhanya). Kalidasa was well 
aware of &verse -variety of rice produced; for example, sali, nzvara, kalama, 
syamaka, etc., sali being the best variety. While the poet considered the 
Ganga delta to be particiifarly suTtable-for the cultivation of sali variety of 
rice, a recently discovered Vakataka record indicates the cultivation of rice in 
the vicinity of Achalapura (Ellichpur, Amraoti district, Maharashtra) in the 
middle of the fifth century AD. This area, along with the Bhandara district, 
is known even today to be the rice bowl of Maharashtra. The diversity 
and growth of rice cultivation must have accompanied the wider use of 
transplantation agriculture. This method, appearing for the first time in the 
middle Ganga valley around the sixth century BC became established enough 
to be used as a metaphor in Kalidasa's literary creations. The same poet also 
mentions sugarcane plantations, especially those of PauJ;J.<;iraka (grown in 
north Bengal). This is an indication of the cultivation/plantation of what is 
nowadays known as a cash crop. Similar ancient cash crops in the Amarakosa 
are cotton, oilseed, indigo and mustard seeds (the description of a field as 
yielding mustard, sarshapayanaka, in a copper plate of late sixth century AD 
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from Bengal)._Amar~iri:iha inf~r~s us that the far south was famous for 
the cultivation of areca and betel nuts-a feature typical of this area, and 
the plantation of spices like pepper and cardamom. The availability of these 
spices, especially pepper, in the Malabar area has been known since the early 
centuries of the Christian era. The Konkan coast appears to have continued 
the regular plantation of coconut. 

Diverse types of crops produced in this era suggests mature knowledge 
of agriculture and availability of different types of soil, conducive to their 
cultivation. The Amarakosq_~:ri]j§.t.~.J::welve .types of soil: urvara (fertile), us hara 
(dry), maru (desiccated), aprahata (untilled), sadbala (grassy land), pankila 
(covered with mud),jalaprayamanupam (land located near a source of water), 
kachchha (marshy), sarkara, sarkati, nadzmatrika (well watered by rivers) and 
devamatrika (area well fed by rain). These fairly comprehensive types of soil, 
however, do not exactly match the information gleaned from land grants. 
In this context, the most valuable information comes from more than a 
dozen of copper plates (fifth and sixth centuries AD) from various parts of 
ancient Bengal, thanks to the studies by R.G Basak, B.C. Sen, Niharranjan 
Ray and S.K. Maity. These documents clearly differentiate the cultivated 
area (kshetralvapakshetra) from the habitational plots (vastu) and the forest 
(arm:zya). A fallow plot in these records is generally called khila, sometimes 
further qualified and clarified as aprahata (never tilled before), adyastamba 
(covered with original shrubs and bushes, i.e. never cleared before), aprada 
(unyielding) and apratikara/utpratikara/sunyapratikara (all three expressions 
meaning that the plot did not produce any revenue). The term khilakshetra 
has been interpreted as an arable plot, temporarily kept fallow. A recently 
discovered Vakataka charter of the mid-fifth century mentions a low lying 
plot as gartta-sabha. 

Copperplates also throwimportantlights on systems oflandmeasurement. 
The officer called pramatri in the Maitraka charters was entrusted with the 
measurement of land, a significant function associated with the system of 
assessment of land revenue by the politico-administrative authority. No 
such officer explicitly figured in the records from Bengal where local leading 
personalities oversaw such functions. In these plates from Bengal, the size 
of plots is expressed in terms of arJhavapa, drm:zavapa, kulyavapa and pd_taka 
(only once mentioned), which were different units of measuring the plot. 
It is difficult to suggest the exact correlations of these measurements to 
known modern units, mainly due to the paucity of data and also for the 
local variations. Two alternative tables, following D.C. Sircar and S.K. Maity 
may be presented (calculations in brackets are by Sircar): 1 dror,.avapa = 4.5-
6 bighas (or 16-20 bighas); l kulyavapa = 38-48 bighas (or 128-160 bighas) 
and 1 pa_taka = 190-240 bighas (or 640-800 bighas). It is more or less agreed 
that pa_taka, though known only from one record, was the highest unit of 
land measurement. Eight dronavapas made a kulyavapa and five kulyavapas 
were equal to a pa_taka; in other words the ratio between pataka and dro. 
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navapa was 1 : 40. But the more significant point is the suffix vapa figuring 
in these terms. The term vapa being derived from root vap (i.e. to sow) it is 
unmistakably connected to the sowing of seeds in a field. When connected 
to a term denoting measurement of a field, it surely suggests the system of 
measuring a plot's size in terms of the area of capacity of the seeds sown. On 
the other hand, the same grants also refer to the simultaneous use of two 
rods at the time of demarcating a plot when finally transferred to a donee. 
The exact meaning, measurement and purpose of these double rods or nalas 
(variously mentioned as 8 x 9 nalas or ash_takanavakanalabhyam; 6 x 9 nalas 
or sharJkanavakanalabhyam and 9 x 9 nalas or navakanavakanalabhyam) have 
been debated, but not conclusively proved. However these nalas must have 
been used for linear measurement of the plot, while the measurement by the 
vapa system referred to the area of capacity of the same. 

The Vakatakas used a different unit, nivarttana which was well known 
in the Deccan since the first century AD. The term padavartta, suggested to 
be the same as modern foot, was prevalent in the Maitraka realm as a unit 
of land measurement. These terms of land measurement of course speak of 
considerable diversities in the system over disparate regions. But there were 
at least occasional attempts at standardization of such systems at a regional 
level. Thus, one notes the steady use of the nala and vapa units in Bengal 
and the conscious introduction of a royal measure (rajamanika mana or 
rajanyamana) in the Vakataka inscriptions. These could have been done with 
a view to ensuring a systematic assessment of the realizable land revenue. 

The copper plates from Bengal are unique in that they provide data on the 
price of plots, in addition to the information about the types and systems 
of measurement of plots. In the region around ancient Kotivarsha within 
Pundravardhanabhukti a plot of fallow, uncultivated and unyielding variety 
fetched the price of three dinaras (Gupta gold coins) per kulyavapa. This 
price appears to have remained stable from AD 443/ 44 to AD 543/544, i.e. for 
a century. In other areas of the same bhuktz, the same type of plot fetched a 
lower price, two dinaras. The reason of this variation in prices is not known. 
On the other hand, cultivated plots in Vanga (Dhaka-Vikrampur-Faridpur 
regions of Bangladesh) fethed a higher price, four dinaras per kulyavapa, 
during the second half of the sixth century AD. The price of the plot in Vanga 
was higher probably because it was an arable one. The pioneering studies 
by R.G. Basak and B.C. Sen, Niharranjan Ray and in more recent times, by 
B.M. Morrison and K.M. Shrimali has helped a lot in understanding the land 
measurement systems. 

This type of exhaustive information on agrarian life was only irregularly 
available in inscriptions before the fifth century AD. The principal reason for 
this is the introduction of a new feature in socio-economic life during this 
period, called agrahara. This stands for the donation or creation of revenue 
free plot(s) or even the entire village in favour of a religious do nee or a group of 
donees or a religious institution (a Brahmanical temple, a Buddhist vihara or 
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a Jaina monastery) by issuing a copper plate charter under royal instruction 
or approval. During the previous periods, patronage and donations to the 
Buddhist and Jaina establishments came mostly from individual donors or 
a group of donors, and only infrequently from political powers. Though the 
beginning ofland grants for religious purposes goes back to the first century 
AD in the Deccan, agrahtira became a really regular and palpable institution 
from the fifth century AD onwards. 

The copper plates from Bengal provide the bulk of data about the 
procedure of land transfer to a donee-individual or institutional. More or 
less six stages are seen in the process of land transfer in Bengal. The first 
section pertains to a reference to the reigning Gupta emperor, the regionl 
administrator (uparika) in Pu:r;i.9-ravardhanabhukti under him and finally 
the district authority appointed by the uparika. The following section in 
the record contains an application from an intending purchaser of land 
to the district-council, specifying the location, type, size and price of the 
said plot. The application is then ascertained and approved by the record 
keeper(s) or pustaptila(s). The next step is the actual payment of the price 
of land by the purchaser who then donates the purchased plot to a religious 
donee. The donee thus receives a perpetual (akshayanfvi) and revenue-free 
grant of land. This is followed by the demarcation of the transferred plot 
by nalas or measuring rods discussed above in the presence of the leading 
men of the village, so that arable plots of other villagers are not disturbed 
(svakarshm:iavirodhz) by this transfer. The boundary marks of the donated 
plot are in general not precisely stated, though the use of charcoal marks 
(tushtingtira) and more permanent boundary pillars (kflaka) occasionally 
figure in the records. The charter finally ends with benedictory and 
imprecatory verses to laud gifts of land, to honour the grant perpetually 
and to denounce severely the unlawful appropriation of donated lands. The 
uniqueness of these charters from Bengal is that these are mostly sale-cum
gift deeds. In other areas of the subcontinent a plot of land or the entire 
village was donated to the individual donee(s) or a religious establishment 
directly by royal proclamation. There is only a solitary case of such a gift of 
land by royal order in Bengal. This discussion amply shows that land could 
be transferred at least for the purpose of religious donations. This, in its 
turn, and especially the instances of purchase of plots, leave little room 
for doubt about the prevalence of the individual ownership of the soil. As 
the grantees on most occasions were religious personages, the brahma:r;ias 
naturally became prominent land-holders. A sixth century AD copper plate 
from ancient Samatata area also shows that non-brahma:r;ia villagers-the 
carpenter (varddhaki)and the mechanic (viltila)-too did own land. 

The size of the plot held by grantees varied considerably. In the Vakataka 
realm it ranged from a plot as meagre as twenty nivartanas to an area as large 
as 8000 nivartanas. In one instance a large area covering 2000 nivartanas 
was donated to only four brahma:r;ias. The Vakatakas mostly donated land 
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or villages to a group of brahma:r;ias. While the transfer of a plot implied full 
ownership of the donee, the grant of a village did not lead to the transfer 
of ownership rights to the donee. It resulted in the transfer of a number of 
revenues, normally payable to the ruler by villagers, to the donee(s). The 
Vakataka grants are replete with references to many regular taxes and also 
irregular cesses to be transferred to the donee who was also entitled to 
forced labour (vishti) and enjoyment of fines from ten customary offences 
(dastipartidha). An appreciable increase of the prestige, status and material 
conditions of donees-mostly brahma:r;ias-is not dificult to imagine. Apart 
from enjoying ownership rights of soil, the brahma:r;ia donee was hardly 
expected to have been a cultivator himself. The granted area may have been 
actually tilled by agriculturists, who were not necessarily the owners of plots 
they ploughed. This is a more complex situation in the land system than 
that had prevailed earlier. The Arthastistra speaks of tax-paying cultivators 
(karada) and the ruler. The Dharmasastras of our period enlist three tiers, 
mahzpati (the king), svtimf (landowner) and karshaka (cultivator), in the 
agrarian system. NOt only tlieKarshaka·f.s dfffere-ntiated fro:rr;the owner, but 
the svtimf assumes the position of landed intermediaries. The position of the 
grantee is suggested to have further strengthened by his enjoying revenues 
and cesses by royal order. Many of the land grants lay down that regular and 
irregular troops must not enter the agrahtira (chtitabha.ttiprtivesya). Kosambi, 
Sharma, Jha, Yadava and Shrimali argue that in view of the prohibition of 
the entry of troops and police forces, the maintenance of the local law and 
order situation, including the trial of customary offence and the collection 
of fines from the miscreants was also transferred to the donee. Seen from 
this light, the donee was endowed not only with land rights, but also with 
some vital administrative and judicial rights. The next logical step is to 
discern the signs of corrosion of some political and economic prerogatives 
of the political authority and the consequent emergence of a situation 
comparable to the emergence of kingdoms within a kingdom in the feudal 
formation in western Europe. The above formulation associated with the 
perception of Indian feudalism suggests that the beginning of the agrahtira 
system initiated the process of the formation of the self-sufficient, closed 
and orthodox village society and economy. The landgrants are seen to 
have produced regressive effects on the early Indian economy and society. 
The regular creation of revenue-free land endowments, according to the 
proponents of Indian feudalism, resulted in the ruralization of the material 
life, which during the early historical times was marked by a vibrant, lively 
and urban socio-economic milieu. 

It must be, however, pointed out that many agrahtiras, were created in 
hitherto non-arable and fallow (including forest) tracts. The donees in such 
cases had to ensure the cultivation of the endowed area for their sustenance. 
This certainly speaks of the possibility of the expansion of agricultural 
settlements in areas, which had rarely experienced such sedentary 
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settlements before the fourth century AD. A close examination of the Vaka 
taka records by Shrimali points out that most of the villages figuring in· 
the pre-420 AD records were located in areas with altitudes ranging from 
300 to 600 metre. Of the 20 grants of the post-420 times, as many as 11 
endowments were made in areas with altitude less than 300 metre, while 
the rest were located in areas above 300 metre from the sea level. The clear 
concentration of villages in the Wardha area and the Wainganga valley was 
unknown before AD 300. In Bengal, most of the transferred plots were 
uncultivated and fallow, which were under royal authority (early Indian 
theoretical treatises upheld royal rights over non-arable, unfilled areas). 
Their sale brought cash to the treasury and the fallow areas were eventually 
made fit for cultivation. The pustapdla or record-keeper, therefore, routinely 
certified that the sale of such fallow tracts, bereft of any revenue, did not 
cause any harm to the economic interest of the ruler (evamvidhotpratikara
khilakshetravikkraye na kaschit rdjdrthavirodha). It will also be incorrect 
to consider villages as stereotypical and undifferentiated. Detailed 
studies of the boundary demarcations in the copper plates of Bengal by 
Chattopadhyaya illustrate that villages were neither uniform in pattern, nor 
in size, nor in orientation. Some villages were distinct by their cluster-like 
formation, indicated by names of rural settlements like Palasavrinda. Our 
previous discussions on the ash_takuladhikarm:za may logically s~ggest that 
those areas which had such supra-village organizations were different from 
ordinary villages. The frequent occurrence of the term prdvesya as a suffix to 
several villages in the Bengal land grants definitely shows that the villages 
were accessible to neighbouring areas through various local and supra-local 
administrative tiers. 

In the light of these counter arguments, it will be difficult to agree to the 
view that the creation of agraharas resulted in the overall impoverishment of 
the economy. The expansion of rural agrarian settlements could have hardly 
been possible in the Indian situation without efficient management of 
hydraulic resources. Ancient Bengal, an area favoured by rainfall and rivers 
alike (nadfmatrika and devamatrika), was famous for the profusion of natural 
hydraulic endowments (in Kalidasa's famous words: prdchzprachuram payasi). 
In such an area, there would be a relatively lesser need for artificial irrigation. 
Copper plates of our period highlight the abundance of tanks and ponds 
(tat;iaga and pushkari"IJ-i), marshy areas and ditches (jola, hajjika and khata) 
and embankments along rivers (ali, hrihadali). Similar tanks are reported 
from various parts of the subcontinent. Donation of tanks by individuals 
was a highly meritorious act ensuring public welfare (ish_tdpurtta). There 
are also known instances of excavation of large reservoirs under royal 
patronage. To Prithvishep.a II of the Nandivardhana branch of the Vaka 
takas goes the credit of the excavation of such a large hydraulic project,· 
called Prithvisamudra. It was certainly named after the reigning king, and 
the suffix samudra may indicate its impressive size-or at least the author 
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of the inscription intended to leave an impression like that. The Kadamba 
ruler Kakutsthavarman is similarly praised for building a large tank. The 
excavation of tanks probably met the needs of local-level irrigation. 

The construction and maintenance of supra-local irrigation projects, 
requiring utilization of riverine water and its efficient distribution over 
large areas were technologically, organizationally and of course financially 
much more complex operations. Not many instances of these type appear 
in our records. The most celebrated example is that of the setu (irrigation 
project) called Sudarsana situated in Kathiawad. This famous reservoir was 
built during the time of Ch~ndragupta Maurya in the late fourth cen5~ry 
BC, developed further by Asoka and then thoroughly repaired by Saka 
Manakshatrapa Rudradarnan I (AD 150) following severe damages to the 
dam due to a terrible storm. During Skandagupta's reign, this setu was once 
again damaged and the regional administrators of Saurashtra repaired the 
same. Inscriptions thus provide an eloquent testimony to this supra-local 
irrigation project, which was in use from late fourth century BC to at least AD 

466-67. Thanks to the researches by R.N. Mehta, the archaeological traces of 
this large irrigation project have been found in the vicinity of Gimar (ancient 
Girinagara) in Kathiawad. A.M. Shastri has drawn our attention to the 
Ramtek inscription (of the period of the Vakataka queen Prabhavatigupta) 
which records the excavation of a tank named Sudarsana that was donated 
to a temple. The name Sudarsana is likely to have been borrowed from 
its more illustrious counterpart in Kathiawad which had already been 
conquered by Prabhavatigupta's father Chandragupta II. Such a possibility 
gains ground by the christening of another hydraulic project in the Vakataka 
realm as Sudarsana. The Hisse-Borala inscription of AD 458 mentions the 
construction of Sudarsana lake somewhere in the vicinity of modern Wasim, 
Akola district in Maharashtra by someone named Svamilladeva, the djfzdkdra 
of the Vakataka king Devasena (of the Vatsagulma branch). The record also 
informs us about a karmopadesh_tri (supervisor of the construction work) 
named Bappa. 

IX 

Crafts 

Attention now may be focussed to the non-agrarian sector of the economy. 
Large varieties of crafts had already played an active role in the economy 
during the early historical times. This continues during the period under 
discussion. The Amarakosa gives us an exhaustive list of crafts. A distinctive 
feature of craft activities is the growth in metal-based industries, especially 
iron. The most famous ex_~!!!E.l~_Clfiron-working is certainly the inscribed 
iron pillar at MehraufCii-i-Delhi, which has remained rust free since the fifth 
~fuiy Ao: -Epigraphic references to the karmaka.ra and the loha.kara speak 
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of the presence of blacksmiths. A settlement named Lohanagara, figuring 
in a Vakataka record, must have been so called after the residence of a large 
number of blacksmiths there. This tendency to localize of a particular craft 
at a rural or urban settlement has been known since the beginning of the 
early historical period. Villages were called Suvan;iakaraka or Kam.syakaraka, 
which suggests that the habitats were so named after goldsmiths and 
braziers. Place names like Ishtakapalli and Lavai;iatailika, known from the 
Vakataka inscriptions, indicate the presence of brick manufacturers, salt~ 
makers and oil millers. The regular production of salt is further indicated in 
several epigraphic records, which exempted the donees from paying a levy on 
salt-making (alava"IJ-akhataka) at the time of a land grant. 

The craft of the potter (kumbhakara) was an inseparable component of 
the daily life. The profuse number of pottery yielded by Raj ghat, Ahicchatra 
and Bhita shows this to be the craft for mass consumption. An inscription 
from western India dated AD 592 shows that the kumbhakara was subjected 
to levies in kind (his wares). The carpenter (sutradhdra or varddhaki) also 
appears in inscriptions. One of the traditionally famous industries must have 
been the textile industry. The large variety of textiles known from literature 
and also from sculptural representations bear out the flourishing state of 
this craft. An outstanding instance of the textile industry is furnished by 
the Mandasore_ in~c~iption of AD 436 and AD 4 73, particularly after its fresh 
translation and study by Basham. Itspeaks of an organization of silk weavers, 

_()_riginally settled in Gujarat (Latadesa) but who subsequendy m1grated to 
Dalapura 'or modern Mandasore. The silk weavers -mll~-t-hav;~at~red to 
the needs of the more affluent sections of the society. Closely connected to 
the textile industry was the craft of the dyer (chimpaka). The use of indigo 
is clearly attested in contemporary texts. The charter of 592, mentioned 
before, not only refers to indigo production, but also to the imposition of a 
levy on indigo vats (nflar;lumphaka), at least in the context of western Gujarat. 
That. woolen garments were produced is indicated indirectly by a reference 
to an officer in charge of ilr"IJ-asthana or wool producing centre in central 
deltaic Bengal in the second half of the sixth century AD. A craft oriented 
towards the production of luxury items was that of the ivory-makers, whose 
excellence is evident from the excavated specimens found in Bhita. Literary 
texts and inscriptions throw some light on the distillers' industries. The 
distiller (kallara) is found to have been subjected to tax in an inscription 
of AD 592 from western India. Two professions outside the realm of crafts 
production, may here be taken into consideration: the scribe (kayastha)and 

_the physician (vaidya). 

We have already noted that professions and occupations in early India 
tended to combine into guild-like professional groups, calledsre"IJ-fs or nigamas. 
The flourishing conditions of these bodies during the early historical times 
are known clearly from inscriptions and the early Dharmasastras. These 
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features continued during the period AD 300-600 also. The importance of 
guild-like occupational groups can be ap~reciated b:7 th~ use of their official 
seals (especially those from Vaisali). While the kulzka nzgama was surely an 
organization of artisans (the term pratham_a ku_lika or chief ~rtisan in the 
Bengal charters), the sresh_thf-sdrthavaha-kulzka nzgama may be mterpreted as 
an umbrella organization, embracing respective bodies of merchants, caravan 
traders and artisans. The expression prathama kayastha mentioned in many 
records from Bengal speaks of a headman of the organization of scribes. A 
potter's body (kularika sre"IJ-f) is mentioned in a fourth century AD inscription 
from Nasik. The existence of an oil millers' organization (tailika sre"IJ-f) at 
ancient Indrapura (modern Indore, Bulandshahr district, Uttar Pradesh) is 
proved by a Gupta record of AD 466. The silk-weaving guild and its migration 
from Gujarat to Mandasore have already been mentioned. Why the members 
of this sre"IJ-f migrated to such a distant place is not clear from the record. 
The important point is, since their arrival .3.-_!_l?aJi'l:P_~a, some mei;pJ;>~r_s _ _sJU<;:k 
to their original profession and were prosperous enough to CQnstruct a S1.,!n 
temple. Bt1t several other members changed their occupations to beco~e 
~rchers, 'story tellers, astrologers, etc. according to Mandasore record. While 
the record throws very significant light on both the spatial and occupational 
mobility of a group of craftsmen, it also suggests some difficulties in the 
compactness and cohesion among members, indispensable factors of the 
strength of an occupational organization. The Smriti texts of this time, 
however, give no indication of any crisis in the sre"IJ-f life. On the other hand, 
there is a greater stress on the compactness of the guild in these texts. The 
recommendation for having a madhyastha or umpire and karyachintaka or 
executive officer in sastric texts, in addition to the headman of the group, 
impresses upon us that the growth of activities of the professional ~ody 
necessitated such new positions. The customs of the sre"IJ-f were recogmzed 
by these treatises to have been more or less at par with laws of the ~and. 
Epigraphic data prove that guilds continued to receive perpetual deposits of 
cash from individuals and paid annual interests, which were generally used 
for specific religious and/ or welfare purposes. 

X 

Trade 

A discussion on trade and commerce at this stage may be in order. The very 
word kraya-vikraya in the sen~~ of commerci_<!.Ltransac.tiQnS was used iI! :he 
Amarakosa. The same text makes a distinction between an extremely nch 

·-merchant (sresthf) and a caravan trader (sarthavaha). These two types of 
merchants enjoyed a prominent position in the Gupta copper plates of north 
Bengal and also in the Gupta seals from Vaisali. These epigraphic records 
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also hint that different types of merchants had their respective sre!'Zf-like 
professional organizations as the representatives of which the nagarasres.thf 
and the sarthavaha were inducted into the district board in north Bengal. 

Three copper plates from Sanjeli in Gujarat, dated in regnal years 3, 6 
and 19 of Hu.I).a king Toramana (c. AD 500-20) throw considerable lights 
on trade and traders in western India in early sixth century AD. In AD 503 
there assembled a number of merchants at Vadrapali, the administrative 
headquarters of Sivabhagapuravishaya, to offer voluntary cesses on certain 
commodities in favour of the Vaishl).ava deity Jayasvami, whose temple 
was caused to have been constructed by the queen mother Viradhyika, i.e. 
the mother of Maharaja Matridasa I, a feudatory of Toramana. The list of 
traders consists of both local (vastavya) merchants and the non-local ones 
who came from elsewhere in all directions (chaturdisyabhyagatakavaidesya). 
The record states that both the local merchants and non-local ones belonged 
to a mercantile body named va!'liggrama. Their names and the places where 
they hailed from figure in the record. 

1. Gomika of Dasapura (Mandasore) 
2. Pitriyasa Chirayusha of Kanyakubja (Kannauj in the Ganga-Yamuna 

doab) 
3. Gdusuyebhassam of Ujjayini (Ujjain in western Malwa) 
4. Drol).asoma Bhakkala of Varunodari 
5. Bhannitiya Dhruvabhakshal).a Agnisarmma of Mahishahradaka 
6. Bhakkura of Prachakasa ( =Prakasa on the Tapi) 
7. Rudradatta from Ganyatara 
8. Bharal).a Bhattrsa Sarma from Priyajfliarayasa 
9. Kalayottikabhatti of Sanga<;lhyaka 

10. Datta Gujjara of Rivasulaval).ijaka 
11. Bhatti Mahattara 
12. Svamika Mahesvara Mallaka 
13. Kottadeva of Sadgama 

These merchants met at the house (grihavastu) of another merchant 
(va!'lijaka). The merchants who are mentioned without any reference 
to their location may safely be assumed to have been local (vastavya) 
traders at Vadrapali. Sashthi's residence would certainly make him a local 
merchant at Vadrapali, a point further strengthened by his making the 
gift of his own house (svadfyagrihavastu) in favour of a Vishl).u temple 
(paramadevatabhagavatayatana), the donation being recorded in the charter 
of AD 506. The local merchants are also given the epithet pottalikaputtrab. 
The term pottalika stands for a packet or bundle. The suffix puttrab 
would probably denote a small packet or bundle. The local dealers at 
Vadrapali therefore appear to have been petty traders engaged in small 
scale retailing. The inscription certainly impresses upon the convergence of 
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merchants from Dasapura, Kannauj and Ujjayini and from various parts of 
Gujarat at Vadrapali which therefore appears to have emerged as a nodal 
point in the overland supra-local trade network. The name of the merchant 
Gdusuyebhassam, hailing from Ujjayini, strongly suggests that he was 
a non-Indian. No less significant will be the obse.rvation on the suffix on 
the name sarman of at least two merchants, Bhannitiya Dhruvabhakshana 
Agnisarmma and Bharal).a Bhattisa Sarma. The name ending sarman/sarma 
is typically that of a brahmal).a and should therefore speak of the brahma. 
nas' participating in commerce, a profession normally not sanctioned by the 
sastric injunctions. Even more significant point is that these merchants are 
categorically described as belonging to va!'liggrama or a professional body of 
merchants. The term grama does not connote here a village, but, as Kosambi 
shows, stands for a collection or group of persons following a common 
profession. That the term va!'liggrama denoted a professional body of 
merchants of different areas and dealing in different commodities was first 
driven home by D.D. Kosambi on the basis of a second century BC donative 
record from Karle in Maharashtra and the more elaborate and famous 
charter of Vishnushena from western India, dated AD 592. The importance 
of the charter ~f the ~hird regnal year of maharajadhiraja Toramana is that 
it indicates the active role of this mercantile organization in western India 
even prior to the famous record of AD 592. In fact, the data in the inscription 
of AD 503 suggest the shape of things to come in the next nine decades in the 
history of trade and mercantile organizations in western India. 

Let us now focus on the commodities transacted at Vadrapali. Transactions 
in molasses, grains, salt and cotton are explicitly stated. What demands our 
attention here is the image of trade in daily necessities, probably in bulk. 
The use of the words bharJcf.a and bharaka, respectively meaning bales and 
weight, would strengthen the possibility of transaction of staples in bulk. 
Another term setinaka also figures in the context of levying self-imposed 
cesses by merchants on grain and salt. The term setinaka is explained as 
a measure of weight equal to two handfuls. Grains reached the exchange 
centre at Vadrapali by cartloads, as the expression dhanyasakata would bear 
it out. The use of the donkey as a beast of burden for transporting bulk items 
is demonstrated by the expression gardabhabharaka. The frequent references 
to coin terms like rupinaka or a silver coin and vimsopaka/vimsopanikfs (a 
copper coin equal to 1/20th of the value of a silver coin) should be duly 
taken into consideration. These brighten the possibilities of monetary 
transactions during trading activities at Vadrapali. It may also point to the 
prevalence of imposing cess on exchangeable commodities in cash along 
with levies in kind. In AD 592 a local ruler of Kathiawad, issued a charter to 
settle a number of merchants (acharasthitipatra) near Lohatagrama, located 
dose to the coast. These merchants were members of va!'liggrama. 

Vishnushena in his charter gave various concessions-including 
remissi~ns fr~m revenue-to these merchants, obviously to attract them 
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to his kingdom. Descriptions of shops or vipa,:zzs are available in Kalidasa's 
works. Even liquor shops figure therein. Shops were sometimes arranged 
on both sides of the road and hence the expression tipa1J-amtirga by Kalidasa. 

Movements of merchants and merchandise appear to have been 
facilitated by a number of arterial overland routes. The Chinese pilgrim 
Faxian who travelled in India from c. AD 399 to 414 speaks highly of the 
lack of restrictions on movements from one region to another. He also was 
impressed by the adequate facilities and security of overland journeys in 
the then north India. Some idea of the communications between north and 
south India by overland route may be formed by studying the campaigns 
of Samudragupta, who must have followed well-established routes to reach 
south Indian territories from his base in the middle Ganga valley. A major 
feature of the movement of commodities and merchants may have been 
riverine, particularly in the middle Ganga valley and the lower Gangetic 
areas. Inscriptions from Bengal occasionally refer to boat-parking stations 
(nauda,:zijaka or naubandhaka) in the deltaic portions where rivers must 
have provided a regular means of transport. An epigraphic reference to a 
shipbuilding harbour (ntivtitakshe,:zz) in a sixth century AD copper plate 
from the Faridpur area in Bangladesh is therefore hardly surprising. The 
interesting point is these boat-parking stations or the ship-building area 
were prominent enough in ancient Bengal to be referred t.o as identifiable 
landmarks in the local landscape. 

One can hardly overlook the importance of the two long littorals, dotted 
with numerous harbours for coastal and overseas communications within 
the subcontinent and also beyond. It is true that the very prominent position 
India enjoyed during the heydays of trade with the Roman empire was on the 
wane. This could have had some adverse effects on the economic conditions 
during the Gupta times. India's external trade in the western sectors of the 
Indian Ocean to some extent improved with the rise of the Byzantine power 
in Constantinople in the sixth century AD. Sea-borne contacts between 
India and Byzantine areas from the sixth century AD onwards were made 
more through the Persian Gulf rather than the Red Sea. The Sassanids of 
Iran also maintained lively interests in overseas trade with India and were 
eager to establish some control over movements in the Gulf. This resulted 
in the rivalries between the Byzantine and the Sassanid empires, but 
their eagerness to establish trade links with India could have considerably 
benefitted the subcontinent. The western sea-board of India particularly 
derived commercial advantages in this changing context. The importance of 
the Konkan harbours like Kalliena (Kalyan near Mumbai) and Sibor (Chaul 
to the south of Mumbai) figures in the Christian Topography of the Syrian 
Christian monk Cosmas Indicopleustes Oate sixth century AD). The port of 
Kalliena had been in a decaying state since the second half of the second 
century AD, but the revival of the Persian Gulf trade must have contributed 
to its renewed significance. More important than the Konkan coast was the 
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Malabar littorals in further south. The discovery of Byzantine coins in the 
region around Coimbatore irrefutably shows the continutiy of sea-borne 
trade between India and the western Indian Ocean. The Gupta conquest of 
Gujarat and Kathiawad could have been prompted by the prospect of gain 
from trade with the Persian Gulf. 

There is a common belief that the decline of the Roman trade with India 
led to a major shrinkage of long-distance maritime trade over a considerable 
period of time. Even if one admits that the overseas trade of India in the 
Persian Gulf did not match the volume and splendour of the same in the 
early centuries AD, the somewhat lesser commerce in the western Indian 
Ocean was largely compensated with a growing intercourse between India 
and South-east Asia through the Bay of Bengal. The eastern coast seems to 
have occupied a prominent position. In the Tamil area the outstanding port 
was certainly Kaveripattinam in the Kaveri delta. The two Tamil epics-the 
Siltippadiktiram and the Ma,:zimekalai-portray brisk trade at this port, which 
had numerous foreign merchants in their specific quarters, settlements of 
artisans' shops, a wharf and even a lighthouse. Further north along the east 
coast was situated the famous port of Tamralipt_a _ __i<:!_entifiec;l_.with_pr_esent 
Tamluk in the Midnapur district, West_Bengal. This port seems to have been 
tnecFuef commercial outlet for the landlocked middle Ganga valley and the 
north-eastern regions of the subcontinent. The extensive hinterland of 
Tamralipta was one of the factors behind the rise of this port to great heights. 
Faxian, on his way back to China, boarded a merchant vessel from this port 
to reach Sri Lanka, wherefrom he boarded another ship to Java. Bengal's 
overseas contacts with southeast Asia is epigraphically further corroborated 
by the presence of a master mariner (mahtintivika), Buddhagupta, in the Malay 
peninsula. He was a native of Raktamrittika located in the Murshidabad area 
of West Bengal. It is also clear from a perusal of literary and archaeological 
sources that Sri Lanka assumed a special position in the overseas trade 
between the east and west, largely due to its nearly central position in the 
Indian Ocean. This explains why Cosmas paid so much attention to this 

island in his Christian Topography. 
The prevalent trade network is also doubtless shown by the large number 

of coins, and especially the superb gold and silver coins of the Guptas. 
Several hoards of the Gupta gold coins cannot but impress upon us the 
prosperous conditions of the realm, not only by their high gold content, 
but also their superb artistic execution. From the days of Skandagupta, the 
weight standard of the Gupta gold coins was raised from 124 grains to 144 
grains. But as there was regular debasement of the gold coinage from about 
the last quarter of the fifth century AD, the numismatic evidence thus would 
speak of economic difficulties in the empire, notwithstanding the increase in 
the weight of coins. This is also clearly borne out by the post-450 AD debased 
Gupta gold coins found in the Kalighat hoard. Attention has also been drawn 
to the lesser use of copper coins than that seen in the early historical times, 
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when even the non-monarchical clans minted copper currencie~, As copper 
coins were mainly used for daily transactions, their fewer number has led 
tneproponen ts of Indian feudalism to infer that the relevance of coins to ~he 
overall economy declined. The gradual decay of the money economy appea;s 
to have strengthened an 'enclosed' and 'self-sufficient' village economy 
that had it roots in the agrahti.ra system. They have also pointed to the non
availability of any minted currency in the Vakataka realm and to the solitary 
reference to a merchant in the entire range of the Vakataka inscriptions. 
Though the Vakatakas did not issue any coin, the Saka kshatrapas in 
western India and the Vish:puku:p<;lins in the Vengi country definitely did 
so. The complexities of the monetary history of this age are seen in Faxian's 
statement on the use of cowrie shells. A more elaborate discussion on the 
currency systems and its bearing on the economy will be made later in the 
following chapter. 

The agrarian and the non-agrarian sectors of the economy surveyed above 
had definite revenue-yeilding potentials, though no statistical enquiry of the 
revenue history of this period is possible due to lack of materials. But copper 
plate charters, giving list of remissions from taxes provide a reliable guide 
for understanding the diversity of the sources of revenue. As agriculture 
was the very basis of the economy it was naturally also the most important 
source of revenue._TJ:ie principal tax was bhti.ga or the share of produce. The 
records generally do not specify the rate of this share; but the traditional 
rate was one-sixth, which explains the royal epithet, the receiver of the sixth 
portion. This possibility is further strengthened by the notion of the king's 
right to enjoy one-sixth of merit accruing out of land donation. It is difficult 
to specify the connotations of two other common revenue terms kara and 
uparikara, though it has been suggested to be the same as the principal and 
subsidiary tax. The tax called udranga, collected by the audrangika, is often 
taken to denote a tax on permanent subjects. Revenue terms like dhanya (in 
western India) and hti.likakti.ra (in central India) must have meant imposts 
on agriculturists. While the land tax was realized most probably in kind, the 
tax in cash was called hirar,.ya, which may have been realized from the non
agrarian sectors of the economy. That diverse artisanal productions came 
under the purview of taxes is clearly evident from the charter ofVishnushena 
(AD 592; for the relevant reference to artisans see the section on crafts and 
industries). The practice of imposing a levy on salt production continued in 
this period. The commercial sector yielded tolls and customs or sulka; the 
saulkika or the officer-in-charge of the collection of sulka figures in several 
inscriptions. Epigraphic materials strongly suggest that agricultural taxes 
were numerically superior to those from crafts and industries. 

A feature of the revenue system of this period was the growing practice 
of the imposition of forced labour or vish.ti. It was indeed an extra-economic 
coercion. The term sarvavish_ti in a Vakataka inscription surely indicates the 
ramifications of the demand of involuntary labour. This must have been 
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a terrible burden on the poorer sections of people, especially in the rural 
areas. Vasantasena in his Kti.masutra mentions that the village landlord could 
force the wife of ~p~;;;nt to ~~nder various services like threshing crops 
and filling 'up his granary. This and the evidence of vishti demonstrate the 
coercive nature of imposing levies by regular and irregular methods. It has 
to be admitted that copper plates acquaint us with more revenue terms than 
hitherto known before. This may logically lead us to assume that the burden 
of taxation was on the increase. The fiscal burden must have risen with the 
practice of imposing many extra-legal imposts on the rural folk (ma~nly 
known from the Vakataka records), e.g. on milk, honey, flowers, fuel, hide, 
obligatory provision of bed and seat, etc. Such fiscal pressures without doubt 
impoverished the condition of the peasantry. 

XI 

Social Conditions 

Traditionally, the institution of dividing the society into four varr,.as and 
one's life into f9.gr_ti._sramas or stages_ (brahmacharya, gti.rhasthya, vti.naprastha 
and sannyti.sa) take centre-stage in the discussions in normative treatises. 
The Dharmasastras laid great emphasis on these two institutions
complementary to each other-as the very plank of social organization. 
Though the sastric view is to generally bracket varr,.a and ti.srama on equal 
footing as the major foundations of the Indian society, theoreticians of 
the late ancient times seem to have paid somewhat lesser attention to the 
institution of chaturti.srama. The idea of four purushti.rtf!-.~~_(or goals in a man's 
life, namely, dharma, artha, kti.ma an_cl_r12r:_'5-c_q_l]_a) to be achieved in life marked 
by four graduated.stages or asramas is not entirely absent in our texts. But 
the lawgivers were apparently more interested in the complexities of social 
life than in the culture of renunciation (sam1yti.§a), the final stage oflife as the 
preparation for emancipation(rnoksha)._ It may be possible that the emphasis 
on the renunciation of the world in Buddhism and Jainism brought about 
a reaction in the Brahmanical orthodox ideals, which now upheld the stage 
of the householder and family life (gti.rhasthya) as the pivot of the ti.srama 
system. This was the stage which was principally devoted to production of 
material wealth and also reproduction. In such circumstances it is the varr,.a
jti.ti system, inextricabley interwined with the institution of marriage, that 
finds the maximum attention of the theoreticians. Considerable emphases 
are given on the birth, heredity of professions, taboos on intermarriage, on 
inter-dining and on change of callings and the consciousness of rank in the 
sastric and Puranic traditions. This orthodox view is further strengthened 
by the desire to preserve the social inequality on the justification of 
inherent differences among human beings in quality and performance 
(gur,.a and karma). This strict compartmentalization is considerably modified 
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by the sastrakaras themselves, by devising the notions of jti.tis which are 
innumerable. 

The brahmaI1a was given the topmost position in the multi-layered 
van:za-jti.ti system. I~.e priestly community, ideally speaking, had six 
fu!1_~t_i_ons:_yajana (offering sacrifice), yaja,:u;i, (officfoti11gat the sacrifice.for 

__ ot~ers),adhyayana (studying), adhyti.pana (teaching), dti.na (making charity) 
and pratigraha (receiving gifts). They should possess knowledge about 
the Universe (Brahma-dharm:,.a) and duty to the society (niyama-dharara). 
Inscriptions occasionally confirm the practice of these high qualities of the 
brahman who is sometimes described as engaged i~~_r:!_ance (tapas), self
study (svadhyti.ya), conversant in sutra, the commentaries (bhashya) and 
teaching (pravachana). Their sage-like standing (viprarshi), steadfastness in 
their prescribed occupations (svakarmti.bhirata), and their performance of 
Vedic sacrifices (kratu-yti.jf) have also formed parts of epigraphic eulogies. 
The epigraphic references to gotras and pravaras of the brahmaI1as (24 gotra 
names are known from these records) would further point to subdivisions 
within this var-rza. 

As has been discussed above, the brahmaI1a's material conditions improved 
immensely as the recipient of agraharas. Such brahmaI1as have been labeled 
as agrahti.rins in charters. This may suggest that the brahmaI1a was associated 
with agrarian life as an owner of land or a landed intermediary, though not 
as a direct tiller of the soil. People with typical brahmaI1a name endings 
like sarman, bha_t_ta, deva, etc. figure frequently in the list of mahattaras and 
ku_tumbins in land grants. Such a situation probably influenced the strict 
orthodox view to tacitly approve of the brahmaI1a's taking up agriculture and 
even trade, though temporarily only during a calamity or distress (a.pad). The 
classic example of the brahmaI1a's preference for rulership and adminstration 
to his priestly functions is the transformation of the Kadambas from a Vedic 
brahman family to a ruling house. In central India, brahmaI1a Indravishnu 
and VarahavishI1u faithfully discharged the functions of their varra, b~t 
their son became a rti.jti., followed by his son Mati:-ivishI1u who became a local 
governor in eastern Malwa in early sixth century. Charudatta, the hgrQ of 
the famous ~i::_a_ma Mrichchhakatikam, was a sti.rthavti.h--;_ i~- spite of being a 
brahmaI1a and enjoyed considerable prestige in society. The text does not 
in anyway indicate that he took recourse to trade in the wake of a distress. 
No less interesting is the account of brahmaI1a robbers as kirti.tas in the 
Vindhyan forest tracts, according to the Dasakumti.racharita of DaI1<;lin. All 
these may speak of greater fluidity in the social norms than suggested by the 
sastric dicta. At least on one occasion the brahmaI1a grantees were warned 
by a Vakataka king that their grants could be abrogated if they conspired 
against the ruler. This shows that the position of the priestly community 
could be checked and overpowered by the ruler, whose favour was essential 
for the sustenance of the brahmaI1a. 
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Theoretically, the second position in the var-rza society was occupied b_Y 
the kshatriyas. B~t the kshatriya origin was hardly a deciding factor for 

· the acquisiti~n of the ruling power, as is well illustrated by ~ num?e~ of 
political powers of this time. It is in fact difficult to clearly iden~ify a dis~mct 
kshatriya var-rza through descent; but several ruling houses of httle pedigree 
indirectly aspired for the kshatriya status by seeking ancestry and desc~nt 
from the epic kshatriya heroes. That the kshatriyas did take to non-kshatnya 
occupations is proved by the epigraphic reference to two kshatriya-va-rziks ~r 
merchants of kshatriya origin in AD 466. Such transgressions probably did 
not lead to any major social problem since the religious donation by the two 
kshatriya merchants to a sun temple was accepted without an: qualm .. 

It is also difficult to find out a specific vaisya var-rza, theoretically assigned 
the third position in the four-fold var-rza scheme. The sti.stras generall: enjoin 
upon them to study, perform sacrifices, offer charity and t~ engag~ m _cattle 
rearing, agriculture and trade. As the major wealth-producmg sect10n m the 
varna-oriented society, the vaisyas were in a position to donate handsomely 
for charity. Despite the wealth of the vaisyas, theoretical texts generally did 
not accord them appropriate status and prestige; the trader-often equated 
with the vaisya-was branded as an open thief (prakti.sya taskara). 

The sudra have invariably been assigned the lowest position in the 
legallit:e~atur~, which burdens them with numerous disabilities. A sudra 

-- has been systematically denie_~. a11y Vedic study( an upanayana ceremony 
and the chanting of_vedic liyrrinsduring marriage. The ideas of sharp var. 
nainequalityinfluenced judicial matters and financial considerations_- ~he 
sudra was therefore to be awarded the harshest punishment for committmg 
the same offence for which the brahmaI1as would receive a much milder 
punishment. The rate of interest on loans taken by the sudra was also the 
highest. The traditional duty of the sudra was to render services to the three 

groups. 
Two social groups in rural areas deserve special mention. These are the 

kutumbikas and the mahattara§~ figuring in the land grants from Bengal. We 
h~ve already identified these two_<1:s_ well-to-do agriculturists. Persons wi:h 
typical brahmaI1a name-endings like bha_t_ta, sarman and deva are found m 
the list of such kutumbins and mahattatas. Thus, both brahmaI1as and non
brahmanas could be included in these two rural categories. Their important 
positio~ in the rural setting is evident from the fact that the~ were addressed 
in the application for land transfer, their welfare was enqmred by the local 
administration and their consent was sought at the time of granting the 

land. 
At the lowest rung of the society can be found the antyajas--:::burdened 

by the sti.stras wit:h the most inferior origin. They are uni~ormly viewed 
in the- sastric prescriptions as offsprings of pratiloma umons (1:~tween, 
higher var-rza female and lower var-rza male), severely reprobated by the law 
-----~---·--------·--- ·- - --·- -··-
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givers. The usual tendency was to assign to them what were considered 
unclean and impure occupations. The worst hit of this social set up was the 
~hai:ic;l.ala,_ d~~~!!?ed as the offspring of t~e__vVorst form of pratiloma marriage, 
Le. between a brahmai:ia female and a sudra- maie. The theo;eti~i~ns 
recommended for them a sub-human means of livelihood and existence. 
Ther_~~re assigned the occupations of under:takers and/or executioners, 
~~:ir ll~bitat was located outside the limits of the city or village ~nd their 
clothes were prncured from corpses. Faxian narrated that the chandalas 
IT:ved oiitside human habitats and had to be~tdrams when th~y enter~d 1:h~ 
citi:_~~il_lc1~es to make peop!~-~:":'are of their presence, which amounted to 
pollution and hence, needed to be avoided to all costs. 

XII 

A major plank on which the jtiti-van:za society could operate was the 
institution of marriage. The ideal was_ the marriage within the varna 
~savar~a) ~nd outside the gotra (gotrtintara), endowing traditional marriage 
m India with the features of both endogamy and exogamy. But inter-caste 
marriages were well-known in the form of the approved anuloma and the 
disfavoured pratiloma types. The theoreticians' views are not unanimous 
on the merit of the offspring of the pratiloma types as legal heirs to the 
paternal property. While some recognize their right to inherit ancestral 
pr~perty, Brihaspati firmly denies any such right to the children of pratiloma 
umons. Such variety of views may speak of differences of opinions, if not 
contradictions among law-givers, but may also suggest growing rigours and 
ortho~oxy. ~ven Vat~y_~c1na denounces anulo_ma marriages as deplorable as 
the um~n with harlots. Most ?{fhe theoretical texts mention the eight forms 
of marriage: brtihma, d_aiva, drslia, prajtipatya, asura, gtindharva, rtikshasa and 
'(l_qisticha, ~wing the standard set in the Manu_SJ?J!Hi- The first four forms 
are usually lauded as righteous (dharmya) ma;~iages bea~ing pure offsprings, 
because these required strict observation of the jtiti-van:za regulations and 
parental authority and approval in marriage. The rest are looked down 
t1pon as unrighteous marriages since these required little parent~lapp~~-;;i_ 
Vatsyayana, however, offers some interesting departures from the norm. 
Of the dharmya marriages, he rates PI.aitiQC1ty_a_~1>_thg_J:>.est since this form 
~~~CJ?1J:I1oc!_a_~es -~avan:w, CIIJJJ.lomcr .and even pratiloma -~~ions. But this 
celebrated authority on erotics hailedgtindharva (marriage by courtship) as 
the best of all, since it was based on mutual love and understanding of the 
partners and devoid of negotiations. He also finds paisticha as nothing short 
of rape or enjoyment of a woman, and considers it as a more preferable form 
than the rtikshasa, since the former was free from the element of violence 
involved in rtikshasa. This is a major contrast to the almost universal 
denouncem~nt of the paisticha as the eighth and the worst form of marriage. 
The emphasis on savan:za unions notwithstanding, there are several historical 
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instances that state quite the contrary. Matrimonial relations between the 
brahmai:ia Vakatakas and non-brahmai:ia Guptas, and between the Guptas 
and the brahmai:ia Kadambas cannot escape our attention. Prabhay_atig112t~. 
neither changed her maiden title no:r: her maiden gotra after her marriage 
arid-during-her regency. The Ramtek inscription_of tpe Vakataka qt1ee_n 
Prabhavatigupta's time offersa12 interesting information.: Ghatotkachagupta, 
son of Chandragi:i_pta II and also a brother of the Vakataka queen, married 
"(pa,:zigranii~amchakara)° his niece (bhagineyz) who was considered as the 
Lakshmi of the palace. Here is an instance of marriage between the maternal 
uncle and his niece (sister's daughter). Such a marriage is quite unusual in 
north India, but was prevalent in the south; in fact, the Brihaspatismrti 
approves of such a union on the basis of its being a local custom in 
Dakshii:iapatha. The north Indian Guptas thus followed a peninsular 
matrimonial custom, though the exact purpose of such a marriage is not 
clear. 

Marriage was integrally related to the position of women. Ever since the 
later Vedic times (c.1000/800 BC) there can be discerned a strong tendency 
to consider marriage as the single most important event in a woman's life, 
which was oriented towards the management of the household and bearing 
progenies. Moreover, she was hailed as the mother of male children and 
hence, treated as producer of producers. This view is also current in the 
sastric treatises of our times. There is little doubt that such an attitude 
towards women rarely allowed an honourable position for her. The sastras 
left little scope of any formal training, far from the sacred Vedic one during 
her maidenhood at her parent home. At best, she was trained in domestic 
chores, or in an affluent background she learnt some performing arts at 
the most. A contrast to this general attitude may be seen in the reference. 
to female teachers (upadhytiyti/upadhytiyf) in the Amarakosa, which could 
imply;~me scope of Vedic studies by women. It is hardly surprising that 
the theoretical treatises, championing orthodox Brahmanical values, would 
repeatedly encourage marriage of girls at a pre-puberty stage. Child marriage 
of girls was proposed vis-a-vis a grown up male-:--tlieideal difference of age_ 
between the bride and the bridegroom, according to the _Yishnu Purtina, 
~hould be ·1:h~;~ times. This was to ensure dominance of the husband over 
the wife-aruf ~i~~ i:~ d~prive her of any of scope o(choice for life partners. 

vasantasena;nowever, is less orthodox in this context an4 considers a gap 
of two ye;rs as the ideal age difference between the conjugal partners. On 
his authority, it appears that a girl could be married before and also after 
attaining her puberty. That the sastric dictation was not always heeded, is 
indicated by the repeated descriptions of heroines in creative literature as 
fully grown-up women before their marriage. Sakuntala, for instance, in her 
pre-marital days had already become fit for enjoyment (upabhogakshamti)
an epithet having relevance only to a grown-up woman. Here too, the epithet 
emphasizes her sexual attractions and charms to the hero of the drama. 
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The bride was transferred (sampradana) from one male guardian (father) to 
another (husband), which projects her as a transferable being. 

Moreover, she was handed over not merely to the husband, but to his 
family too (kulaya strf pradfyate). As a wife, she was expected to be totally 
devoted to her husband (pativrata), whom she was ideally to follow like a 
shadow (chhayaivanugata). This unquestioned loyalty to the husband, her 
unequal position in relation to her husband and the hardship of her life as a 
hallmark of an ideal wife are also strongly upheld in the Kamasutra. Romila 
T~~_F~E shows the major:tra11sformation that. togk,place in tli_e portr~yaJ of 
Sakuntala from the MqJzakbq_r_d_ta to K~lidasa. In the former, she is a spirited 
woman, keeping°~th. the tradition of the heroic women in an epic tale. The 
story catered to the tastes of audience not only confined to the court. It was 
possible for Sakuntala in the Mahabharata story to forcefully counter and 
challenge the king openly. In Kalidasa's drama, which had the refined elite 
of the court as its the audience, Sakuntala appears meek and submissive in 
comparison to the one in the Mahabharata. The name Sakuntala remained 
unaltered, but Kalidasa, drawing from the Mahabharata story, transforms 
her into the ideal wife of the sastric norms. 

__ Sudraka . offered a bold departure from the social norm by _describing 
Vasantasena, the courtesan heroine of his drama MrichhakaJ/fsqm, as fit t~ 
wear.the ceremo;;ialattire of a wife (vadhu): But even Sudraka chose to keep 
Dhuta, the wife of Charudatta, in dim background and did not at all describe 
her plight when Charudatta ignored her to marry Vasantasena. Shonaleeka 
Kaul's recent study exposes the sharp contradiction in the attitudes towards 
the courtesan (ga,:iika) and the wife (kulastrf). The ga,:iika (courtesan par 
excellence) was clearly distinct from the vesya (ordinary courtesan). Literate, 
culturally accomplished and a performing artiste, the ga,:iika regularly 
appears in classical Sanskrit kavyas as mixing freely with men and going 
outdoors to attend various social gatherings of the nagarakas. She is almost 
a female counterpart of the refined city-bred man (nagaraka) ofVatsyayana's 
Kamasutra. The wife had little opportunity and exposure to literacy and was 
invariably expected to be meek and submissive. If the life of nagaraka was one 
of refined enjoyment-often outside his household-his wife's life revolved 
entirely around domestic chores, duties and responsibilities; the hallmark of 
being the kulastrf was her confinement to the household. When she had to 
go out of the household to offer worship at a temple for the welfare of her 
husband and family, she had to be invariably escorted by a male relative. 

XIII 

Cultural Scenario: A Survey of Literature 

The three centuries under review have loomed large in historiography for its 
remarkable cultural life: creativity in literary productions, religious life, 
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practices and thoughts and visual arts. In terms of cultural ac~ievements, 
the period was certainly one of great efflorescence. __!~~re 1s a stro~g 
historiograpllic_cU trend to mark these three centuries as a phase of 
Brahamanical 'revivaL This consideration stems largely from the fact that 
Sanskrit-~;;:;_;;gei-;s the most important language of the elite groups, 
includfn.£the language of the.court. This is especially evident from theE~p~d- . 
spniad of Sanskrit as·a--~ourt"language-:--preferred for writing royay 
admfriistrative documents-replacing the previous use of Prakri~. Sanskrit 
became the language ofthe refined (marga), fit for the tongue of the royalty, 
the brahmai;ia and the high-ranking functionaries. Both in the technical 
treatises on drama and in the actual cases of creative dramas, Prakritbecame 
earmarked as the desf (local) language to be spoken by women and social 
groups held in low esteem in the var,:ia-jati_order. The period also is nota~le 
for thegiowing prominence of Brahmanical cults over greater parts of India. 

According to many scholars, the composition of the Mahabharata_ to()_k 
its final shape around AD 400, when it became a text containing a 100,000 
slokasTsatasahasrisari?}?j_ta). With this, the great epic transformed from a 
hero story (o; ~-coll~ction of hero stories) almost to a sastra, as substatianl 
didactic sections were added to earlier hero stories. Sa11skrit l>ecame_trie 
principal vehicle for the kavya literature, which included not only poems, 
butpros-ecorriposifiorisancf dramas too. Orn~_~a~~k_ri! _c:gurtJite:r:ature, 
eulogizing a ruler (prasasti), first surfaced_in !he_for:rp. of the compositiog_l)._y 
Harisheii,·a:-·praTsing Samudragupta in the -~-~!Y fourth century AD.~ 

Harishei;ia prasasti _ is b§"tli in verse an{..rEo~e_. The style became quite 
r~i.ifi~ to .. e~l~gize not only powerful Gupta rulers like Skandagupta, but 
also for for relatively less prominent political figures like Bandhuvarman, 

Prakasadharman and Yasodharman. 
In the history of creative Sanskrit literature, _t:he _most celebrate_dfigu:re 

is indeed Kalida_,~<1, whose personal details and date are matters of sustained 
sch~l~;iy c~ntroversy. His immortal creations include lyrical poems like the 
Meghadutam, the .f?.itusartzha_r:13,_gie Ra~!'!!-.!E..~ the Kumarasambhavam 
~ 8_!eat 12liys]Ii<it1i~Ah_'1iit1ang_iqk11n.1:a.1am, the Malavi½q¥1:tmit!_C1_7!1_~n~ 
theVik~-;;;orvasfya. Usually hailed as the greatest dramatist of early India, 

--kili~fa.;a drew upon historical events as the theme of Malavikagnimitram 
would illustrate. (Malavikagnimitram hern Ag_nimitra--::g_rand30:r:i ___ 9f 
Pushyamitra Sunga). Scholars have ·viewed that his descriptions of the 
di°iv-ijaya of -R~ghu probably was influenced by Samudragupta's great 
military feats. He stands unsurpassed in the use of similies, metaphors and 
the descriptions of love, seasons and nature, especially the spring and the 
monsoons. As a playwrigl1!~_$_ud~:3-ka has been widely appre~iate_cl_Jorhip 
Mrichchhakatikam, an excellent example<5ra prakara,:ia where the dramatist 
cr~ates the ~tory by drawing upon events of worldly life. Noted for the 
author's awareness of social and political matters, th~_.!':-J.Jichchhakatjk_a!!l 
~ev<:>l\Te~ rc:mnd the theme of love between a :e~~~_br~hmai;ia Ch~_rl:_~~tta 



298 Exploring Early India 

_ and Vasantasena, the premier courtesan ()(UjjciyinL Equally prominent 
were the plays by Bhasa: Madhyamavyayogq, Diita G].z_g_tQJkgslza, Qy_t_a_l!!}kya, 
Balacharita and Charudatta. T_hat Bhasa regularly drew upon s_tqries from:-the 
Mahabharata fs:>_r his Pl~Y~i§_ beyond any doubt. 

~~ri~krit <:_ontinued to be th~ lar1guage :for composing Dharmasastra 
texts like 1:_~~ Brihaspatismriti, the Narq_~Cl~mriti and the Katyayqnas~riti. 
The treatise on polity, Kamandakfyanftisar; (ess~~ce ~f politics or Nfti 
~y kfuiiari.daka:):-also belongs to this age. The text is in f~~ti;-~~;;ar¥- of 
~he Kaufilfya Arthasastra and does not show much originality of thought. 
That technical literature also flourished, is perhaps best illustrated by 
the Namalirigq_rl_!!:~~sana (al~?. known as the Amarakosa) by Amarasimha, a 
celebrated lexicographer, and the famous texEon erodes tb.~~iutro-m of 
Vatsyayana. The Namaliriganusasana provided a standard model of writing 
lexicons, influencing many lexicographers of subsequent centuries. In the 
field of philosophical literature, the dominant feature was to compose tracts 
to engage in debates and refute the rival's opinion(s). The case in point are 
the additions to the_x'~gasiitras, Bmhmasiitras and the Nyay__asiitras with a 
view to contesting Buddhist and Jaina views. - - - ----- - ------, 

The age was indeed a landmark in the fields of mathematics and 
astronomy._Aryabhata,, _ the celebrated mathematician and the author of 

_t__te Aryabha.tiya belongsto this epocli.. To him has also been attributed-the 
Aryabha,tfyasiddhanta ~rhi~h-i;·-however known only from later references. 
It is difficult to ascertain whether he was a resident of Kusumapura 
(Pataliputra) or hailed from Asmaka, located in the Godavari valley in 
peninsular India. Though his view that planets moved around the earth in 
circular epicycles is erroneous, he must be credited for the earliest known 
scientific explanation of eclipses: the moon either came between the sun 
and the earth, or the moon came within the earth's shadow. He was also the 
first to establish that the earth rotates on its axis and he gave an accurate 
calculation of the length of the year, i.e. 365.2586805 days. Another 
contribution of this mathematician was the invention of the number zero 

----·--· -- ··-· .. - . - ·---- ·- - -----·· ! 

which paved way for the decimal system. This idea in later times reached th~ 
Arabic-speaking intellectual world from where it eventually went to Europe. 
In the late sixth century AD probably existed Brahmagupta, another great 
mathematician, particularly knownfor his I3..rcihmgs_iddhanta. S.R.s~;;;_a's 
studies have bro~ght to light how Brahmagupta not only was an outstanding 
astronomer and mathematician, but also a master in describing instruments 
for astronomical calculations. 

Along with Sanskrit, epic texts were composed in Tamil in South India. 
The best known examples are the two Tamil epics, J;_he_Silappadikaram 
(the Song of the Anklet) and the Mm:zimekalai (the Jewel Belt), authored 

1espectively by Ilango Adigal a11cl S3:tta_ric!r. Consisting of 30 cantos and 
~ided into three books, the Silappadikaram ---;;;"7;[;;~;-aro~nd the liv~~· of 
Kova'Ian;:_son a rich merchant, and his wife Kannaki,vVh;li.;ed ir1th~f~~ous 
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city of Puhar (Kaveripattinam in the Kaveri delta): Kovalan once deserted 
his wife because he fell in love with a courtesan, Madhavi; but he eventually 
returned to his wife, who accepted him. The reunited couple then moved 
to Madurai in the Pai;ic;lya country to earn some money. Ther~ Kovalan was 
wrongly accused of stealing a pair of anklets of th~_ 5[ll_e~n, _!hough he actually _ 
went to sale the silver anklet of his wife. He wase:x:ecuted for a crime which 
h;--cffd ~~t ~o~mit ;nd it devastated Kannaki. She first proved the innocence 
of her husband and then out of anger, tore off her left breast and died after 
burning down the entire city of Madurai. The couple became reunited in 
heaven and in earth, she began to be worshipped as the ideal wife. 

The Manimekalai also has 30 cantos. A prince Udayakumara falls in lo-ye 
withMini~ek~lai:_a married woman. jyf~~fm-ekalai turns-down the love of 
UdayakU:~ara as she wants to renounce the world and become a Buddhist 
nun. She runs away to Madurai in order to escape from Udayakumara.Jn. 
Madurai she asumes the form of~ay~-Chai;ic;likai-a married womap.
and engages herself in distributing fo(!cl amongst the_ poor yvith the help 
of a magic alms-bowl, Udayakumara follows her to Madurai. One day, the 
h:sband of the actual Kaya-Chai;ic;likai sees Mai;iimekalai with Udayakumara 
in her disguised form. He mistakes it for Udayakumara's liaison with his wife 
Kaya-Chai;ic;likai and in rage, kills the prince. Mai;iimekalai is put to prison 
by the Pai;ic;lyan king and she undergoes many ordeals in order to prove her 
innocence. The Pai;ic;lyan queen eventually gets convinced of Mai;iimekalai's 
innocence and insists on releasing her from the prison. Mai;iimekalai gets 
freed and she finally leaves Madurai. She goes to Kan.chi, where a famine had 
broken out. She dedicates herself to the service of the famine-stricken poor 
in Kan.chi and ultimately becomes a Buddhist nun. 

Religions 

No discussion of the cultural life of this period can be complete without a 
survey of the religious situation. Perhaps the most significant development 
was the growing popularity of sectarian dev9tjgria,_l ():>li;i.ktp cults1 which had 
deep impacts on Vaishnavism, Saivism, g5:ddes~_Cl,l_lts 3:!:!..ciCJther BrahmanicaJ 
cults. Though Vedic sacrifices were not unknown, these involved complex 
~~dlong-lasting rituals, often within the capacity of the political elites 
to perform; the appeal of the performance beyond orthodox brahmans 
and royal household seems to have been lessening during this period. 
The following of the jfzana-marga did not take its roots among people in 
general, largely because of its abstract nature. On the other hand, the idea 
of personal devotion, expressed through worship (piija), to a personal deity, 
which often was propitiated in the form of a distinct divine image (pratima/ 
archa), had an inherent appeal to the individual devotee cutting across 
sectarian differences. A salient feature of bhakti is the complete surrender 
of the devotee to one's preferred divinity to the extent of the ultimate den~al -----~----- .. . . 
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of the self of the devotee. The devotee receives the divine grace (prasaclgJ 
as ~nd w~en t~e devotee takes the final refuge (sara,:,.am) to the deity. The 
ult1ma~e 1~ent1ty between the devotee and the divinity paves the way for the 
emanc1pat10n of the devotee. The popularity of bhakti must have increased 
m~nifold with th~ composition of the Purtu:,.as, belonging both to the 
Va1shi;iava and the Saiva sects. To each such devotional sect, its principal deity 
was t~~s the supreme god or goddess. Thus to a Saiva, Siva was superior to 
all de1t1es a~~ the ultimate divine being; similarly, Vishi;iu would supercede 
all other de1t1es for a Vaishi;iava. 

!his sit~ation wo~ld pave the way for sectarian contestations for pre
emmence; :t would simultaneously also underline the absence of a single 
greatest deity. In other words, the bhakti cults recognized the possibility of 
m~l~iple supre~e gods and goddesses, thereby accommodating plurality of 
rehgw_us experiences within Brahmanical cults and precluding the position 
of a smgle overarching supreme deity. It is from this point of view that 
Krishi;ia enjoined upon Arjuna, according to the SrzmadbhagavCitagftd:-to 
take co~p~ete ref~ge only in him (mti.mekam sara,:,.a-i:nvrti.ja) by leaving all 
other rehg10us beliefs (sarvadharma parityajya). The text also left behind 
the highly influenti~l teaching that one should ideally act in a completely 
detatched manner without considering the fruits of the actions as one has a 
right to appropriate work but not to the fruits arising out of th~ endeavour. 

~he popular~ty of Vaishanavism took a major stride during this 
penod. One maJor factor was the sustained patronage from some of the 
~ontemporary powers. ~-~1:1-ptas were ardent worshippers ofVishi;iu .. Jhis 
~s demonstr_at~d by their standard dynastic epithet Paramahhqggyqt_a <J,gq th--; 
regul~r dep1ct10n of the garurjadhvaja. An image of Vishi;iu as sti.rari.gin (or 
the w1eld~r o~ t~e bo:-V or _horn, a) is s;Ja: to nave-Deeri insfalred acc:oidiiig 
to the :i:lh!tanpillar mscnption _ofSl<andagupta. Inscriptions also tell us 
that two different subordinate ruling families, serving the Hui;ia overlord 
T~rmana res~ec~ively in Bran and in Gujarat, were devout worshippers of 
V1shi;iu. Inscnpt10ns recording donations to temples of Vishnu and Krishna 
have come from Haryana, Madhya Pradesh, Uttar Pradesh ~nd Raja~tha~. 
A few early Pallava and Ganga rulers of South India called themselves the 
devotees/worshippers of Vasudeva Krishi;ia. Another salient feature of 
Vish_i;iu worship was the growing poularity of the incarnations (avatti.ra) 
of V1shi;iu, usually ten in number, though the list of ten avatti.ras is not an 
invariant one. ~ mo~!..PO£lJ.l_crr _<:>fthe incarg;:i_tioris. of Vishnu iILtextual 
and visual_ materials. are Vara.ha (Boar), Narasiri:th~ (M~~~Ll~~), Varn;:i__na 
(?,~~-~fJ. ana Vasudeva 'Krish~a. T~~ well-known Dasavata~a temple 

9
f 

t~_ispenod bears the mark of propitiation of different incarnations of 
Vishi;iu. Jarticualrly im~ortant was the representation of Vara.ha, rescuing 
th~ earth goddess. This often had a political message because many 
Vaishi;iava rulers projected themselves as rescuers of the earth or their 
realms like the Boar incarnation. The Gupta period records of north Bengal 
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inform us of the worship of Kokamu-khasvamin and Svetavarahasvamin, 
both referring to the Boar incarnation of Vishi;iu. A large number of 
Vishi;iu images of this period show the deity in a standing (sthti.naka) posture, 
with the de~!y_holding a conch-shell (sari.kha), discus (chakra), mace (gadq) 
and lotus -flower (padma)_ in his four hands; he is adorned with a vanamalti. 
and accompanied-by Lakshmi or Sri as his consort. Vishr:i~ imag_es usu_ally 
depict his Illount _Garuda also. _ 

·· ·tf the Guptas were devout Vaishanva rulers,__!!:~- Vakatakas were 
worshippers. of _Siva;" ~() we_J:'_e __ t_l:i_~_ I\tlaitraka rqlers of Valabhi in western 
Ind.Ia:the.Maukharis of Kany~½:1:1!-iia and the Pushyabh~tis of Stha:i;ivisvara. 
s·~cltruiers often assun:J.~d-the epithet, Paramamti.hesv«l'_Cl_(ardent devotee 
of Mahesvara or Siva). Siva was represented both in the ph<1llic (liri.garn) C>r 
in anthropomorphic form, sometimes in the form of a mukhali~gam (i.e a 
lingam with the face of Siva depicted on it). The profusion of Saiva icons 
inMathufapciirifa to the-popularity-of Slva worship at this city in Ganga
Yamuna doab; interestingly enough, Mathura is also celebrated centre of 
the Krishna Vasudeva cult. Siva in his benign form-was o:ften worshipped 
as U~a-Maliesvara, where Siva was accompanied by his consort, Uma. 
A seal found from the excavations at Bhitaperhaps yields the earliest traces 
of the iconic representation of Siva in ardht3_r]_tlrf§_1!_Qra.(half male, half fe1:1ale) 
form. Upinder Singb has argllecl_fC>r:th~_p:revalence of the Pasupata Saiva_ 
sect in Orissa by demonstrating the preseric:e of the figures of Lakulisa in t~e 
earliest temples of Orissa. 
-1,akulifa (literally m_ea9-}r1,g th~_gc:icl wiJh a dub) is generally accepted as 
eithe~th~ founder of the Saiva Pasupata sect or the first teacher (ti.charya) 
of the sect. He belonged to the early part of the third century AD. He was 
born in Kayavarohana (modern Karvan in Gujarat)._In theilllages, Lakllli~a 
is usually depicted wi_th?. club in li._i~_li.ancl,_and_synounded ~ya_Il~rn~ls~ 

The period under survey witnessed the regular worship of Suryst, the 
sun god. Inscriptions of the time of Kumaragupta and Skandagupta amply 
bear this out in the context of both the Ganga-Yamuna doab and western 
India. There is a schol~~ly cori~en~~s that the worship of the sun god cam~ 
to India fr~ml~anancl[q:i;: the Indo-Iranianb_on:Jg_:r:l,m_d, The Brihatsar'nhita of 
Varaharilihiralays down that the irnn of sun god should begiven the aHire 
of the nortn~wesierri quarter. Exta~t imag~of Surya show him as riclinga 
chariot drive~_~):' seven horses, symbolizing the seven days of the:,~e~~- The 
Surya image has a distinctive iconographic feature: he wears_ a pair qf_QQ91S., 

Among the numerous goddesses, Mahishamarddini-the goddess on 
her lion mount killing the buffalo-demon-;-was J_hg rno.sLr:e:v:ered deity. 
The DevzmafiJTtmyam se~tion ~·o1--the Markm:,.rjeya Pura,:,.a eulogizes her 
as the primaeval mother and the foremost among goddesses. She was 
variously known as Dmga, Narayani, Am~ikaaI1~- Vi.11:dhyavasini. She was 
propitiated 'as--th~ co~s~rt of Siva which is why she was ~r~hippecl_alsq_,9:~_ 
Uma and Sivam. rn·her fierce and destructive appearance'.. she figures as Kali 
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(Destroyer), Kara.Ii (Terrible), Bhima (Frightening) and Cha:r:ic;l.1/Chamu:r;ic;la 
(Wrathful).. . - . . .. -·· 

There is a w~ong notion that the flourishing condition of different 
Brahmanical sects signalled the gradual fading of Budhhism and Jainism 
during this period. It is impossible to miss that the Chinese pilgrim Faxian 
came to India to visit major Buddhist sacred centres. He did note the 
popularity of Mahayana Buddhism in India and the currency of Hinayana 
Buddhism in Sri Lanka. Faxian also noted the prevalence of Hinayanists 
in Gandhara, Kannauj and Kausambi. Contemporary sources inform us 
of the importance of Buddhist centres like Sarnath, Nalanda, Ratnagiri, 
Udayagiri, Ajanta and Ellora. At Ellora, the co-existence of Buddhist and 
Jaina shrines, flourishing under the Vakataka rule, is unmistakable. It 
is significant to note that the ideas of bhakti exerted some influence on 
Buddhist practices, especially with the rites of worship. For both the monk 
and the laity, the worship of the Buddha Amitabha (of infinite radiance) 
gained ground. Among the Bodhisattvas pre-eminent were Maitreya (kind 
one), Avalokitesvara (embodiment of compassion) and Maftjusri (associated 
with wisdom). Avalokitesvara often appeals in royal dresses and holds a lotus 
bud in his hand (hence the epithet, padmapa,:zi). The distinctive mark of the 
iconography of Manjusri is the depiction of the Prajfiaparamitasutra which 
he holds; he also often appears with a sword of wisdom, symbolizing his act 
of tearing down delusion. That Buddhism made its presence felt in South 
India is amply borne out by the Ma:r:iimekalai. Ma:r:iimekalai was conversant 
with different philosophies: Vedic, Vaish:r:iava, Saiva, Ajivika, Samkhya and 
Lokayata, but was ultimately convinced of the superiority of Buddha's 
teachings and eventually joined the Samgha. The fact that Buddhism spread 
to the easternmost part of the Ganga delta is evident from a reference to the 
Avaivarttikas, a Mahayana sect, in an inscription from the Comilla region 
in present Bangladesh (AD 507-08). The long presence of Vaish:r:iava and 
Saiva rulers like the Guptas and the Vakatakas did not deter Buddhism and 
Buddhist institutions. This is evident from the fact that Nalanda received 
patronage from the Gupt~ p1l~rs . a~ci that Aj;;tnta an[ Ellorn.ffo:~;i;h;d 
i1:1:rf~g !~e V~~~taka peri?d. There is little doubt that Buddhist monasteries 
flourished at Nagarjunakonda and Kaftchipuram which were within the 
realms of non-Buddhist rulers. Among leading Buddhist thinkers of this 
period Asanga and Vasubandhu (late fourth/early fifth century) must be 
mentioned for their contribution to the Yogachara philosophy. The other 
prominent Buddhist school of philosophy, the Madhyamika school, was 
enriched by Buddhpalita and Bhavaviveka, both dated to the sixth century 
AD. In the northernmost extremes of the subcontinent Kashmir was noted as 
a seat of the Hinyanist Sarvastivadi sect, to which belonged a great Buddhist 
thinker Kumarajiva (AD 343-413) whose life is known from Chinese sources, 
though not always free from legends. His father Kumarayana, a Kashmiri 
Buddhist scholar, went to Kucha, located in the northern Silk Road and 
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married a local princess Jiva. Their son Kumarajiva had his education in 
Kashmir under the Sarvastivadin Bandhudatta. He later went to Kashgarh 
where he subsequently became a Mahayanist scholar. He eventually returned 
to Kucha, after becoming a formidable scholar. The latter part of his life w~s 
mostly spent in the Changan monastery in China, where he was engaged m 

the Chinese translation of important Buddhist texts. 
Jainism too did not lag behind. In north India, Mathura was certainly a 

major centre of Jainism, as is borne out by a large number of Jainaimages f~o~ 
this place belonging to this period. N .N. Bhattacharyya an_d A.K. Chatte~Jee s 
engagements with the history of Jainism sho': t_h~t ~he Svetamb~~a Jam_as, 
under the leadership of Devarshi, took the 1mt1at1ve of comp1lmg Jama 

Plate 6.4: Dhamek Stupa, Sarnath 
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canonical text at a major congregation held at Valabhi in western India in the 
sixth century AD. In eastern India, ancient Bengal was well acquainted with 
Jainism. While Gupta inscriptions point out the presence of Jainas in north 
Bengal (Pm;ic;lravardhana), Jaina textual sources mention three locality-based 
Jaina sects in ancient Bengal: Pm;c;lravardhaniya (from Pm;ic;lravardhana), 
Kotivarshiya (from Kotivarsha or Bangarh in Dinajpur area of West Bengal) 
and Tamraliptaka (from Tamralipta or Tamluk in the southern part of West 
Bengal). The Kadamabas of peninsular India were patrons of Jainism. The 
f~~!t~at Jainism flourished in the far south, figures pominently in the Ta~l
_epic, Silappadikaram. This closely corresponds to the Jaina tradition that at 
Madurai, four Jaina preceptors-Meghanandi, Jinasena, Sim.ha and Deva, 
founded a Dravic;la Samgha. 

Art and Architecture 

Closely related to religious activities were the matchless creations in visual 
arts, in architecture, sculpture and painting. We have little evidence of 
secular structures; all extant architectural remains are connected with 
religious activities. The same holds true for sculptures and paintings, which 
had inseparable links with contemporary religious experiences and practices. 
In the field of architecture, -~ne notes the_c::or1tin1:1ity of the construction 
of stupas and rock-cut chCLity_a~gp. th~_ on_e h§.pd, -~nd the b~ginning ·of 
structural temple-building on the_other. One of the premier examples of 
~tu.pa ~rchit~cture is the famous Dhamek stupa at Sarnth. The Dhamek stupa 
1s an 1mposmg structure, about 34 m. in height and 28.3 m. in diameter, 
located within the remains of the excavated monastic complex at Sarnath 
and visually dominating the landscape. The lower portion of the stupa is 
made of stone, while the upper portions reveal brick work, which possibly 
had a stone encasing in its original form. Exquisitely carved stones make the 
lower portions visually appealing; the carvings consist of geometric floral 
designs, human figures and representations of birds. In order to enhance 
the height of its basically hemispherical dome, the architect(s) provided 
the stupa with a very large and heightened base. On top of the base was 
placed the a,:u;la or the hemispherical dome, which however was given the 
struct~re and shape of an upturned 'U'. This gave the structure an elongated 
and heightened appearance without disturbing the mandatory semi-circular 
shape of the superstructure in a major way. The a7J.rja however, resembles 
more a drum than a hemispherical dome. When it was in its complete form 
there must have been a few umbrella-shaped structures (chhatrtivalf) atop 
the a7J.rja to further accentuate its height. The same practice is visible in 
the construction of the stupa for worship within the chaitya hall at Ajanta. 
Here the stupa stands at the end of the rectangular and apsidal back of the 
chaitya hall. Even within the compact space available here, the stupa stands 
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on a double-base, over which rises the perfectly round dome or a7J.rja. On top 
of the dome were erected three more umbrellas attached to the rod of the 
umbrella (chhatrayashti). The parasole rises almost up to the barrel-vaulted 
roof; the receding size of each of the upper-tier umbrella gives a sense of 
elongating the structure, assuming a conical shape. In keeping with the 
overall tall composition of the stupa here, the artist carved a pillared niche 
at the front of the dome that contained a tall and slim figure of the standing 
Buddha, which must have been venerated. The intention here is to give an 
impression of a lightened structure of the stupa, the semi-circular shape of 
which was, to some extent, modified to an overall tall, elongated piece of 
architecture. 

Rock-cut architecture in the form of viharas and chaityas reached a high 
watermark a.t Ajanta.. Ca.rved·o-ut"oFthe-ff"'e rocks of th~ Sa.hyadd,Ajanta 
stood at an isolated place overlooking the Waghora river. Out of total 28 
caves at Ajanta, five_b~long to the e~rH~r~3:_t_,i.__yA._q;3,pa phase, while as many 
as 23 were carved out qt1rir:,,g th~V;i_k~tctkct ttwe. The Vakataka association is 
evident from its inscriptions at Ajanta. S::ave number 19 and 26 are chaityas, 
the rest are viharas. These two caves have been dated to fifth and sixth 
centuries AD and are adorned with very rich sculptures and decorations, both 
inside and outside. Cave number 19 is a rectangular hall with a rounded apse 
at the rear. It has a central section and two flanking aisle sections. It has got 
a barrel-vaulted roof, supported by superbly carved pillars. At the end of the 
hall stands the stupa with the figure of a standing Buddha (already discussed 
above). There is also a path for circumambulation. Typical of the chaitya, it has 
the horse-shoe shaped window, through which sun-rays light up the interior. 
The chaitya facade is elaborately sculpted with figures of the Buddha and 
other attendant figures, mostly connected with Mahayana Buddhism. Cave 
number 26 is of the same ground plan, but with richer decoration than cave 
19. The viharas too are known for their exquisite carvings. The vihara has a 
pillared porch and three entrance doors through which the visitor reaches 
the pillared hall. The hall leads to an antechamber after which comes the 
shrine room. The provision of a shrine room was a new element of the vihara 
architecture, not encountered hitherto before. Monastic cells, a distinctive 
feature of the vihara, were arranged on two sides of the central hall, and in 
few cases, at the front of the hall too. Cave number 1 is, according to Spink, 
'the most sumptuous rock-cut vihara ever made in India'_---- · -· 
- The period ma.rks-the· initial phase of building- structural temples 
(aya-tana/ devayafancif made of stone or brick. The ideas of monumental 
temple architecture olthe· period from AD 600 to AD 1300 were planted 
during these three hundred years, in north and south India. The earliest 
structural temples were at Sanchi and Tigawa. These consisted of a simple 
square structure with a pillared porch in front. The exterior walls are 
without any decoration and projection; therefore, these walls are plain, 
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s~mple and ~legant. The pillared porch probably functioned as the meeting 

~:c~::; :;st~:g place ~fbthe visitors. The square structure would provide the 

;,~; :~:::£:E~::~◊;;:~,';~ '.,::;~:s;:~:';:;b~=~:t~;:;:,~::; 
temple. e m ot er words, the most significant part of the 

V' Shignificantl developments in architectural style are noticeable in the 
is nu temp e at Deogarh As 1 h -___:.__-" . . usua , t e sanctum cella is square; on all four 

Plate 6.5: Brick Temple Bhitar Gaon 
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sides of the sanctum cella are attached four rectangular areas with four 
pillars in each rectangular area. So the ground plan around the sanctum cella 
assumes the form of a dice-board. The entire temple area has an enclosure 
wall all around. Staircases have been provided on all the four sides to reach 
up to the temple. The staircases lie on common axes with the four-pillared 
rectangular area. This gives the entire plan some resemblance with a cross 
shape. Another interesting feature of the temple wall was that unlike at San chi 
and Tigawa it was not left flat, but divided into projections. The projections 
facilitated the interplay oflight and shade that enhanced the aesthetic appeal 
of the wall, especially when the projections allowed installation of sculptures 
that visually enriched the otherwise flat exterior outer wall. That brick too 
was a building material for religious shrine, is evident from the temple at 
Bhitargaon, where projections were used in the temple wall. The Bhitargaon 
brick temple has a curvilinear tower as its superstructure; this was known 
as sikhara and was indeed the most significant feature of the evolved north 
Indian (ntigara) temple architecture style. The presence of a sikhara-like 
superstructure is also noticed in the Durga temple at Aihole. Here the temple 
ground plan is not a square, but it is an apsidal back temple, rectangular in 
plan. Attached to the sanctum cella was a spacious hall for congregation. The 
apsidal back temple seems to have been influenced by the features of the 
apsidal back chaityas, current in contemporary western Deccan. But adding 
a sikhara-like superstructure on this apsidal-back rectangular shrine was 
distinctly an innovation. 

Another variation in temple-building is seen in the far south, in the realm 
of the Pallavas. J.he temples at Mahabalipuram are examples of eadigst 
structural temples in the Tamil area. But unlike the temples in north India, 
these a:re monolithic shr-In-es, celebrated in local traditions as rathas, named 
after the five Pai;i<;lava brothers andDraupadi, their common wife. One such 
;;_-stn.icture'i~s·e~l;·;··;•h~t; in th~ ;e-~on:d it has a rectangular hall with a 

superstructure resembling an upturned boat. The largest of the temples, 
the Dharmarajaratha, consists of a square sanctum cella and a distinctively 
Dravida style superstructure. The superstructure, known as vimtina, is not 
a curvilinear tower that is common in the north. It is instead a pyramidal 
structure formed by placing horizontal tiers of receding size one above 
another . At the top of the vimtina stands a large well-fashioned boulder, 
called stupikti. The vimtina supersturcutre is imposing and impressive, but its 
emphatic feature is horizontality, distinct from the preference for verticality 
seen in the north Indian curvilinear sikhara. All these features mature in the 
subsequent famous south Indian temples of the Dravi<;la style. 

Let us now discuss the sculptures of this period. Most sculptures have 
religious significance; these were meant for propitiation by the devotee. 
Apart from the aesthetic appeal, the images were fashioned by existing 
and standardized iconographic norms that draw upon the meditative 
visualization (dhytina) of the divinity. The sculptor strives to translate 
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this visualization into a distinct form. As we have mentioned before, the 
profusion of making images had a direct bearing on the growing popularity 
of sectarian devotion (bhakti) cults. Creation of divine images certainly 
followed established iconographic norms, which catered to the sectarian 
needs. But beyond sectarian guidelines, the artist was also driven by some 
common stylistic denominators. Irrespective of sectarian diversities, the 
artist invariably depicted all male and female deities with the exuberant form 
of their youthful bodies. The flowing rhythm of the body contour of these 
sculptures has rarely been surpassed. The same holds true for the superb 
delineation of the soft pliability and plastic treatment of the form. The 
massiveness of form, the use of large bulging eyes confronting the onlooker, 
the overall worldly appeal of the form-typical features of the sculptures of 
the preceding Saka-Kusha.I).a phase-are absent and carefully avoided in this 
period. The artist instead demonstrates a clear preference to depict a soft 
pliable body without heightening the mundane, sensuous appeal, which are 
replaced with suggestiveness. The classic examples of this trend are visible 
in the celebrated compositions of the Buddha figures at Sarnath and Ajanta, 
and in the Siva-Mahesa figure at the Elephanta island. 

The Sarnath Buddha is a seated posture, created in high reH~f. The 
chi;;lfed mod;li~g of the face and torso of the Buddha, shown in full bloom 
of youth, is startlingly free from any angular treatment. The artist gives only 
the faintest indication of the attire of the Buddha, almost in a suggestive, 
veiled manner. The statue depicts the Lord seated in a still posture on a lotus 
pedestal; physical form exudes at once grace and features of a disciplined life. 
The firmly held lips indicate the resolve of the Master, The delicately poised 
fingers, which are in the Dharmachakrapravartana/Vyakhyana mudra (Budhha 
delivering sermon), impress upon Thevfewera-sense of subtle gesture-the 
only trace of movement in the statue. Imparting a subtle sense of movement 
in an otherwise static and still composition is a fantastic achievement on 
the part of the sculptor. Similar hint of movement in another standing 
image of the Buddha is given by a slight bend in one of the knees, suggesting 
thereby a forward step of the figure. But the artist's singular masterstroke 
lies in the treatment of the half-closed eyes, suggesting the concentration 
of vision at the tip of the nose. The artist succeeds in rendering the supra
mundane appeal to an anthropomorphic form, an artistic feat considered as 
the attainment of the unattainable. Cave number 26 at Ajanta has yielded 
a large (about 22 feet in length) reclining figure of the Buddha, depicting 
ilie;~e~-~ oi-his passing aw~y-(rnafzi,.pa~inir;d~af -a~co~pa;;i~d by several 
figures of mourners. Simple yet elegant, the sculpture has ably brought out 
the serenity and peace of the Buddha figure even in death. 

Another stone sculpture, the figure of Vishnu's boar in~arnation (varaha 
avatara) from Vidisa near Bhopal, impresses us with the massiveness of its 
composiffon;-whkh was also endowed with the customary plastic treatment 
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Plate 6.6: The Buddha Preaching, Sarnath 

and the flowing linear rhythm. The relatively smaller figur:_ ()f ~he :~:th 

dd b 
. ed by the boar is no less elegant with rounded shoulders, 

go ess, e1ng rescu ' ' . k p ha s 
----~----·i::---···-- ... ..th' attenuated waist, broad hips and bent nees. er p 
heavy uosoms, a m . 1 al s' · Mahesa 

d. . e of Brahmanical irnaue is the co oss iva-
the most astoun mg piec O 

. _ . • h · h 
h El h t . 1 nd About 5 m. in he1cJht, this sculpture m ig 

figure at t e ep an a is a . o . d d 
relief shows three faces of Siva. According to some scholar_s, the ~nten e f 

. . f h f' . to depict the five-faced (pnnchanana) image o ·mphcatwn O t e 1gure 1s -
~iva following the iconography prescribed in the Vishnudharm~ttm:apura?a. 
Of the three faces, the central and the right faces show t~e de~ty m bemgn 
form, while the third one depicts his fierce aspect. Accordmg to Stella 
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Plate 6.7: Trimurti Shiv Mahesa, Elephant Caves 

Kramrisch, ~hr~Jac:s can be identified with the Sadyojata, Aghora and 
Vamadeva aspects of the god. · · 
l'be.soft pliable body form and flowing contour of the outline of the 

c?~po~ition was not limited to the fashioning of stone sculpture, is amply 
vis~ble m the superb terracotta pieces of the period:_Jwo such pieces from 
Ahichhatra _show __ ~~nga an~_yllmuna standing on their respective mounts. 
!_he crocodile (makara) and t_ortoise (kachchhapa). In full bloom of their 
Y?uth, the two figures exude the charm of the female from dressed in thin 
diaphanous attires, suggestively delineated in the form of parallel wavy line 
of drapery. Both th~ figures hold pitchers in their hands and are flanked by 
female attendant figures. Mention should be made here of the terracotta 
sc_:1lpture ~hich show~ the crossing of raging waves of the Yamuna by 
Vasudeva with baby Kpshi;i.a in a basket held on his head. 

B.N. Mukherjee has recently drawn our attention to the numismatic 
ar~ of t~e Gupta rulers. The central point of his argument is that coins of 
this penod were endowed with considereable aesthetic appeal when artists 
carved out figures of rulers (on the obverse) and deities (on the reverse). 
The same parameters of plastic modelling and unbroken linear rhythm-a 
hallmark of sculptures of this time-were closely followed by artists on the 
compact and relatively circumscribed space of a coin. This will be evident in 
the elegant representations of S":II1~i~agupta playing a musical instrument, 
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Plate 6.8: Jataka Scene, Ajanta Painting 

Chandragupta II slaying a lion, IZ_umaragupta feeding a peacock and the 

figure ofR~~'ttikeya riding a peacock. 
· The caves of Ajanta are replete with the masterpieces of the painters of 
this age. The beauty and grace of the floral world are a major component of 
the paintings at Ajanta. Many paintings were created on the basis of well
known Jataka tales. Individual figures, especially female ones, and scenes 
of crowd cannot but capture the onlooker's appreciation. The depiction 
of the standing Avalokite svara holding a lotus (Padmaptmi) is a marvel to 
watch. The tall figure of the Bodhisattva image is a statement of elegant 
simplicity. Shown in double flexion (dvibhariga), the young and pliable body 
form is permeated with grace; the limitless compassion of the Bodhisattva 
for the suffering world is the principal theme of the painting. The linear 
contour of the lotus stalk held by him has a harmonious association with 
the overall composition. The masterstroke of the artist lies in the depiction 
of the pair of eye brows in a single wavy line of the brush. A salient feature 
of the painting style at Ajanta is that all figures seem as if they come out 
from the background wall surface, leaving thereby an impressi~n of the 
third dimension of depth and perspective. All figures are shown as if look mg 
outwards and towards their onlookers, and never shown as looking inwards 
towards their background. Following Kramrisch, this style may be said to 

have been endowed with a 'direction of forthcoming'. 
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Plate 6.9: Chaitya hall with a stupa, Karle 

XVII 

Threshold Times 

The broad survey we ha tt d h 
th . ve a empte ere presents the salient features of 

e age m terms of the subcontinent as a whole At the t· 
h b d . · same ime attempts 

ave ~en ma e to highlight regional diversities since a pan-Indian mould is 
~on-e~istent. I~ othe~ words, we have tried to do justice to the developments 
~n vanous regw_ns without reducing or vailiditing our observations onl 

~:a~rms _of lthel ideals an~ practices of the Ganga valley, the very cradle o; 

cann:a:;c:i~~n~~~:-dT~e ;7:ortanc~ o~ ~he Ganga valley in Indian history 
are too ' u_ e comp exities of the subcontinental features 
valle numerous and glanng to be ~itted into the straightjacket of the Ganga 

y norms. One cannot appreciate th 1 . . . . 
and polit· 1 U b . . e comp exities m socio-economic 
a ar ic~ i e y merely citmg normative texts. The strict sastric codes 

h:ipel:!l:::::a~le and invari~nt, contain many fluidities in itself, which 
o ate, perhaps m garbed appearances and grudging tones, 
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practices that were at variance from the precepts. This is also driven home 
by the epigraphic and other literary data, which strongly suggest that social 
norms laid down in the legal treatises-particularly those of caste, marriage 
and occupations-were not insurmountable. Our discussions underline 
that neither society nor politics was stagnant and repetitive. That is why a 
unilinear and uniform development of socio-political situation in the vast 
arena of the subcontinent is impossible to represent. 

The creation of large territorial realms, the overall stable situation during 
the three hundred years, the masterly achievements in artistic and literary 
expressions, vigorous and multiple belief systems, Faxian's praise of the 
flourishing material milieu of the country, and the luxurious and refined 
life style of the ndgaraka in the Kamasiitra were the factors that inspired a 
large number of nationalist historians to construct the existence of a 'golden 
age' during this period of three hundred years. This historiographical stance 
left deep impressions on subsequent historians. Only during the last five 
decades a new genre of historians have piled up definite data that the 
period was far from being an unmixed blessing. The presence of downcast 
communities like the chm:zijala, the anatha (orphan), the dtura (afflicted), the 
dzna (poor) and the kripafla (miserly) barely justifies the label of a golden 
age to a society supposed to have experienced a paragon of virtues. The 
favourable impression of Faxian about the lenient taxation does not stand 
scrutiny in the face of the growing number of revenue terms in official 
records. The condition of the ordinary peasant could hardly have been 
enviable as he was burdened not merely with various taxes, but also with 
extra-legal exactions like the vish_ti. The creation of the image of the golden 
age was very much prompted by the urge to find parallels to occidental 
situations. It is impossible to deny that the major fruits of the flourishing 
material life and cultural creativities were meant for the enjoyment of the 
affluent and the powerful, while the common folk got only the trickle of 
it at the most. The questioning and the exploding of the myth of the 
'golden age' is, therefore, a perfectly valid exercise and assertion. Kosambi 
rightly pointed out that 'far from the Guptas reviving nationalism, it was 
nationalism that revived the Guptas'. This point has been further stressed 
in the recent past that at least a part of the achievements of the age was as 
insignificant as tinsel. If the label 'golden age' represents one extreme of the 
historical judgement, the last one is to be situated at the other end of the 
pole. One needs to remember that while the Roman empire and China were 
both being ravaged by nomadic depredations, contemporary South Asia 
showed admirable socio-political and cultural integration, though not bereft 
of social discriminations and sectarian contestations. Civilization, not to be 
labelled after some precious metals, flowered meaningfully in South Asia as 
compared to the troubled times in East Asia and Eurasia during these three 
centuries. It is also impossible to turn a blind eye to the initiation of the 
agrahara system in this age, which paved the way for remarkable expansion 
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of sedentary settlements and the spread of the state society. All these left 
their imprints for significant local and regional formations in the ensuing 
early medieval period. It is perhaps on these considerations that Romila 
Thapar recently has modified her evaluations of this age; in a publication 
vof early 1960s, she discussed the age in a chapter 'Towards the Classical 
Pattern' and then in the 1990s, she considered some of the achievements 
as 'tinsel', but in a magisterial survey of early India in 2002, she considered 
the age as 'threshold times'. This is a clear marker of the importance of 
this period in historiography, which is not static but is being continuously 
reviewed and re-shaped by historians. 
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CHAPTER 7. 

Realms and Regions: Profiles of Economy 
Society and Culture ' 

(C. AD 600-1300) 

Preliminary Remarks 

~hheiss:~:~~:::e::;::a;Do;~~~::~f;!i~if~:nt ch~nges that took place in 
quality to the seven cent . d . . ese c anges render a distinct 

unes un er review mark h . 
earlier periods in Indian history, especiall the immm~ out t e per~od from 
centuries: AD 300-600 St k h d· y ed1ately precedmg three 
AD 600 onw d . . f . ar. c anges id not suddenly become visible from 

ar s, m act, noticeable shifts i r 
be located in different regions of the subcC:~~:~~ econo~y and society can 
from AD 550-650 Th 1 d" spannmg over a century 

· e cone u mg remarks b t · · 300-600 h h. d a ou s1tuat10n during the AD 
p ase mte at the possibilities of such cha h . 

in~_ipient forms, that led Romila Tha - nges, t ough m their 
as1\hreshold t1· ' S 1 . par to designate those three centuries 

mes . evera d1st1·nct· f - . ClDo~------ ---- . 1ve eatures m soc10 eco · 1 1 an political life appear to have taken concrete sha es d - . nom1c, cu t~ra 
centuries (AD 600-1300) This . h P unng the succeedmg 

~;':;~;:~;;t:':~;h::%:,:~;~:e\:::!!":~: ~;;::t~'.~~;b~h:: 
the ancient -to th d" 1 . , - - -- ... . penod of trans1t1_0_12 from 

. . ···-· e me ieva times. This period is thus different fro h 
anoent penod, but is incorporated within 'earl Ind· ' ' m t e 
historians prefer to place the med· . 1 . y. ia ~p to AD 1300; most 

~!~~~~~e;:ai_ning th: chronologic~~v:0J:::sd 0
1
;t!:~::i/::~::v:~t=~~: 

and stances oo/:::t~~~:!sd~hates, bring1l·ng ou: various shades of preferences 
· e nomenc ature early med· l' • 1 . standardized nor a uniforml _a_____ - ---- - : ---- ie~~ 1s a so_n~1-,ther 

- --- - -- -- -- . - y ccepted one, though it has gamed conside bl 
currency as a valid chronolo ical s f . . . . ra e 
_periodic labels such as lat/classi::~ent or h1stoncal enqum_es. ~-t~r!1_ct_tive 
medieval also fi ure . . . ' post-Gupta, proto-med1ev~ ancl even 
of soi:ith-Indiag-!~er~1y!?teen1d1~trnss10~ds ohn thes_e seven cent_iiri~_Historians 

- o avo1 t e term 1 d · 1 --- -
l\Jilakantha Sastri, T.V. Mahalin a d ear y:m~-~-~Ycl or medi_eval; 
-- g man A Appadora1 are cases in point. Of 

r,\w '·/ 
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late, some historians, on South Indian society and polity have been applying 
the labels, early medieval (by Kesavan Veluthat) and medieval (by Burton 
Stein and Daud Ali). Some historians, on the other hand, have questioned 
the wisdom and practice of applying the uniform tripartite division of 
historical time into ancient, medieval and modern, over any region in 
the wor1d, especially to non-European contexts. The sharp difference of 
perceptions among scholars on the early· medieval situations have indeed 
enriched Indian historiography and generated significant debates. T._h_E:_re is, 
however, a major agreement among historians of different genres on: (1) the 
early medieval situation in Indian history cannot be appreciated in terms 
ot dynastic shifts alone; (2) political, socio-economic and various cultural 
aspects-(including belief systenisThave to be looked at in an integrated way 
ind not exclusively. Our overview of the early medieval scenario will take 
particular note of these two positions. The survey would pay attention to 
the chronological span of seven centuries, starting from AD 600. 

Politics and Powers 

Political situation became more complex with the passing away of the Guptas 
in the north and the demise of the Vakatakas in the Deccan. A number of 
ruling houses, originally vassals under the Guptas, became independent in 
different areas of north India. The Deccan and the far south too witnessed 
a multiplicity of powers. In fact, the political history of the subcontinent 
during AD 600-1300 saw multiplicity of powers, which were rooted to their 
respective regions. The hallmark of politics of this period lies in the emergence 
and development of local and regional powers. Needless to emphasize that 
the powers had unequal strength, striking power and potentials; some of 
these definitely attained the features of a formidable power (the 'regional 
imperial kingdom', according to Kulke), while many did not achieve similar 
political prominence and had a lackluster existence. The profusion of powers 
is well matched by the manifold increase in the epigraphic materials-mostly 
copper plates-eulogizing the political might of their issuing authorities. 
Moreover, several regional and local chronicles and eulogistic biographies 
of rulers also were composed. This definitely encouraged a thorough and 
painstaking study of a very large number of early medieval dynasties. But the 
over-dependence on inscriptional and eulogistic literature often encouraged 
historians to accept stereotyped claims of far-flung conquests by various 
rulers to be valid and to present them as ,great imperial powers of supra
regional character. The conventional narrative of the political history of this 
period is replete with exaggerated careers and achievements of numerous 
heroes based on the eulogies-an account that rarely offers an intelligible 
understanding of the political processes and activities. The bulk of the 
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Like Bengal, the Upper Brahmaputra valley was brought into limelight by the 
Var:rp.ans. A iignificant feature of politicaLactivities lies in the shift of the 
p~litical citadel of north India from Pataliputra to Kannauj in the doab. There 
was also noticeable !ivalries between the powers respectively in Kannauj an,d 
Magadha (the Maukhari-Later Gupta struggle). Political alliances resulted in 
the formation of two rival groups: the Pushyabhuti and the Maukhari on the 
one liand and the combination of the Gau9-a king and the Later Gupta rnler 
on the other. The emergeiice of Harshavardhana (AD 606-4 7) and Sasanka 
(AD 600-619 or 637) to well-known political enmities followed soon. 

Harsha, though a Pushyabhuti ruler of Thanesvar to begin with, is 
best known as a powerful political personality ruling from Kanyakubja or 
Kannauj, originally the seat of power of the Maukharis with whom the 
Pushyabhutis had contracted a marriage alliance. A political turmoil in the 
Maukhari kingdom which had resulted in the attack by Devagupta of Malwa 
aided by the Gau9-a king Sasanka, led to the ultimate arrival of Harsha. He 
became the master of the Ganga-Yamuna doab possibly by usurping power 
in Kannauj. This was, according to Sircar, the beginning of the Gau9-a
Kanyakubja struggle. The reliance of many political historians on the 
Harshacharita of Banabhatta and the Ta Tang Hsi yu Chi of the Chinese pilgrim 
Xuan Zang (travelling in India from AD 629 to AD 645), both patronized by 
Harsha, ledto The celebrat:ion of the Kannauj ruler as the master of the whole 
of north India, as the last great 'Hindu' empire builder in the post-Gupta 
times. This was further strengthened by the epithet of Harsha as the lord of 
the entire Uttarapatha or north India (sakalottarti.pathanti.tha), accorded to 
him in the inscription of the Chalukyas of the Deccan. A careful examination 
of all evidences, however, leaves little room for doubt that it was a grossly 
exaggerated claim. 

As R.C. Majumdar pointed out, the authority of Kannauj was unable to 
penetrate into eastern India till the end of the independent existence of 
Sasanka at least up to AD 619, if not AD 637, the year when Sasanka is said to 
have died. Epigraphic records amply bear the fact that the political power of 
Gau9-a was not only firmly entrenched in Magadha and major parts of ancient 
Bengal, but expanded as far as the Ganjam district in present Orissa, where 
ruled the Sailodbhava king as Sasanka's subordinate. Gau9-a faced hostilities 
from the doab and also from the Kamarupa king Bhaskaravarmap., who allied 
with Harsha against their common enemy Sasanka. In spite of this, Gau9-a 
emerged as the most formidable power in eastern India and successfully 
expanded its territorial possessions outside the geographical limits of 
ancient Bengal. The other hyperbolic literary claims of Harsha's subduing 
areas like Nepa.la and Sindiu (lower Indus Valley) cannot be corroborated by 
epigraphic evidence. It is, however, clear from the Harshacharita that Harsha 
had the ambition to reach the Malwa area and thence to La.ta (southern 
Gujarat) and Gurja_ra (Gujarat and Kathiawad areas). This was cut short by 
the decisive defeat inflicted upon him by Pulakesin II, the most forri;:"fdable 
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ruler in the Deccan, a fact not only mentioned in Pulakesin's/ Aihole prasasti 
but also by Xuan Zang himself. It is only during the very final phase of 
Harsha's rule (AD 641-4 7) that the power of Kannauj overran the middle and 
the lower Ganga valley and spread up to Kangoda in Orissa. The expansion 
i:vas of course facilitated by the deaths of both Harsha's staunch adversaries, 
Sasanka and Pulakesin II. But the military and political supremacy of 
Kannauj over greater parts of the Ganga valley was short-lived, as Harsha's 
successors are not known to have consolidated or augmented the power 
achieved by him at the final phase of his reign. Bengal, which had emerged 
as a notable regional power in the north Indian politics during the first 
four decades of the seventh century AD, sharply declined due to internal 
problems and repeated incursions from various parts of India, and sank to 
utter political turmoil for nearly a century. 

The vicissitudes of political formations in the Deccan and South India 
at this juncture are equally interesting. The late sixth century AD in the 
history of Deccan is marked by the arri_;.al of a potential regional power 
in the form of the Chalukyas of Badami (around Bijapur in north-eastern 
part of Karnataka). Their rise to power put an end to the existence of the 
Kalachuris with this dynasty's stronghold over Malwa and western Deccan. 
The arrival of Pulakesin II (AD 610-42), the greatest ruler of this house, 
brought about significant changes in the politics of trans-Vindhyan India. 
The Chalukyas became the most formidable power {n western and central 
Deccan, established a viceregal house in southern Gujarat and also in Vengi 
(deltaic areas of the Krishl).a and the Godavari), which were placed under 
Pulakesin II's brothers. These two acts led to the subsequent emergence of 
two separate Chalukya houses in southern Gujarat and the Eastern Chalukya 
kingdom in Vengi, the latter maintaining its political existence right up to 
AD 1070. It is not difficult to appreciate that powers situated in the Ganga
Yamuna doab and the Deccan showed unmistakable interests in occupying 
and controlling Malwa, because the region stood as a corridor, linking north 
India and the Deccan and also provided passages to the Gujarat coast. Herein 
lay the seeds of the political rivalry between the two formidable powers in 
north India and the Deccan. Pulakesin II's renowned victory over Harsha, 
poetically represented in the Aihole prasasti of AD 634, gave the Chalukyas 
a firm footing in southern Gujarat and adjoining regions. The Cfialukya 
interests in the affairs of the western Indian seaboard are evident from 
J:_uJakesin's conquest of Puri or the Elephanta island off present Mumbai. 
This-has some linkage with his contr;l over the Konkan coast, though the 
Chalukyas were never a power of the coast. Pulakesin's diplomatic relations 
with the Sassanid ruler Khusru II (mentioned by Al Tabari) could have been 
prompted by the prospects of maritime trade with the Persian Gulf area in 
which the Sassanids showed definite material interests. 

The rise of the Chalukyas as a regional power in the Deccan was closely 
matched by the growing power of the Pallavas in the Tol).c;l.aimal).c;l.alam area 
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(around Kafichipuram and Mahabalipuram) in the seventh cent~ry AD. 

Though the Pallavas had appeared in the political scene of south India much 
before the Chalukyas, it is from the seventh century AD that they _m~de 
their political presence felt as a significant regional power after echpsmg 
the Pal).c;l.yas of Madurai in the Vaigai valley and the Chera: of Kerala. In 
the increasingly complex political situation, there were co~tmual st~uggles 
among the Pallavas, the Pal).c;l.yas and the ~heras ~i~h _the 1Sland _o~ S1mhala 
occasionally joining the fray, though this did not d1mm1sh the pos1t10n of the 
Pallavas as the pre-eminent power in the far south. . 

But the more significant pattern of rivalries emerged m the protracted 
struggle between the Chalukyas and the Pallavas nea:_ly for a _century. It 
began with the offensive launched by Chalukya Pulakesm II agamst Pallava 
Mahendravarman I (AD 600-30) who was defeated. A second Chalukya 
campaign in AD 641-42 was repulsed by Pallava Narasimhavarma~, who 
then retaliated by defeating and killing Pulakesin II and b~ captur~ng the 
Chalukya capital Vatapi or Badami (hence his title Vatapzko"IJ.tfa, ~.e. the 
captor of Badami). The serious political setback suffered by the Chalukyas 
was restored by Vikramaditya I (AD 655-81) who then made su~cessful 
inroads into the Pallava realm. This pattern went on unabated dunng the 
reigns of succeeding generations of rulers of both the houses. The significant 
point is that neither side showed the tendency t? ~xpand territorially at the 
cost of the traditional enemy. Nilakantha Sastn nghtly suggested that the 
river Tungabhadra stood, as it were, as the unwritten boundary bet":een 
the two hostile powers, respectively to the north and the south of the nver. 
Their main intention seems to have been to ensure firm control over the 
strategically important Raichur doab. The century-long struggle probably 
exhausted the Chalukyas, which finally fell in AD 754, though the Pallavas 
continued to rule in Tol).c;l.aimal).c;l.alam for at least another 100 yea:s. The 
Chalukya-Pallava struggle set a pattern in the political history of penmsular 
India: hostilities between the powers to the north and to the south ~f t~e 
Tungabhadra would be a regular and recurrent feature, _wit~out r~sultmg i_n 
long-term annexation of territories during the ear~y me~1eval t1~es. This 
will be seen in the succeeding Pallava-Rashtrakuta, Rashtrakuta-Chota 
and Chola-Western (or Later) Chalukya estrangements. This pattern of 
rivalries ;mong regional powers c11tacross dynastic cha~ges _and ~ph~avals. 
Nilakantha Sastri in his classic overview of the political s1tuat10n h1ghhghted 
the ceaseless contestations between two or more dominant regional power_s. 

There were several new regional powers in various parts of northern India 
also and not necessarily always in the Ganga valley-the heartland of nort~ 
Indian politics. One of the new powers to come into lim~light was Kash~ir 
in the far north, the connected political accounts of which are known ~1th 
greater certainty from AD eighth century onwa~ds, largel~ ~n the ba~1s of 
Kalhal).a's Rajataranginf. The credit of transformmg Kashmir mto a_reg10nal 
kingdom goes to Lalitaditya Muktapic;l.a (AD 724-60), the outstandmg ruler 

.__ __ -·--· - ., - -• 



322 Exploring Early India 

of the Karkota family. Lalitaditya is known for achieving political control over 
Kashmir in general and the-Vitasta valley in particular, the very core area of 

-his power. His widespread conquests into the Ganga-Yamuna doab and also 
against the Gaw;la king are mentioned by Kalhal).a, though the acquisition of 
the conquered areas did not necessarily materialize. The Kashmirian king's 
urge to penetrate into the north Indian plains was countered by Yasovarman 
of Kannauj. Celebrated for his military exploits (as far east as the Lauhitya 
or the Brahmaputra), the eulogy of Yasovarman figures in Vakpatiraja's 
Gaurjavaho. The rise of these two ambitious regional kingdoms inevitably 
led to mutual hostilities in which, according to Kalhal).a, Kashmir enjoyed 
greater success. But military exploits were rather short-lived without leading 
to a political consolidation. Yasovarmans' rise and exit are often compared 
to those of a meteor, and Kashmir after Lalitaditya succumbed to dynastic 
feuds. 

The contemporary western fringes of the subcontinent were marked 
by the Arab conquest of Sind in the early part of the eighth century AD. 

The Arab invasion of the lower Indus valley, known largely from the 
Chachnarna and the accounts of al Baladhuri (both later sources), signalled 
the first political advent of Islam in India. But this was sot followed by 
sweeping conquests farther into the interior, as was seen in wide areas later 
contemporary West Asia, northwest Africa and Spain. The Arab invasion of 
Sind could have been considerably prompted by gains from plunder and also 
capturing the commercially important lower Indus valley with its leading 
port of Debal (Daibul in the Arab sources and possibly same as the excavated 
site of Banbhore, Pakistan). Though in the nationalist and traditional 
historiographies of India the Arab invasion of Sind is generally perceived as 
an advent of political troubles for Indian powers, this hardly had an impact 
in the overall political fabric of the subcontinent. 

II 

The Gurjara-Pratiharas, also known as the Pratiharas, were one of the 
leading political powers of early medieval north India. Several houses of the 
Gurjaras-generally though to have a non-inaigeno-us-origin, but gradually 
absorbed into the Indian society-gained visibility in the western part of 
northern India_around the seventh century. One of the early Gurjara chiefs 
had already distinguished himself by opposing Harshavardhana. By the early 
eighth century AD, one of the Gurjara branches became powerful enough to 
establish their seat of power in Ujjayini, a major urban and political centre in 
western Malwa. This provided the very base of their power wherefrom they 
expanded their authority to Kannauj in the Ganga-Yamuna doab. The second 
half of the eighth century ushered in two more very formidabfe powersin 
the political scene, viz., the Palas with their base in Bihar and in major areas 
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of Bengal and the Rashtrakutas in the Decc~n. while the Pala rule is sai: ~~ 
have ended terrible political confusion vergmg on anarc~y (m_a:syanyay 
the Law of fishes) in Bengal, ~he Rashtrakutas began their poht1c_al career as 

als of the Chalukyas of Badami and ultimately overthrew t~eir overl~rds 
vass . d d ·n AD 754. Though the Rashtrakutas acqmred 
to assume m epen ence i . h . d d 
political power by dislodging the Chalukyas, they seem to ha~e 1~ ett:lit~:al 

. d further with much greater intensity some of the pnncipa p 
carne . h' · · d t · their 
traits and attitudes of their erstwhile suzeram. T is is. e~1 en i_n 
definite interests and also considerable success in estabhshm~ a vic~reg_al 
house in southern Gujarat. The Malwa plateau, which had a ro e to p ay m 
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the Harsha-Pulakesin clash in the seventh century AD once again loomed 
large in the Rashtrakuta scheme of things. The Rashtrakutas wrested away 
Ujjayini from the Gurjaras, performed a sumptuous royal sacrifice there and 
reduced the defeated Gurjara king to the position of a door-keeper (pratihara). 
The Gurjaras from now on were called Gurjara-Pratiharas or Pratiharas and 
~ecame tFie-foremost adversary of the new Deccan pow~r. It is difficult to 
miss that the Rashtrakuta-Pratihara rivalry had its roots in their contention 
over the occupation of Malwa. As the Gurjaras occupied Kannauj, the 
Rashtrakutas extended their hostilities into the north Indian plains and into 
the Ganga-Yamuna doab region. This was an important feature in the political 
history of early medieval times as the_ Rashtrakutas with their power base in 
the Deccan showed definite inclinations for the first time to involve in north 
Indian politics. Further complexities arose when the Palas from their seat of 
power in eastern Bihar and northern Bengal also launched campaigns in the 

. doab. This was the starting point of what has been described in textbooks 
as the :!'!_ipa~tite. Struggle among three outstanding powers, the Gurjara-
Pratiharas, the Palas and the Rashtrakutas. -

The first round of confrontations took place among Pratihara Vatsaraja 
(AD 778-94). Dharmapala (AD 775-805) of the Pala dynasty and Dhruva (AD 

_780-93) of the Rashtrakuta kingdom. The Rashtrakutas proved militarily 
superior to both their adversaries, particularly Vatsaraja who perished. 
The Rashtrakutas did not annex any north Indian areas even after their 
resounding victories and returned to the Deccan. Dharmapala recovered 
his position and held an extravagant assembly at Mahodaya or Kannauj to 
proclaim himself the master thereof. He is said to have deposed the local chief 
Indrayudha, a subordinate under the Pratiharas, and placed his own protege 
Chakrayudha in Kannauj. This l.ed to the second round of confrontation 
between the Pratihara Nagabhata II (AD 794-833) and DharmapaTa, 
resulting in the defeat of Dharmapala once again. But the Pratihara success 
was cut short by the mightiest of the Rashtrakuta kings, Govinda III (AD 
793-814), who also defeated the Pala adversary. While the Pratihara king 
was routed, the Palas seem to have suffered less at least politically, since the 
_Rashtrakutas once again returned to the Deccan, leaving the Palas in a 
relatively less afflicted situation. The Palas seem to have taken advantage of 
this situation because the next ruler Devapala (AD 810-47) claims to have 
~efeated the depleted Gurjaras·under Ramabfiadra (AD 833-36). 

R.C. Majumdar's view that the Palas power declined after the reign 
of Devapala was earlier critiqued by Sircar on the basis of a study of Pala 
inscriptions. A recently discovered inscription of a new and unknown 
Pala king, ]Ylahendrapala (AD 847-62)-son and immediate successor of 
Devapala-clearly demonstrates that he ably retained the Pala stronghold 

1n eastern India at least for the next fifteen years. Previously no such ruler 
of Pala lineage was known and inscriptions of Mahendrapala from Bihar 
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and Bengal were usually ascribed to Mahendrapala of t_he Pratihara family. 
This had led to the perception of the Pratihara occupat10n of some parts of 
the Pala territory. With the identity of Mahendrapala established as a Pala 
king, his inscriptions would suggest a reign of at leas! _fifte:n years from 
AD 84 7-862. He was followed by his younger broth~_ Surapal~ :"ho ~ee:11s 
to have ruled for at least twelve years (AD 862-74). Surapalas mscnpt10n 
from Mirzapur suggests the incorporation of territories to the ~est of 
Varanasi in the Pala realm, which did not seem to have suffered any shnnkage 
of it; area during the three decades,following the death of Devapala._Afte_r , 
this the Palas seem to have withdrawn from the contestations over KannauJ. 
The triangular struggle became once again a bipartite issue between the 

Rashtrakutas and Pratiharas. 
M~jumdar's and Tripathi's portrayal of three outstand_ing powers engaged 

in protracted hostilities for the mastery over KannauJ has recently been 
reconsidered by historians. Sircar prefers to bring in the Ayu~has-t~e local 
rulers of Kanyakubja-in the said tripartite struggle, notwithstandmg ~he 
situation that the Ayudha rulers sided either with the Pratiharas or the Palas 
for maintaining their existence at Kanyakubja prope\· From this angle, there 
were not three but four powers involved in the hostilities. It has also been 
s;ggested by Sircar that the Pala involvement w~s i~ fact an exte~sion or 
continuation of the tradition of Gauc;la-KanyakubJa nvalry, known smce the 
second half of the sixth century AD, and continued later in the twelfth century 
AD in the form of clashes between the Senas of Bengal and the Gahac;lhavalas 
of Kannauj. Considering the clear interests of both the Gurjara-~ratiha_ras 
and the Rashtrakutas in capturing and controlling the strategically vital 
Malwa region, it has also been inferred that the bone of contention real~y lay 
in that area and not in Kannauj. Therefore the importance of KannauJ was 
more symbolic than real and the period can~ot be seen as t~e '~~e of imperial 
Kannauj'. In this context, one may appreciate better the sigmfrcance of the 
close political linkages of the Rashtrakutas with the Kalachuris of ~e~tral 
India, whose control over the area around Kalanjara proved to be politically 
and militarily advantageous to the Rashtrakutas. There are ~lso kn~wn 
instances of the Rashtrakutas occasionally entering into dynastic marnage 

alliances with the Palas. 

III 

The end of the tenth century AD marked the rise of Ghazna in Afghanistan 
as an aggressive power, intent upon advancing towards north Indi~n plai_ns 
through the north-western borderlands of the subc~ntinent. _The mtensity 
of Ghaznavid aggrandizement reached its peak durmg the ~ime. of Su~tan 
Mahmud. From AD 1000, Mahmud started his series of invas10ns m India
almost an annualand a routine military exercise of invincible nature-::::~that 
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w:>.1:1ld last for nearly three decades. Because of his repeated penetrations 
ilirough the plains of the Punjab, the city of Multan had to bear the brunt of 
the Ghaznavid onslaughts in AD 1001, AD 1004, AD 1008 and AD 1010. The 
_fall of Narayanapur (AD 1009) in Rajasthan indicated Mahmud's aspirations 
to advance into western India. Next year, the city of Thanesvar was the 
target; that suggested Mahmud's intentions to continue his raids in the 
~oab in the future. The Salt Range areas in present Pakistan were conquere,d 

. m AD 1013. Mahmud also swooped down upon Mathura and devastated 
an~ routinely plundered this city. The combined resistance by Shahi 
Tnlochanapala, Pratihara Rajyapala and Chandella Vidyadhara stood little 
chance before the Ghaznavid military machinery in AD 1020-21. Mahmud 
was now in a position to launch further campaigns in central India as his 
army relentlessly reduced the political and military opposition in the doab. 
This was followed by _!"1~hmud's victory over Gwalior (AD 1021-22). The 
stage was now set for the most daring conquest of Somnath in Kath1awad 

_ in AD 1025-26. ~ahmud's death in AD 1030 brought to an end the incess"an1 
raids in north India. There is absolutely no doubt that wide areas of n~rth-

. western and western India were devastated and virtually raised to dust by 
the waves of Ghaznavid incursions. The Arab authors, mostly representing 
the ort~odox Ulema account (often composed much later than the events), 
~arely hid their glorification of the wanton destruction, massacre, looting of 
immeasurable wealth and demolition of the religious shrines of the infidels 
(kafi:s) d~ring the Ghaznavid invasions. In the nationalist historiography, 
the mvas10ns are projected to have shaken the very fabric of social and 
political life in the north-western parts, the doab and the western parts of 
the subcontinent. The Ghaznavid raids certainly hastened the downfall of 
t~e Pratihara realm, which had already weakened itself by numerous wars 

.. with the Rashtrakutas and by its growing inability to keep its ambrtious 
vassals under control. There has been an influential historigraphical stand 
that the Ghazn~"IT_id invasions signalled the beginning of the domination 

. of Islam anailie inevitable fading away of the Hindu polities. The raicl.s of 
course depleted material and human resources over an extensive area but 
they did not transform the existing polity, as they were not oriented to 
ach~eve any permanency. There were many regions and kingdoms in eastern 
India_ and the Ganga valley, the powers of trans-Vindhyan India, which 
remamed unaltered and unaffected by the military reversals of powers in 
the western and north-western theatres. Some scholars have criticised a 
few no~th In~ian powers for their preference to fight among themselves for 
dynastic glo_ne~ to offering an orchestrated resistance against the Islamic 
advance. This view is, to say the least, loaded with nationalistic sentiments 
and enthusiasm applied to an age which did not witness nationalism. It is 
impossible to miss that besides the Ghaznavid invasions, numerous wars 
went on unabated in different parts of the subcontinent. Such hostilities 
accompanied no less horrors than the Ghaznavid raids. 
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IV 

Let us now look at the situation in the region beyond the Vindhyas. The 
Rashtrakutas, being the foremost power in the Deccan, had a definite 
orientation of their politico-military designs in their area and the far south. 
In spite of being the most powerful ruling house of the mainland, the 
Rashtrakutas appear to have maintained a steady interest in the affairs of 
the Konkan littoral since the very foundation of their independent rule by 
Dantidurga in AD 754. Epigraphic evidence suggests the acknowledgement 
of the Rashtrakuta suzerainty by the southern and the northern branches 
of the Silaharas of the Konkan coast. These sources leave little room for 
doubt that the Rashtrakutas actually removed the Silaharas in and around 
the present Thana district where they appointed Arabs (tti.jjikas) as local 
rulers from the late ninth century AD to the end of the dynasty in AD 

973. This strikingly matches with the Arab accounts of the Balhara rulers 
(Balhara is the Arabicized form of Vallabharaja, the dynastic epithet of the 
Rashtrakutas), perceived by the Arab writers as more powerful than both 
Juzr (Gurjara-Pratiharas) and Dhaum (Dharmapala and his successors of the 
Pala dynasty). The Rashtrakutas show a sustained and systematic hostility 
to the Eastern Chalukya rulers of Vengi in the eastern Deccan. With this 
begins another dimension of the Deccan politics: a power in central and 
western part of the Deccan would maintain inimical relations with that in 
the eastern Deccan. Though the Rashtrakutas put an end to the Chalukyas 
of Badami, they continued the Chalukyan hostilities against the Pallavas of 

· Tor:ic;l.aimar:i.Jalam, thereby keeping alive the struggle between the powers 
situated to the north and the south of the Tungabhadra river till their own 
downfall in AD 973 . 

To what extent eastern India was affected by Islamic inroads in the 
eleventh century AD is open to question. Though the Ghaznavid raided 
as far as Varar:iasi under Gang (Gangeyadeva of the Kalachuri house), the 
Pala control over the grater parts of Bihar and Bengal during the reign of 
Mahipala I (AD 977-1027) was not threatened by Ghaznavid invasions. The 
Palas were affected more by internal problems within their realm. The third 
quarter of the eleventh century AD saw the loss of Varendri in north Bengal 
on account of the occupation of this ancestral territory (janakabhu) of the 
Palas by the rebellious Kaivartta chief Divya and two generations of his 
successors. The loss and later recovery ofVarendri figures in the Rtzmacharita 
by Sandhyakaranandin. Thoug~_IZ~mapala (AD 1077-1127), the last of t·he 
·major Pala kings, was finally able to put an end to the Kaivartta occupation 
·in Varendri and re-impose the Pala rule there, he could perform the task only 
with the active support of a large number of vassals (sdmantachakra), whose 
influence must have waxed at the cost of the apex political authority: The Pala 
rule was ultimately ended in AD 1161 by the Senas. Sup_p<:J~_e-dlyof Karnataka . 

, ()rigin, they succeeded the Palas as a major regionalpower in eastern India. 
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Map 7.2: Political Powers: Peninsular India c.1000-1300 

Two major political figures, Vija asena and h. 
are credited with successful -c· . y . Is grandson Lakshmai;iasena, 

· ampa1gns as far a v- - - . 
upper Brahmaputra valley) and Kalin a th ~ arai;ias1, Pra~Jyotisha _(the 
military victories into te 't . 1 g ' o~g not necessanly translating 
Va.ran - rn ona annexat10ns. The Sena inroad . 
- . as1 must have been against the Gah dh ::.--- -- ·- ..... .. . ulj:g 
been seen by Sircar as another . . ~ avalas of Kannauj _and has 
Kanyakub1·a struggle The i·ncu . m~mfestat10n of the well-known Gauda-

. · rs10n mto K 1' · · · 
cost of the powerful regi 1 k" d a mga appears to have been at the 

. ona mg om of Eastern G Wh"l 
sometimes penetrated i·nt . h - . angas. I e the Gangas 
. o sout -west Bengal th S 1 _m calling himself the f . d f A ' e ena ru er also took pride 

nen o nantavarman Cho<;lagang~, the outstandi:rig 
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ruler of Kalinga. The political relation between two contiguous formidable 
regional powers fluctuated between hostility and alliance. 

The second half of the twelfth century AD saw the rise of the Turks in 
the political expansion of Islam in south Asia. If the numerous invasions 
of Mahmud of Ghazna were launched largely for looting and pillage, the 
Ghurid invasion under Muhammad Ghuri brought Islam as a political 
power into the subcontinent. The striking power of the Turkish cavalry, 
endowed with superior military technology, could not be countered by the 
·north Indian rulers. The Chahamanas under the leadership of Prithviraja 
put brave resistance and nearly turned the table against the Turkish army. 
But the defeat of Prithviraja in the second battle of Tarain in AD 1192 
paved way for the foundation of the Delhi Sultanate. The Turkish_ army 
successfully penetrated into the middle Ganga valley and i:"e~o;ed.th~ Sena_ 
rule from northern and western areas of Bengal in or before 1205 (as a 
commemorative gold medallion of al Hijra 601 records Gaw:Javijaye), though 
the Senas continued to rule in eastern Bengal for several more decades._The 
establishment of the Turkish rule in Delhi and the adjoining regions of the 
doab is erroneously often taken to mark the termination of ancient and 
hence 'Hindu' India with the advent of medieval period under Muslim rule. 
We ·have pointed out that even in terms of the establishment of Islam as 
a political force, such a historiographical position is inaccurate. The spread 
of the power of the Delhi sultanate in north India was neither automatic 
nor immediate; moreover, the entire trans-Vindhyan region was outside the 
political jurisdiction of the Sultanate at this juncture. 

V 

The Deccan and the Far South 

This brings us to an overview of the politics in the Deccan and south India 
and the key political powers thereof. The fall of the RasbJra,_!sutas (AD 973), 
who really stole the Hmelight in the Deccanand south India, seems to have 
s·h~fted the b~i;~~-;;- t~ .th~-far south. Th~-gre;testpolitic:;.i p;~~; in south 
India from the late tenth century AD onwards was certainly the Cho!as 
with its principal strongh.old in Cho!amai;idalam (wherefrom is d~ived the 
~~dirn-e~~;ssion Corom~ndef) in the Kave;T delta. The rise of th~_C::11,o!c!s 
was facilitated by the waningprowess of the Pallavas.i.n the middl~ qf_the 
~inth centurx AD. The emergence of the Cho!as as the premier power of the 
far-south ~as- largely due to the major military exploits of Parantaka I (AD 

907-55) not only over Toi;i<;laimai;i<;lalam, the erstwhile se~t of the Pallava 
power, but also over the Tamraparni and the Vaigai valleys, the stronghold 
of the Pai;i<;lyas of Madurai. This, however, brought th~ Cholas_~hatJ)_ly 
against the Rashtrakutas who as the dominant power in the Dec:_c:an_l::i~c:9-_!lle 
the principal rival of the Cho!as. The ensuing war at Takkolam (AD 949) 
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proved disastrous for the Cholas as Parantaka suffered a crushing defeat in 
t~_e_h_ands of Krishi;ia III (AD 939-65), the last great ~ul~~ of the Rishtraku 

_!~ hous~,. who occupied considerable areas in fondaimandalam. This is· 
evident from the copper plates that Krishi;ia III iss~~d fro~· the victorious 
camp (jayaskandhavtira) at Mec;lupatyam (Melpadi in North Arcot district 
Tamilna~u). ' 

This was not merely a military reversal because the political power of 
the Cholas was seriously threatened._lt took nearly four decades for the 
Cholas to recover their position, with the beginning of the reign of Raj~aja 

_ I\J\[) 985-_1014)_._ The Chola ascendancy closely followed the demise of the 
_Ras_htrakutas around AD 974/75. The Cholas followed aggressive policy 
agamst the Pai;ic;lyas and the Cheras in Kerala and subjugated them. The 
occupatio~ of the Pai;ic;lyan territory led to the formation of a seat of power 
at Ma~urai under a Chola governor-usually a prince of blood royal-with 
the epithet Chola-Pai;ic;lya. This epithet highlights the importance accorded 
to the occupation of the Pai;ic;lya realm by the Cholas. 

The aggressive attitudes and designs of the Cholas intensified and 
became more pronounced during the time of the most p·owerful ruler of the 
fa~~ly,_ ~~j:ndra I (AD 1012-44). A salient feature of the.Chola politicswas 
~heir sustained hostilities against the major power in the Deccan, especially 
m the present day Karnataka. The Rashtrakutas were overthrown in AD 

9,73 by Taila II of Western Chalti'kya house, originally a vassal Lmder the 
_Rashtrakutas. The Western Chalukyas inherftedfrom their former s~zerain 
two hostile political attitudes-one against the power to the south of the 
Tungabhadra, i.e. in the Tamil area now firmly under the Cholas· second 
towards the Eastern Chalukya kingdom in Vengi in the east~rn, Deccan'. 
The Cholas, on the other hand, steadily maintained friendly relation with 
the Eastern Chalukyas, further cemented by matrimonial alliances. In 
addition to the conflicts between the powers to the north and the south 
of the T~ngabhadra, the other area of regular Chola-Western Chalukya 
contestat10n was Vengi. This was an added dimension to the rivalry between 
the powers of the Deccan and the far south known since the seventh 
century AD. Internal troubles within the Vengi realm, often in the shape 
of problems of succession to the Eastern Chalukya throne, resulted in the 
request for the Chola intervention in favour of one of the rival claimants to 
the throne, only to be countered by challenges from the Western Chalukya 
quarter. Epigraphic records of Rajaraja, Rajendra, Rajadhiraja (AD 1040-55), 
\T~rarajendra, Adhirajendra, and Kulottunga I (AD 1070-1120) are replete 
:v"1th references to resounding victories over theirarch rival-the Western 

.. Chalukya~. _:'all claims were similarly made on the Chil~kya side by Satyasraya 
(AD 99?_-:::_~008), J.'.lyasitiJ.ha (A,D 1015-42), Somesvara I (AD 1042-68), and 
Vikramaditya VI (AD 1076-1126). In spite of the inevitable swings in the 
military successes none really managed to occupy the opponent's territories 
for a long time and thus both parties, despite major military achievements, 
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mained rooted to their respective regions without becoming a paramount 
~:litical power over the peninsula. _!~e ~e~~em Chalukyas initially had 
their political citadel at Manyakheta (modem Malkhed), :Wherefrom they 
had ousted their erstwhile overlord, the Rashtraku tas. But the assault on 
Manyakheta by Rajendra I resulted in the desertion of the ~apital and the 
making of a new one at Kalyani, which is why the Wester~~h_a1uky~~.'":r~als~-

known as the Kalyani Chalukyas., 
- The :fre.quent int~rventions of the Cholas into the affairs in ~:ngi, with~ut 
directly incorporating the area into the its realm, had sigmfi~ant bearmg 
on the politico-military designs on the part of the Cholas. Their attempt to 
expand superiority and influence over Vengi was countered by the rulers of 
contiguous Kalinga, besides the usual challenges from t_he w~st:rn Deccan. 
Rajendra I's intervention in the succession problems m Vengi (AD 1022) 
spilled over the area of eastern Deccan. Challenges from _the neighbouring 
Sakkarakottam (Chitrakuta), Masunidesa and Oc;lc;lavishaya (Oc;lra or 
southern K~linga) led to the military penetration of the Cholas into Kalinga 
from Vengi. Emboldened by this success, the Chola army proceeded farther 
north: Tandabutti (Danton area in Medinipur, West Bengal), the southern 
and the n~~thern portions of Lac;lha or Rac;lha (areas in Bengal to th~ west 
of the Bhagirathi) and finally Vangaladesa (south-eastern Bengal). This was 
a daring raid that spread from the Kaveri delta to the central sector ~f t~e 
Ganga delta, all along the entire length of the eastern coast. No terntonal 
annexations followed and the object of the raid, according to the Chola 
inscriptions, was to bring the sacred water of the Ganga fo~ purifying the 
Gangaikondacholapuram temple. This was for commemoratmg the ca~ture 
of the Ganga or Gangetic areas by Rajendra Chola who assumed the epithet, 

Gangaikm:zrj.a. _ . 
But by far, the most spectacular aspect of the Chol~ politics was their 

definite orientation towards the eastern sector of the Indian Ocean,. The Cho. 
las are well-known for their sustained naval policy from the days of Rajaraja 
to Kulottunga I, a rare feature in early Indian polity and politics. Rajaraja 
initiated the process by sending fleets to Ilam or Sri Lanka, the northern 
part of which came under the Chola rule. Towards the end of his reign, he 
is credited with the conquest of 12,Q0Q jslan.dsin the op.en. sea, usually 
-identified with the Maldive islands, by a successful maritime operation. The 
Chola fleet became stronger during Rajendra I's time when the entire island 
of Il~m was conquered, its earlier capital Anuradhapura sacked and replaced 
with a new capital Polonnaruwa and the incorporation of Ilam as a mm:zrj.alam 
(province) within the Chola realm wascomplete. 1:his _was followed by the 
most daring of all Chola raids, the Kac;laram campaign m AD 1025-26 when 
no less than twelve areas in South-East Asia were conquered by the Chola 
fleet. The Kadaram campaign was successful against Srivijaya (Palembang 
in Sumatra), Pannai (Ponnani in the east coast of Sumatra), Malaiyur (on 
the northern shore of the Singapore Strait), Maiyurac;lingam (central part of 
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the Malay peninsula, Ilangasoka) (south of Kedah in the Malay peninsula), 
Mapappallam (Talaing country in lower Burma), Mevilingbangam (not 
properly identified), Valaippanc;luru (not properly identified), Talaittak
kollam (Takua-pa in Thailand), Mac;lamalingam (west coast of the Malay 
peninsula), Manakkavaram (Nicobar islands) and Kac;laram (Kedah on the 
west coast of the Malay peninsula). Though the conquered areas were not 
annexed to the Chola empire, the campaign certainly speaks of the power 
of the Chola fleet at its zenith. The Chola maritime exercises continued 
to be directed in the post-Rajendra phase mostly against Sri Lanka, where 
Vijayabahu led a long-drawn resistance against the Chola rule. He ultimately 
succeeded in the ouster of the Cholas from the island in 1070 that coincided 
with Kulottunga I's accession to the throne. There are some references in 
the Kalingti.ttuppti.rti.ni of Jayangondar to Kulottunga's launching maritime 
ventures in South-east Asia, but these are not corroborated by specific 
epigraphic materials. However, the Chola aggressive attitudes towards the 
sea are not seen after the end of Kulottunga's reign in AD 1120. 

Kulottunga's reign has a special position in the history of the Cholas. 
Originally an Eastern Chalukya king with the name Rajendra II (after the 
celebrated homonymous Chola ruler);-I1eascended the Chola throne under 
the new name, Kulottunga in AD 1070 by virtue of marriage alliances with 
the Ch-~\a;: There is a distinct possibility of his usurping the Chola thr~ 
though official Chola records presented this as a normal and regular 
succession. Recent studies by Kulke may indicate that Kulottunga made 
conscious attempts to legitimize his unusual accession by retaining his 
original Eastern Chalukya identity (Chalukharayana), using religion and 
associating his name with the sacred centres in the Chola heartland (for 
example, Chidambaram). His reign paved the way for the amalgamation of 
Vengi with the Chola territory, but it was short-lived. Soon after the end of 
the reign of Kulottunga (AD 1120), the contemporary VJ"estem (halukR~ing 
Vikramaditya VI (AD 1076-1126) conquered and capttg-_ed\1~.ngi, wheref_rom 
the Ch~;~ lost th~i~ foothold. The long-drawn design of a western Deccan 
power to spread to the deltas- of the Godavari and the Krishi;ia was thus 
realized by Vikramaditya VI. 

Peninsular India witnessed a power struggle between these two 
outstanding powers for a long time, but the second half of the twelfth 
century AD marked a period of troubles for both the Cholas and the 
Western Chalukyas. The Cholas maintained their political presence in the 
far south but were now challenged by the rise of the Pai;ic;lyas in Madurai, 
who dominated the political scene of the far South from the middle of the 
thirteenth century AD onwards. The Y'lE:stem Chalgl<ya th,rone wa~ usll_rped 
by Kalachuri Bijjala in AD 1161 and Chalukyas ultimately faded away by 
tn-e-tum of the century. The Chalukya superiority over Maharashtra and 
1{ainafaka was being increasinglycha.Tlengeclby two maJorvassal powers-

~HoysaTas. oF DOrasamudia-in southern KarriataKcCanaflie -Yadava:s""of 
Devagiri in Maharashtra. Tne thirteenth century saw these two powers' rise 
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f 1 ional kingdoms locked in hostilities against each other. 
s two power u reg h 1 · tinued 

a . h H 1 by virtue of their strategic sout ern ocat10ns con 

w_~i:~e eear~{e:\:~ition of Chola-Chalukya rivalry against _the fa~ing Ch~la 
W1 the Yadavas were involved in continual clashes with Ma wa un ~r 
power: - The eastern Deccan in the thirteenth century AD saw t e 
the Paramaras. • 'th their principal 

nee of the Kakatiyas to political prommence wi . 
emerge W 1 to the north-east of present Hyderabad m 
political centre at aranga ' · d b th se three 
Andhra Pradesh The politics of the Deccan was dommate y b : 1 t 

owers thougho.ut the thirteenth century AD. All three suc~~m e a m~s l 
P_ ultaneousl in the early fourteenth century AD to the irst suc~ess u 
si1:1. y t· f the Delhi Sultanate which also crushed the Pai;ic;lyas 
military penetra 10n o ' 
ofMadurai. 

VI 

Polity and Political Processes 

f arl medieval powers, though brief, sketchy and 

~:p~dab;::l~u;~:: a: i:ip;ession that early medieval political c~nd~ior;; 
' b . d ed in terms of paramount powers. On the ot er an ' 

~:: ~r:!~on:{:a!rative of political history of India mostly looks fo~ th~ 
f n empire or at best, a handful of powers as supra-reg10n_a 

presence o a ' f 1 n a long-term basis. 
political entities subjugating the l:ss p~wer ~ ones o k d by the presence 
As the early medieval period in Indian history is not mar de - . f the 

. . 1 · ed as a eviat10n rom 
of such aramount powers, it is common y view . h 
standarX of polity and political activities, the standard o! co~rse beml~t~c:i 

imperial/centralized polity. The fra1:11e _of reference f~r JU~~:gw:cie:pread 

P
ower in traditional historiography hes m the expectation o 1 turies 

l' . 1 emaining intact over severa cen . 
territorial base of a po itica power~ . d. t s of crisis(es) for the 
An deviation from this static norm is perceive m erm 

ytralized monarchical political order and the steady displacement of the 
cen . b centrifu al tendencies. The absence of a paramount power 

~::~::;!~:~~o ;olitical u!certainties, which would be chatctrize!:~ !~: 
advent of centrifugal elements. ~.D. Chattopadhyaya un. er i~esstand oint 

study of political history and pohty from the a~ove-~~t~~o:e betwee! the 
h' hl' h s d astic enmities and harps on t e oso a 10 . . 

ig igl_ t d pynoli·ty and political instability as the recurrent and prmopal 
centra ize 
theme of political history. 

VII 

Perception of Feudal Polity 

d h b of a paramount power 
The multiplicity of regional powers an t e a sence b 1 ber 
of pan-Indian stature has been explained since the 1950s y a arge num 



334 Exploring Early India 

of Marxist historians as manifestations of changes in the overall socio
economic milieu and political processes. Without merely narrating the 
dynastic feuds, the Marxist scholars have suggested that the emergence 
of numerous regional powers was in fact an expression of changes in the 
structures of polity due to the feudal social formation. This distinguished the 
polity of early medieval Indi?from.thesituation prevailing in the pre-600 
AD days. ~~mbLJ2erc~iy~d_this new: formation to have develop~_d in_~ 

_ stages: (1) feudalism from the above, that represented the primary phase in 
which he discerned direct relationship between an overlord and his tributary 
and autonomous vassals-without the presence of landed intermediaries; 

· (2) the more complex, later and second stage of feud~fu;.mJrom_helowln 
which rural landowners between the ruler and the peasantry assumed the 
role--of powerft1L inter:mediaries and gradually disi11tggrated the political 
fabr1c. This view of a two-stage development of Indian feudalism, spanning 
from the fourth to the seventeenth century AD has however been criticized 
by several Marxist historians as well. 

The classic Marxist formulation of Indian feudalism by Sharma_ takes 
a close look at the period from AD 300 to AD 1200 with three distinct 
·phases: (1) beginning AD 300-600; (2) development AD 600-1000; and (3) 

- simultaneous climax and cracks in the systemAD-iOOo_:1200: Sharma links 
up the understan.dfog of the feudal political set up with the changing socio
economic and cultural situations in the early medieval times. The Puranic 
narration of the weakening of political aµthority, non-obser;ation ofthe 
var~tzf;-;,.a~adharma, the disobedience on the part~rthe sudras and ~T~_o 
-Dharma (righteousness) being reduced to~ one-legged bull in the Kali age
theworsTor the four traditional yugas in Indian ideas-are taken to have 
represented a deep-seated social crisis around fourth century AD when the 
major Purai;ias took their final shape. The political fallout of the crisis is seen 
in the inability of rulers to exercise their coercive authority (da~cja) and to 
collect resources by revenue measures. The political authority therefore had 
to take recourse to the issuance of landgrants to religious donees-largely 
brahmai;ias-who were not only endowed with landed wealth, but also with 
administrative and judicial rights. This resulted in the transformation of 
the donee ultimately into a local power. With the WOI!3~Q_iI1_g_()f the financial 
conditions and the dwindling availability of minted ~~tallic currencyi-1!_ 
became difficuJtto pay state officials in cash and they had to be alternatively 

- paid i~ assignments of sizable territories. There, thus, emerged secular 
grantees, subsequeni to the religious grantees. This, ac~ording to Sha;ma 
and Yad;va, severely corroded the political, administrative and judicial 
prerogatives of the ruling authority. Epigraphic evidence (eighth century AD) 

has been cited to show how three merchant brothers rendered avalagana/ 
avalagaka (demand for resources) on behalf of villagers around present 
Hazaribagh in Bihar to the king, who then made the merchants his local 
vassals. 
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. . d . the sa-manta sustem. d" 1 ohty is note m .· . . - J_ ··· ·--- • 

The hallmark of early me ieva Pd. . hbouri·ng king in the Kautilzya 
---- - · · 11 denote a neig ·· 

The term samanta or~gma y . f -manta in the assumed sen~_~_of 
--- --- , - .. The earliest connotati()n () sa . - . ) Th Arthasastra. ____ ... - -···- ____ h ____ -. f A' gho __ sa (first century AD . e 

- . --:- the Buddhac arzta o sva - - . - . . ·-a vassal occurs m . . ... - .. ---:~antas in land assig11l1:lert~s 
Br~~spjf~smri~i. reco~~ends ;Ja~::tset;vi:: to the rulei;. s·~;~~-gracles o_f 
for their rendering military a h . Th Manasollasa (twelfth century AD) 

f · the Harshac antaJ e . 1 samantas . igure m .... ·-·ea--- ) t inisters who were eqmva ent to 
-raysdown various type of gifts ana o mf . ci·pality (2) gramaja: grant 

_ k h)· (1) desya· grant o prm , 
vassals (samantanaya a. . . f . nt of various local resources. 
of village, and (3) pratipattika: granlt oden~o>'_ffiei·s the regular references to 

h b en p ace vis-a-v 
These textual data ave _ e k - . - t as rautas in land grants in the 

h - - anta rana as ra;apu r , 
samantas, ma asam ' . - ' -1 f th Pala dynasty had to win over a 
sense of feudal lords. That Ram~fpa afol de nd other wealth prior to his war 

b f - ntaswithgi ts o an a h . 
large num er o sama . d the basis of the Ramac anta. 

V d - h s been pmnte out on h 
to recover aren n a . n to instances of the enjoyment of b oga 
Historians have drawn our attent10. p t·ha-ra grants. This has further 

f f f ) · the GurJara- ra 1 
(assignments o ie s m h ti·ce of assigning 84 villages to 

d . h h ferences to t e prac d 
been couple wit t ere . . th Gurjara-Pratihara times an 
a holder (chaturamsikas) which_began mTheR_. taranginzvividlydescribes 

· h h asza system. e a;a · 
consolidated later m t e c aur_ k - . d tantrin groups, generally 

h . . f the damara e anga an d. 1 
the mac mat10ns o . ' h k makers in early me ieva 

. h f d 1 lords who became t e mg . h 
equated wit eu a ' t The Rajataranginz enjoins t at 
Kashmir and reduced the ruler to a puppe . ssible from pe~sants, leaving 

h ld t t as much resources as po . 
the rulers ou ex rac f th i·r livelihood or otherwise 

b · · m resources or e ' 
with them the are mm1mu. K lh would soon become rich and 

d t according to a ana, t 
an or inary peasan ' h . f damaras became so rampan 

h . lf . to a damara T e menace o . f 
transform 1mse m . · t· g damaras over dif erent 

1 d out among compe m · 
that Kashmir was parce e . t 11 a mere figurehead. KalhaI).a 

f h k d m· the ruler was v1r ua Y ) h 
parts o t e mg o ' 1 f ltiplicity of rulers (bhurirtijtike ' t ere 
commented that in this spectac e o (m~. -k ) severely affecting all affairs of 
was rampant confusion and chaos ara;a a ' 

the state (sarrz_~stavyav~har~). followin type of officers and vassals i~ 
The Apa!_tiJ~taprch_ha enlists th~ -b ~ of villages granted to them as 

a descending order m terms of t ~ num e . 
vritti, bhoga, dhruvavritti, etc. (service grants). 
· 1,00,000 villages 

Mahama~cjalesvara 50,000 villages 
Ma~cJalesvara 20,000 villages 
Mahtistimanta 10,000 villages 
So.manta 5,000 villages 
Laghustimanta 1,000 villages 
Chaturamsikas . 
. . f 50 20 3 2 and even 1 village(s). 

There were also officers holdmg grants o - ' ' ' d their influence in 
. mber of samantas an 

The evidence of the growing nu 
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early medieval polity is se b h -•.. . ' .. . . en as ot a cause and an effect f h d 
centralized political power. During the 'heyda s of f cl · 1 o. t 'e ec~ 
was viewed as reduced to sm II . : eu a polity' the army 
authority was dependent on t: pohce gar~1sons and the apex political 

officials. Thus, the portrayal of f:u~:;cy tf virtually autonomous military 
sym t __,__r·-1:-·· - PQl.ty bx Sharma, Yadava and Jha · p omat1c o tne absence of - . . . . . . -··· is ·-::,-;-:----·---· a paramount power and syn . h 
poutical fragmentation Th . _ onymous wit 
·-r·--·-· .. . . · e nse of the samantas and th 11· · ·- ·-:-or sov · t-t, Id -----·- · · e parce 1zat10n 

. ----~_!_g!gn_.,_, ___ ~ou take place because of th d" b . 
centralized political structure of the pre-feudal d e ~mem erment of the 
are suggested to h ays. orces of centrip~ality 
··f-. h- - - - ' . ave returned to the political scene with th £ d : 
o t e Delhi Sultanate by late twelf h d . e oun c!_t10n 
signalled the end of the earl me . t an . ea~ly thirteenth century AD. This 
feudalism to be succeeded byy a /f~eval polity!_ ~n the historiography of Indian 

1 ierent po 1t1cal structure. 

VIII 

It is true that the construction of feudal olit h. 
understanding of the distinctive feature oiearly, w 1:h holds_ th~ key to the 
based on data pertaining to north I d. A ! med~eval polity, is primarily 
south Indian polit . d . n ia. maJor trait of the early medieval 

y is seen urmg the Pallava and th Ch I . 
profusion of epigraphic materials in south India cannot: t. o .a times. The 
that local self-units of administr t· u impress upon us 
at rural and locality levels f a IO~f'. composed of elected representatives 

or a speo 1c tenure d h · 
the political life with1·n the h. If ' ma e t eir presence felt in 

monarc 1ca ramewo k Th 
brahmadeya (predominantly brahmal).a) villages r u~s i er~ were ~babhas in the 
areas and nagrams as the b d f h ' n t e non rahmadeya 

0 Y o mere ants The ge I t d . 
monarchical set up is to undermine th ·t I". nera en ency m a 
wipe out their existence· this is a patterne VI a ~ty hof local self bodies and to 

. . ' seen m t e case of north I d" Th 
nat10nalist historiography since the 1920s h h· hi" h n ia. e 
and activities of south Ind1· ·11 b as ig ig ted the composition 

an VI age assem lies t h · 
of early Indians with dem t· . . I o emp as1ze the familiarity 

ocra 1c pnnop es a d I 
much before the advent of th W t d n P?PU ar representations, 

e es ern emocratic no d h .d 
of constitutional monarchy N"I k h S . rms an t e I eas 

. I a ant a astn show d . 
indigenous capacity to integrate two utter! dis . . ere praises on the 
monarchy almost parallel1·ng th B . y similar systems: the Chola 

e yzantme mon h · h 
bureaucracy in harmoni·ous . t arc Y Wit a centralized 

coex1s ence with th I I If 
villages, the basic unit of administration. e oca se -government at 

IX 

Segmentary Polity 

The abo · f ve image o a harmonious combination f . 
popular representations in terms of the So th I od_ mo~arch_1cal rule and 

u n 1an s1tuat10n has been 
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challenged by Stein. He is also sharply critical_ of the applic:~~i<:>n of. the 
European model of fe~ism on the so-uth- Ind.ian·p~lity. His alternative 

-·moaeroTpolity, that of the segmentary state, s;~ks ;;--·T;y--b~;; the 
--insuffiaency-of the feudafmodei as a.tool to e:leplain the prevailing polity 
in south India; he simultaneously refutes the notion of a centralized state 
system and a burea~cratic set up, particul;rly in the Chola times . .Jhe idea-of 
the segmentary polity, inspired by the anthropological studies of theAfriqm . 
Alur society, locates the elements of the segmentary polity since the Pallava 
nmes and finds its uninterrupted presence till 1:h-e arrival of the colonial rule 
in south India. 

Stein's segmentary state system is associated with the 'mec!ieval', and not 
theS9:i.!J_II1~dieval' period of south Indian history, With the·i~t~~ti~-;;- of 
providing an alternative to both the ideas of centralized and feudal polity, 
the proponents of the segmentary model have emphasized upon the: (1) 
polarity between _t_h~ c~:ritraJtz.e~LIIl_()_!1<1rchy and elected local self bodies; 
and (2) the aiffa~ce between the brahmal).;;·'a~~Cpeasants to their mutual 
advantages. The real foci of power are suggested to have been the locality 
level centres or ntu;lus. The crucial point is to view the ntu;lu as a peasant 
macro region, to recognize it as ethnically coherent (restri~ted marriage and· 
kinship network) and as the prime unit of social and agrarian organization. 
The numerical study of ntuj.us convinced the proponents of the segmentary 
model that the Chola monarch had few bureaucratic control and exercised 
little authority over revenue claim and resource mobilization. These two 
vital areas of statecraft were firmly in the hands of the nat;lu organization. 
The nat;lus are suggested to have been distributed over three distinc:t ,i:_():ries: 
_(i) __ ~entral/co~e region-Cholamandalam and Jayangonc;lacholama:r;ic;lala:~; 
(2) intermediate region-To:r;ic;laima~c;lalam and P.in.-dirria~~alam;-an·cc(3Y 
p~ralar~·a:·· ·Koi;ig~II1~I.1c;!;if;irp. .~]].c:l.Q~Qg~y:~qj. The ch~la monarchs are 
thought to have enjoyed only limited territorial sovereignty, which petered 
out as it moved from the core to the periphery. The element of centrality 
existed only in the core are~even where the.Jzresence-•o:lquasi:-auio~~IDO.US 
foci ·ofadmit1istration was tolerated by the Cholas. The management of the 
p·eripher:il.areas was marked by the pyramidal repetition of the administrative 
structures and functions in the core region. ~~~~ of an org~ni.z.ed 
bureaucracy forced the Chola monarch to fall back on ritually-organized 
~overe1gnty, in which the position of the ruler was to b-e-iegitimized and . 

. validated- by the brdhmm:ia priest(s). The construction of massive temples, 
often-nam_-ed after the reigning Chola king, is therefore interpreted not as a 
visible marker of the stupendous power of the Chola rule, but as a sign of his 
political uncertainties to be contained by ritual expressions. The next step 
in the characterization of the segmentary state is that there was no political 
integration in the Chola realm in which the peripheral zone offered, at the 
most, only shifting allegiance. The Chola army is perceived not as a unified 
and well-organized unit, bu~. ata#-asseiiilifaie oTdlsparafeelements-offe·n 
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resem~ling militias. The data on the supply of armed men during campaigns 
by vanous professional guild-like groups, especially by merchants' bodies, 
to the Cholas have been presented as a sign of the loose composition of the 
Chola army. In their attempts to keep these disparate units integrated, the 
Cholas had to engage them in incessant warfare. As the Cholas are considered 
to have had little say on the realization of revenues, the ChoJas turned to 
systematic plunder during their campaigns. The descriptions of plunder 
by the ChoJas in Sri Lanka, in South-East Asia and against the Western 
Chalukyas led Spencer to conclude that in the prevailing segmentary set up, 
the Cholas regarded wars as resource-gathering and integrating activities. 

X 

Integrative Polity 

The two dominant historiographical standpoints-feudal polity and 
the segmentary state-follow two clearly dissimilar approaches and 
methodologies, each critical of the other. However, these two models also 
show a striking consonance in their perception of early medieval polity. 
Both the models highlight the traits of disintegration, fragmentation and 
segmentation as opposed to an integrated state structure by largely relying 
on the same evidence, viz., landgrants. The availability of landgrants for 
this period, especially in large numbers in south India, naturally called for 
rigorous analyses by both genres of scholars. On the other hand, statistical 
enq~~y_i11to the Cigrahara,qe"!!__a_c!_q._r!:a il.nd brahrY3_q_cley!1:__tyJJ_es of gra;t; i the 
!arnilareas alone have effectively proved that these grant areas were in the 
~I:_?!_i!y ir1 relation to the available total land in the Tamil area. The non
brahmadeya, non-agrahara and other non-grant tracts i~ the Ta~il area and 
bey_ond it must have outnumbered the total granted area during a given 
penod. At present, it is impossible to ascertain whether the material and 
political milieu in the non-grant areas was the same as or differed from the 
conditions in the agrahara zones. Hence it would be hazardous to label the 
politico-administrative set up as feudal or dismembered on the basis of land 
grants alone and any such formulation cannot but remain open to question. 

The chronology of landgrants is another irritant. The unimpeachable 
epigraphic evidence of secular landgrants, suggested to have held crucial clues 
to the formation of the feudal polity, cannot be pushed prior to AD 1000. But 
sever~l centuries before AD 1000, the typical signs of the disintegrated polity 
are said to have already set in. Secular service grants have therefore been 
rightly discerned by Chattopadhyaya as a facet and not as a precondition of 
the overall pattern of political dominance. It will also be difficult to ignore 
the absence of any contractual element between the king and vassals-a 
fe~ture g_en:rally associated with feudal formations-in the vast corpus of 
epigraphic literature. If feudal polity is suggested to have ushered in political 
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fragmentation and decentralization, then one m~st also search for a pre~ous 
unified and centralized political structure. The image of such a centralized 

olitical structure is generally sought in the formation of the Mauryan state. 
~his may pose a further teaser in view of the wide chronological gap between 
the fall of the centralized Mauryan state in the early part of the second century 
BC and the emergence of the feudal tendencies in the sixth century AD. The 
intervening period of nearly six to eight centuries is not known to have been 
associated with catastrophe or disorder, which one expects to encounter at 
the collapse of a centralized power. Moreover, our discussions in chapter IV 
have shown that recent scholars has strongly questioned the unitary an~/ 
or monolithic characterization of the Maurya state. Chattopadhyaya has m 
fact diagnosed in the chronology of Indian feudalism an impl!cit _search for 
drawing a parallel to the Roman empire, the breakdown ~f which is taken to 
denote the end of the classical West and the onset of medieval feudal Europe. 
These points, countering the presence of elements of political d~sintegration 
as a result of feudal formation, therefore, cannot be brushed aside. 

The notion of a segmentary state typified by the Chola realm, ~as a~so 
evoked serious challenges. The very central idea of the formulat10n, 1.e. 
the voluntary brahmai;i.a-peasant alliance at the nii(j.u or locality-level 
considerably assisted by the bhakti ideology, is considered to be an extremely 
hazardous assumption due to the absence of any known historical parallels. 
In the Indian context, the peasant is known to have been exploite~ by t~e 
brahmai;i.a-kshatriya combination; it is not clear how t~e relat10nship 
between the priestly and the peasant communities changed mto one of the 
voluntary alliance from the tenth century AD onwards. The suggested absence 
of a bureaucracy under the Cholas and hence their inability to intervene 
in the affairs of the local self bodies has been effectively controverted by 
the role of the important state officers (for examples adikari, pur~vu~ari, 
etc.) at the locality-level centres, evident from the statistical e~qm? mto 
the Chola records. As Champakalakshmi shows, people workmg m the 
niidu ad~inistration or infh_;:~~tial in the nacJu were frequen!ly. conferr~d 
witfi important titles like brahmarayan, pallavarayan,_ muve!l~avelam, etc., 
by the centraTauthority. This certainly speaks of close mteract10ns b:t_ween 
the apex political authority and the locality-level c~ntre, the ex:lusivity of 
which cannot then be taken for granted. The creat10n of_:!.q.lq_ri_a4u-:-larger 
than the niidu but smaller than a ma!).{j.alam-by Rajaraja and Kulottunga I 
respectively. in Cholamai;i.galam and Jayangongac~olamai;i.galam i~ an 
unmistakable indicator of the administrative innovat10ns and hence direct. 
interventions by the Chola central authority. The land s~rveys ~ndertaken 
during the times of Rajaraja and Kulottunga I have to be JU~g:d m t~rms of 
the Chola intentions to control the affairs of the na{j.u. This is particularly 
seen, ac~ording to Champakalakshmi, in the grant of revenue in favour of the 
Brihadisvara temple under Rajaraja's instructions. Arrangements were made 
to grant precise and stipulated amount of revenue from villages scattered 
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throughout the empire (as far as Sri Lanka) to the B .h d-, 
strongly d. h n a isvara temple This 

repu iates t e perception of the lack of b . : 
meager resources and insuff . t a ureaucrat1c machmery, 
Ch I Th men resource mobilization u d th 

o_as. e next logical step would be to doubt the undue em h . n :r e 
plunder as the primary moving force behind th Ch p. as1~ given on 
maritime) operations whi h e o!a aggressive (mcluding 
activities of this 1 · ' c were suggested to be merely resource-gathering 
f ru mg power. One has also to keep in mind that th 

~-~hegrri~ri!'.1:rYJ?olity I society was formulated by Southall on th -b~ ~o~fceh~t 
ant ropological work on the Al . Th . - . . . . e as1s o is 

.. ,---·-r· ,- ... - . ur society. e Alur society I . -
s1mp1er tnbal' society that had I"ttl . . --- . --- . was a re at1yely 
· . ·· 1 e m common with the sh 1 ·f· d 
agranan sedentary society in south I d. d . arp y sta_tl 1e 

n 1a unng the Cho!a age. 

XI 

The foregoing discussions ma hi hl. h h I . . 
polity in the light of fragmen:at·g igd t t e alc_un~e m viewing early medieval 
h h 

wn, ecentra 1zat10n and segment • 0 t e ot er hand the survey of th . d f at10n. n 
slow spread of 'a more complex estpaetno ~om ~D 300 to AD 600 suggested the 
· e SOCiety mto areas ma k d b I • simpler pre-state polities Th . r e Y re at1vely 

· e growmg number of · I d I 
embracing virtually the entir-e 8 ··b· · t· - - i:ei!?!:cl_ clri ____ oEal p_o~ers 

f u con ment may better be ·ud ed. 
-o steady expansion of the h. al ---- - J. g ... m t~ms 
multiple foci of power rat:erontharc IC state system and the emergence of 

.. . . .. .. . - ' an as an outcome of th b kd 
centralized power Th. e rap1·d i·n f 1 e rea own of a . crease o andgra t . th I . were actually · t -.. ··- ··- ····-· I . . n s m e ear y middle ages 

ms rumenta m cleanng h·th t I . -
areas into sed -i: . 1 er O uncu tivable and unsettled 
-h -, - -----~n ary agranan settlements. This in its tum Id .d 
t e vital resource base to the - ' , wou prov1 e 
rooted to their respective lo:~~::e:t l~cal and regional polities, firmly 
enou h the g na resource bases. Interesting! 

in th; f{fth-s:t:-!::::~;:~~~:e~~e::ntative~ at the locali~-level (vishayJ 
early medieval times and gl d bconsp1cuous by their absence in the 

are rep ace y numer I f . 
the charters since the eighth centur A . ous ~oya unct10naries in 
consolidation of the burea t· y D. 1T~1s may signal the growth and 

ucra ic contro m the earl d' I 
Morrison demonstrates that while the welfare y me ieva ?eriod. 
or at least those of the leadin men of h . and the consent of villagers 
time of landgrants in the f1.ftgh . h t e village had been sought at the 

-sixt century Bengal th I . 
records pronounced royal o d f I ' e ear y medieval 

r ers o and grants ( -d·, .) 
villagers. Such changes in h I sama zsayatz upon the 

p raseo ogy were cons . I . d 
.administrative integration and d t. d· Cious y a1me at politico-

The spread of th . I olno m icate parcellization of sovereignty 
e agncu tura and st t • · 

with the expansion of the v . - . a e SOCiety was also intertwined 
arna-;atz system int th · 1 . 

resulting in the proli·fer t· · f O e simp er tnbal societies 
a 10n o caste groups d b . ' 

into the jdti system. One of the oi f an _a sorpt10n of these groups 
have been the relative! t p nts o attract10n to the jati system must 

Chattopadhy~l_a.:t~gues fh;;:~ee:n::
0
:~:~ security of the ca~t_e society. 

- · -- -- - ····· g • • oft,l:i~_pr~-~_state pol1t1es and of 
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tribes at the same time into the state structure and the jati system gained 
·a'further momentum on account_of th~ si!1_111l!.<3-.!1:~.Ql,1S _a,bsorption_ of ti:_iq91/ 
folk c;:;:its into the established Brahmanical pantheon (sometimes expressed 

Tnter"~;·a cult approp~iati;;;-)~ Brah~~rii~irituals, especially those related 
to the establishment of a temple and upholding of the sectarian bhakti 
cult(s), play a positive role in this socio-political transformation. Rituals in 
fact strengthened the ongoing process of formation of local/regional powers 
and not weakened or subverted the political structures. The creation of 
brahma:p.a settlements in a conquered territory by transporting them from 
the victor's core area ensured the presence of an influential loyal element in 
a new country. 

A. classic case in this point is the Jagannatha cult in early medieval 
Kaliilga. Sustained researches on this cult by Kulke and his ~olleagues have 

-dis-ce{r{ed the tribal characters in the aniconic features of the deity and the 
associated divinities. The name of the deity was changed from Nilamadhav<;1 
(suggesting Vaish:p.ava affiliation) to Purushottama (the Supreme Being) 

__ arid;:J~gann.:i.tha (Lord of the World), indicating the growing orientations of 
the cult to temporal affairs. The monumental Jagannatha templeat_ Puri (in 
Orissa) was constructed by Ananiabhi~a of the -Ganga dynast:y(AD 1136), 
~lio styTe<fhimselfas a ~on ~fRudra~Siva. Moreover, this claim of divine 
descent ensured the incorporation and integration of two premier regional 
deities of Orissa-Durga-Viraja of Jajpur and Rudra-Siva of Bhuvaneswar
into the central Jagannatha cult. The centrality of the cult was used to project 
the preponderant centrality of its patron too, i.e. the Ganga monarch. The 
next step was to declare the ish_tadevatd (one's auspicious deity) Jagannatha 
as the rashtradevata (state deity). Kalinga was proclaimed as being ruled by 
the deity himself, with the Orissa king functioning as his deputy (rauta), 
earthly representative (pratinidhi) and the prime servitor (adisevaka). 
In this development of the near total identity between the king and the 
deity, between the sacred and temporal domains, came the further royal 
proclamation that disobedience to the earthly representative of the deity 
(i.e. the king) would amount to treason (droha) against Jagannatha himself. 

The large number of regional powers, in the light of these debates 
and issues, may reasonably be seen as the outcome of the spread of the 
state society, the availability of local resource base, the absorption and 
accommodation of the relatively simpler tribal society into jati-var7J-a system 
and the continual absorption of tribal cults into established Brahmanical 
pantheon. All these speak of the possibilities of local-level formations in 
socio-economic, political and cultural life. The image of a political crisis, 
disorder and instability in the political processes, because of the rampancy 
of the factors of disintegration, fragmentation and segmentation, seems to 
fade in the light of the recent appraisal of the elements of 'integrative polity' 
active in the political life in early medieval India. 
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XII 

The discussion on the nature and tendencies of polity and political processes 
in early medieval times laid stress on the emergence of regional powers as 
the distinctive mark of political developments. Like the study of polity, our 
present enquiry into the economic situation during the early medieval times 
draws considerably on landgrants. Numerically superior to other type of 
sources, landgrants itself are indicators of the changing socio-economic and 
political processes from AD 600. The rise in the number of landgrants at a 
brisk pace over disparate areas since AD 600 indicates, in the opinion of a large 
number of Marxist historians, a substantial change in the material milieu 
from that existing in the days prior to this century. These changes led to 
the formulation of Indian feudalism, according to many of these historians. 
The major significance of this formulation is that it views feudalism not 
merely as a politico-administrative system, but something that witnessed 
appreciable changes in socio-economic life. The historiography of feudal 
social formations in early medieval India ably demonstrates the elements of 
change in early Indian material life. 

Th~ regular creation of agraharas in favour of religious personages and 
establishments (Buddhist viharas, Jaina vasarjis and Brahmanical mathas 
and temples)-a process initiating from the fourth-fifth centuries ;_D
bestowed the donees with distinct material advantages. The donee(s), 
whether individual, collective or institutional, emerged as major landholders. 
~aland~, the famous Buddhist vihara and educational institute in present 
B1har, figures prominently in the accounts of the Chinese pilgrim Ijing (in 
Indi~ from AD 675 to AD 695). He had documented that the monastery 
received no less than 209 villages for the maintenance of the establishment. 
To this were further added five more villages during the time of the Pala ruler 
Devapala, who granted these villages at the request of Balaputradva, the ruler 
ofYavadvipa (Java). The Buddhist establishment with its jurisdiction over as 
many as 214 villages is therefore viewed as a landholder. That individual 
brahmai;ias too could enjoy extensive holdings is clearly illustrated by the 
grant of as much as 339½ unmanas (a particular unit of land measurement) 
of land in favour of Halayudhasarman, a leading religio-scholarly figure in 
Bengal under the later Senas. Many grants were made in the Pratihara realm 
but interestin?l~ enough, only to individual brahmai;ias and not to a group of 
donees or a rehg10us establishment. The Rashtrakuta kings took considerable 
pride in their inscriptions for having created numerous agraharas and also 
renewed older grants .. In the Tamil areas, two types of grant are encountered: 
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(1) kaniyatchi or the right to possess land or_viHage, mostly.associ<1t~d~ith 
~ ............... ··· cl cl (2) th · ht to enJ·oyment of revenue from a brahmadeya en owments; an . e ng . . ..... -··-··•- .......... . 

·land or vi1lage, ge_nerally found in the instances of devadanas or endowments 

to teIIlples. . . . 
---The widespread practice of issuing landgrants created a d1stmct class 
of landholders, who would not normally cultivate the soil themselves. The 
priestly community did not engage in actual tilling of the land that was 
granted to them. The granted area could also h_ave been too large or sca~tered 
to be tilled by the donee himself (for example, m the cas_e of Halayu~ha s land 
holding). This assumes a special significance_ i~ t_he 1~terpretat1ve model 
of Indian feudalism. There has been epigraphIC mJunct10n to the donee to 
cultivate the donated plot or to get it cultivated (krishyata karshayata vii.), to 
do the work himself or get it done (kuryat karayet vii.), to enjoy it himself or 
get it enjoyed. The profusion of the use of causative verbs in the grant has 
led to the belief that there emerged a distinct group of workers employed 
by the donees for the utilization of lands granted to them._ An ~nscription 
from Bengal (AD 675) speaks of the enjoyer of the land (bhu;yama~aka) wh_o 
is clearly distinguished from the actual tiller (krishyamanaka). Owr:1~ to_ this 
sharp distinction between the two categories in the land sy~tem,_ rt _rs likely 
that the actual tiller of the soil did not own any land. The mscnpt10n also 
seems to have distinguished the enjoyer of the land (bhujyamanaka) from 
Mitravali, an owner whose name figures in the record in the sixth cas~
ending (Mitravalyab), thereby suggesting the ownership of a ~lot. This 
seventh century AD inscription speaks of a complex land system m ea~tern 
Bengal, consisting of at least three distinct tiers-the owner, the enJoyer 
and the tiller of the soil (krishyamanaka). It has already been suggested on 
the basis of the Dharmasastra norms that the donee (svamf) under such 
circumstances, would assume the position oflanded intermediaries between 
the ruler (mahapati) and the tiller (karshaka). . 

According to Sharma' s classic study of Indian feudalism, the do nee enJ~yed 
the transfer of many local resources of considerable importance besides 
receiving the grant of land: e.g. with low areas (satala), high areas (soddes_a), 
marshy areas (sajalasthala), dry areas and ditches (s~gart~oshara), with 
mango, mahua, jackfruit, coconut, betel, fishes and tort01se (sam_ramadhuka, 
samrapanasa, saguvakanarikela, samatsya-sakachchhapa). Occas10nally, the 
state's right to levy cess on salt production (salavm:za) was also transferred 
to the donee. In many charters of the Palas and Pratiharas, the boundary 
demarcations of the granted plot(s)/area are only vaguely described as 
extending up to the grasslands and pasture grounds at the outskirts of the 
village (svasfmatri,:zayutigocharaparyanta). This has led to the argument that 
the imprecise boundary markings would prove advanta_geous to _the donee, 
who could verily extend the area of cultivation and hrs authonty beyond 
the actual limits of the granted area. The large number of instances of 



344 
Exploring Early India 

re~enu: transfers are likely to have impoverished the treasury as the ruler 
rehnq~ished the rights over revenue. That is why such grants were made 
accordm~ t~ the ~ustom and principle of transferring unyielding type of 
plots (bhumzchchhzdranytiya), which no longer generated any revenue for the 
ruler. The next step in the construction of the feudal economy is that such 
t:ansfer of resou~ces and revenue resulted in the transformation of royal 
nghts over land mto private individual rights. This further corroded the 
economic p~erogatives of the state authority. Kosambi pointed out that prior 
to the ?~antmg of land, many resources of the village were generally enjoyed 
and utilized by the entire community; the granting of the land ensured the 
mastery of :he donee(s) over these resources. Kosambi saw in this process 
the convers10n of the communal property into feudal property. 

The growth of individual landholdings seems to have received a further 
~mpetus in the_ sastric recognition of the divisibility of joint-family holdings 
m the earl~ middle ages. Epigraphic data have been utilized by Karashima 
to th~ow hght on the changing character of landholding in the lower 
Kaven valley under the Cholas. During the ninth and tenth century AD the 
brahmadeya grants indicated the prevalence of individual holdings, while 
the non-brahmadeya villages with its ur assembly as a local body provided 
a contrast by their strong notions of community-holding of the land. Ten 
out of the eleven grants of this period leave a strong impression that the ur 
as a wh~le participated in land transactions. The monetary gains from such 
tran~act10ns t~o were utilized by the ur assembly for the development of the 
locality and did not contribute to the financial gain of an individual. The 
later phase of the Cho la rule however, yields fifteen records of transaction in 
land involving individuals (including kshatriyas or irtichukulavaras), even in 
the ur_area~, which seems to have experienced private holding of land under 
changmg nrcumstances. Karashima has cited epigraphic evidence to show 
that steps were recommended to check widespread purchase and sale of 
land in ur areas. The above discussions suggest the rise of new, wealthy and 
powerful landholding groups, either as owners or enjoyers of the soil to the 
crucial position of an intermediate between the ruler and the actual ;iller of 
the soil and hence, ruthlessly exploiting both. 

The emergence . of landed intermediaries is diagnosed as a typical 
symp:o_rn of the Indian feudal economy. While their role is hardly considered 
benefinary to the economic and political interest of the ruler, their growing 
strength seriously impoverished the peasant. Textual references prior to 
~D 600 ?ave synonyms to peasants as gahapati, ku_tumbika, mahattara, etc., 
impres~mg upon the possibility of landholding by peasants themselves. 
Accordmg to B.N.S. Yadava, the early medieval texts seem to have been less 
f~~iliar with these terms and better acquainted with epithets like htilakara, 
hal_zka, karshaka, krishivalajana-all related to his function as a ploughman. 
This change in epithets is thought to have reflected the impoverished status 
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ofa tiller of the soil, especially in relation to the grantee who owned or enj oy:d 
the landed property. The advent of the arddhika (share-cropper as a so~ial 
group in early medieval Deccan) is taken as an ind~cator of t~e :"'ors_em~g 

Ii ht of the ordinary peasant. Acute poverty of cultivators (krzshzvala;anab) 
Pa;d the distressed economic condition of peasants (dhanojjita) is potrayed 
in Padmapurtii:za. The poverty of peasants stands in sharp contrast to the 
flourishing state of the landlords (akshzi:zadhanasampanna). 

The Skandapurtii:za, typical of the Puranictexts, made tlie pset1do ~orecas~ 
that kings ~{ the Kali age would oppress tillers (bhilptiltib pzr;layzshyantz 
karshakiJ.n). This oppression could easily take the shape of unbearable 
fiscal burdens imposed on peasants by both the ruler and the landlord. 
This possibility gains ground in the light of the frequent use of the term 
pfr;lti (literally, oppression, affliction or disease) as a synonym of r:venue 
in the copper plates. On several occasions, the copper plates enhst ~he 
different heads of revenue (bhtiga, bhoga, kara, hirai:zya, samastapratyaya 
etc.) transferred to the donee. At the end of such a list, frequently figures 
the term adi or adikam, meaning etcetera. Sharma draws a logical inference 
that this further empowered the donee, or in other words, the landed 
intermediary, to appropriate resources from unspecified and ext~a-le~al 
sources from the peasant. The imposition of vishti or forc~_cl_l;i~CJl:[r, figurmg 
in inscriptions since the fifth-sixth centuries, becomes increasingly regular 
in early middle ages. It tends to replace, according to the proponents of 
Indian feudalism, the institution of slavery, with forced labour as the 
principal form of exacting involuntary labour demanded by the do_nee(~) 
from the peasant. In the Rtijatarangi,:zf,king Lalitad_i_~yaMuktapi9-a is s.aid_ 
to have strongly r~mended. the appropriation of ~l surp!us from t~e 
peasant, · leaving the barest minimum for the latter s subsistence. This 

· extortionate measure ensured, as Kalhai;ia narrated, that the peasant could 
never accumulate enough resources to transform himself into a r;ltimara or 
feudal lord in the future. D.D. Kosambi situated this statement in the light 
of the improved irrigation and crop production in the Vitasta valley; b~t 
in this very prosperity, he also found the origins of the feudal economy m 
Kashmir, hardly beneficial to peasants. The frequent descriptions of the 
peasant as baddhahala (tied to the plough) and tisritahtilika (dep:n~ent 
peasant) led scholars to infer that he was imposed with further restnct10ns 
by the landlord. Shar_!!la and Yadava have provided us with the imag1= CJf t~e 
immobility of the P':asant. The debarring of the peasant to renounce the wor~d 
by the stistr~~-i;-seen as another impediment to his movements a~d to_ his 
chance to run away from the harsh realities of abject poverty. Readmgs mto 
various early medieval texts by B.N.S. Yadava impress upon the deterior~ting 
condition of peasants. The Stirtivalf presents an image of the subor~ma~e 
position of the peasant (preshyakrishibala)._}i_riasenasuri lays down m his 
Kathakosaprakarai:za (eleventh century AD) that the status of the peasant 
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was margi_nally better than the antyajas (the lowest social groups) and the 
karus (art~sans). Dhanapala's lexicon, the Paiya-lacchi-ndrnarndld explains 
kasaya (krzshaka) and haliya (halaka) as pdrnara (mean/wicked). Amarakirtti 
(AD ~~18) wrote about the paradasattana (i.e. paraddsatva or subjected 
cond1t10n) of the halika or the tiller. Peasants could however, flee the lands 
of an extremely extortionate lord as their last resort, as has been narrated in 
the Subhashitaratnakosha. Though this is a telling commentary on the severe 
conditions of cultivators, they were not tied to the land like the serfs in 
European feudal society. As serfdom, an attribute of feudal social formation 
was unlikely to have been present in early medieval India, the alternativ~ 
perception of a subject or dependent peasantry (the epithets like baddhahala 
and dsritahalika) looms large in the framework of Indian feudalism. 

These __ scholars have cited literary accounts of peasant protests 
and upnsmgs, although these rarely resulted in the realization of the 
peasa~ts'_aims. The organization of the karshakas into a sre"/Jf or guild-like 
organrzat10n and their valiant resistance to intermediaries with inadequate 
wo_ode_n weapons (kash_thdrnayarn sdstrarn) have been highlighted. The 
Yasastzlakacarnpu of Somadevasuri, remarkable for the author's awareness 
of the situation in the Deccan under the Rashtrakutas, portrays the 
breakdown of the peasant's patience, and eventually to the outbreak of an 
armed uprising against the oppression of landlords. The armed resistance 
however, was abortive and the cultivators met with death. ' 

The historiography of Indian feudalism has exhaustively dealt with 
~he capture. of V~rendri in north Bengal by the Kaivartta chief Divya; 
rt temporanly eclipsed the Pala rule there. Scholars assumed that the 
Kaivarttas belonged to cultivator caste and this has led to Sharma's 
hypothesis of a successful peasant rebellion in early medieval Bengal. The 
point has been contested on the grounds that the only available evidence 
(t~e Rarnacharitarn of Sandhyakaranandi) did not conclusively prove that 
Drvya captured power in Varendri as the accepted representative and 
leader of the discontent Kaivartta group. The Rdrnacharitarn, on the other 
hand, may offer the ~eading th~t Divya actually captured power by taking 
advantage of the wanmg authonty of the Palas in north Bengal. Sharma has 
presented also epigraphic data, mainly from the far south, on the discontent 
a~ong peasants following grants of lands to temples and priests. Occasional 
violent protests against indiscriminate grants ofland by rulers and/or their 
vassals are not unheard of. It is significant to note that a ninth century AD 

grant from south India warns people in general not to create any trouble 
(upadrava) to the donee, as disobedience amounts to treason (rnahadroha). 
Lo~s of old registrars and deeds regarding grants of land and subsequent 
resistance to brahrn~"!Ja donees by the non-brahrna"!Ja population in village 
have been recorded m the inscriptions of fifth, sixth and eleventh regnal 
years of Rajaraja III. 

Realms and Regions 347 

The arguments presented in the formation of the feud~ milieu h~g~light 
that the large number of grants enjoyed by landed mtermed1anes

loiting both the ruler and the peasant-resulted in the emergence of the 
exp h .. Id 
self-sufficient, enclosed village community._!_he e_cort~I1l.>'_~ nvrng on an_ 
rant was solely dependent on agriculture; thenon-agrarian sectors of t~e 

g O y- dwindled in a conspicuous manner. The rapid ruralization of the. 
econ m - · d h · l" 
materiafrnTueu is explair1ed by Kosambi, Sharma, Yadava, Jha an S nm~ 1 
in terms ~Fthe ~ig1.1s of decline in craft, commerce and urban centres. Such 
im.pressions of the languishing non-agrarian economy wer: culled fr?m 
literary and archaeological sources. We propose to take up this explanat10n 
at this juncture. 

The changing conditions led to the decline of commerc_e between the 
Roman empire and the subcontinent in the middle of the third century AD, 

seriously affecting the long-distance trade of India._ Sharma and Yadava 
suggest that India's long-distance commerce, espec~ally maritime trade, on~e 
againrevlved around AD 1000. _!he period from fifth to the tenth centu? 
AD ,theiefoie, is presented as a phase of dwindling commer~e: Th?~gh this 
perception ofi:he'decline of India's trade does not state it expliCitly, rt IS often 
implied that the revival of India's trade, especially long-_cl.ista~ce C()rnmerc,e, 
was largely due to the vigorous role of the Arab merchant m the post AD, 

iooo scenario. 
-- · The reason for the languishing trade and long-distance commerce ca_n be 
located in the growing lack of minted metallic currency in early medieval 
times, particularly from AD 600 to AD 1000. The_~~~~an_tmoney economy 
during the early centuries of the Christian era was replaced by cowry shel_ls 
as the principal med.ium of exchange. The repeated references to kapardak~s 
or cowryshells in copper plates and the occasional discovery of th~ s~me m 
archaeological contexts have further encouraged the view that this m fact 
was the principal medium of exchange. It has been argued that c~wry she_lls 
were restrictive of long-distance transactions, which required high quality 
coinage of precious metals. The money economy was ,therefore, in a serious 
crisis and minted metallic pieces lost their relevance in the context of a slump 
in trade. The outstanding powers like the Rashtrakutas, the Palas and the 
Senas are not known to have issued any co!n. Coins of some other areas and 
~dynasties are known but the proponents of ~ndian f~udalism attach 
little economic significance to these species, as their metallic contents _a~d 
purity were not beyond doubt. Such coins of dubious_ v~lue and authent1C1ty 
were hardly fit to be used in long-distance trade. This 1s next tagge~ ~o the 
shortage in the availability of coins, which forced political ~ut~ont1es to 
issue landgrants in lieu of cash payments, facilitating rurahzat10n of_ the 
material milieu, but distinctly detrimental to commerce and urba~1sm. 
Sifting through the voluminous Puranic literature and many local chron~~les, 
Nandi and Sharma have presented data on the declining role_c:,f the 'IT~l_~yas 
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as ~~-~c~ants. They would be reduced to artisans (k ·- . . 
t:nresher of paddy (tand z k - . ) d .

1 
. armopa;zvzn), gnnder or 

from the Puranic dat; T: a arzn a:1 m miller (tailakara), as Yadava gleans 
h . _____ e slump m trade and the decline in the position..af 

medrc ants are ~een as both a cause and effect of the self-sufficient enclo d 
a;~~~~nar1~y1llage economy. - •-- se 

e _image of dwindling commerce was followed up by th t :~:;::~I~~ o_far1 overall decay in urba:ri c_entres. Early historical citi:s, ~:~~ 
. . err most prosperous phase during the early centuries of 

Chnstran era, experienced a downward slide with the la . h' dthe 
specially 1 d · t £ ngms mg tra e-

. on~- Is ance oreign trade- and the resultant fall in the use of 
metallic medmm of exchange Th H - d -----------ofrr____ -- - . . e unas a versely affected th h. h 
o overland trade connecting north~rn India with th eh rg ways 
~orderlands of the subcontinent and Western and e no~t -western 

impression, of the decay of towns in the Ganga valley c::st~~e!s~:~c!nn:~ril; 

;h:-~,:;:~:~,:~:~!~~~:;:;::: :~ ~~::d(~:ditio?': Mo;tve''. 
hohzntz) m i~~i~enous literary texts has been t~ken i:;;m ga~a u~am ~c::t s:~dies hadve ~o_upl~d literary data with arch~eol~gi~;i

0

i:s;!::~:: 
e w1 esprea ut1hzat10n of reused bricks in b . 

desertion of cities from the beginning of th urh an areas and signs of 
convinced Sharma that th e sev~nt . century AD. This has 
Ga l_l ____ e _process of de-urbamzat10n first set in in the 
_r:i:_g~y~~_y_ct!_J._cLtlien spa111:1.ed across the entire subcontinent c·t· - d 
towns are at b t 1. : · • I 1es an 
.. es_ seen as po rtrco-military head uarters &a ~k - ·--: 
or as pilgrim centres (tfrthas), thereby suggest!g that th y~s andhavaras) 

;:~:ns:reas as centres ~f cr~fts and commerce had becom: ~~t::~a:;et:: 
· ~~~tgns t1pt ~_,:J1_1_e_f feaJ11res ofthe feu_dalgc:ppomy: 

1. - · The emergence of rel' · d h ~- - ----------- - 1g10us an t en secular landed r'nte di . r lt f1 d -- - - rme anes as a 
-}~:~ p~va:: h~~7~;~hich converted royal and communal rights on land 

-2;· The presence of a subject peasantry bearing the burdens of 
legal and extra-legal levies, including vish_ti or forced labour w:i~:;r;us 
several peasant resistance and rebellions· ' e to 

3. fi°nver~ion o: the revenue resources of the state into religious benefices· 

4. ~~k~e: c.;; ts, commerce and urban decay resulting in stagnant and 
coins and ~h ~ge eclonomy, buttressed by the virtual disappearance of 

err rep acement by cowry shells. 

The above propositions bear a stron su . 
incompatibilities between the vib t g ggest10n about the mutual 

d h ran money economy of the pre-feudal d 
an t e stagnant landgrant economy of the early middle M ays 
urban anaemia have been diagnosed to hold crucial clu:!e:~ thonetary and 

marked_ by sufferings and crises .. !liecritical situation became be:t:~odno1:1y, 
the penod from AD 1000 to AD 1200 h' h ---.----- - - --~mg 
cracks in the feud 1 . . ' w Ic saw simultaneous climax and 

_ _ a soc10~econom1c set up. 
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XIII 

The formulation of Indian feudalism has indeed been a major landmark in 
Indian historiography. It seeks to identify the elements of change in Indian 
socio-economic and political conditions and also attempts to explain such 
changes. It, thus, presents a strong critique to the much cherished notion 
of the millennial changelessness of the Indian society. This significant 
historiographical shift has, however, not gone unchallenged both on 
empirical and conceptual grounds. The debate has suggested alternative 
methods and perspectives of the study of early medieval India. 

Sircar effectively questioned whether the transfer of revenue to the donee 
by royal charter would at all amount to the corrosion of the ruler's economic 
prerogatives. The numerous instance of karasdsanas, especially from early 
medieval Orissa, suggest the king's retaining his right to collect levies even 
from granted areas. The perpetual relinquishing of royal power over granted 
areas (at least theoretically) can be questioned on the basis of administrative 
interventions into the conditions of the previous grant. Instances of such 
interventions in favour of a devadasf (female dancer attached to a temple) 
ca:1-~~e_c:l_Jo the ht~tory ;;f R~J~;tha11. In view of the brahmaI1a's known 
dependence on material support (landgrants) from the ruler, it may be 
logically posited that the ruler's position possibly was strengthened by 
creating a loyal group of recipients of royal favour. Kulke demonstrated how 
the sasani (grant-holding) brahma11as became a major support-group for 
the ruler in Orissa. A major critique to the idea of Indian feudalism lies in 
the absence of contractual elements in landgrants either between th~_r__ ___ 
and his vassals or between the landlord and the 'subjec~ p~a§ctr:!try'. The 
absence of tliis trait-one of the features of feudaf~~~iety, economy and 
polity-in so many documents have been taken to negate the prevalence 
of any feudal element in the Indian scenario. Critiquing Sharma, Mukhia 
concluded that the peasant's control over the production process remained 
intact-and was not jeopardized with the issuing of landgrants. A thorough 
;tu'dy--of epigraphic evidence has led Sircar to conclude that the granting of 
revenue transfer need not be interpreted as detrimental to the economic 
interests of the king, since the person or the vassal or the administrative 
officer requesting for such a concession was to pay to the royal treasury a 
lumpsum amount beforehand. Seen from this point of view, the disastrous 
consequences of issuing landgrants have been doubted. This has further 
been followed up by piling data to show that: 

1. There were no dismemberment of polity and the emperor exercised his 
superiority over his subordinates; and 

2. No decline in the economy can be related to the issue of landgrants. The 
Marxist historians have been criticized for their inability to distinguish 
landlordism and tenancy in ancient India from feudalism. Sircar strongly 
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upheld this position and c t d h polity and economy. on este t e formulation of Indian feudal 

XN 

Agrarian Expansion and Hydrauli R c esources 

One cannot deny that large number of land 
uncultivated areas When su h grants were made in hitherto 
. · c grants were made in bl f 
m Samatata and Srihatta th . . non-ara e orest tracts 

. ' ese were mvanably t f . 
agnculture in AD 675 ·th . . mean or expans10n of 

, WI a view to cleann th · f 
transforming it into a sed t 1 g is orest tract and thereby 

h 
en ary sett ement Simil 

t e same area in the eighth a d 1 h . ar grants were made in 
n ear Y tent century AD Th d 

AD 930 led to the settlement of 6 000 b -h . e grant ma e in 
number of craftsmen and oth ' . ra mm:zas and also an impressive 

er service groups· th b -h 
~equirement of the religious establishmen d '. e ra mai:ias met the 
m south India are also known t h f llt an pnests thereof. The Pallavas 
1 d f o ave o owed a simila l" f 
_an or the expansion of cultivation. Th . r po icy o granting 
1s unmistakably marked by cult" t· efpd~nod from AD 600 to AD 1200 

1 
iva wn o iverse type of S k . 

manua s on agriculture like th K . h. - , crops. ans nt e rzs zparasara the Krish. -kt" 
a growing agricultural sect It . . . '. . zsu z, etc. indicate or. is not surpns1 th · 
in early medieval texts as th . ng at agnculture is hailed 

bl
. ( e occupat10n par excellen d h b" 
iss tasya khalu samsiirasukh . k . h. ce an ar mger of am yasya rzs zh) The p ·b·i- . f 

expansion by issuing landgrant h. . . oss1 I 1t1es o agrarian s seem to ave encou d h. hl 
attitude to agriculture. · rage a 1g y favourable 

. Rich epigraphic data are available on the . . 
hitherto untilled and fall . expans10n of agnculture in the 
Nandi's study, who arguet~::~:s ~: earl~ medieval ~arnataka, thanks to 
within the 'feudal' set up In th _g hwth m the agranan economy, though 

1 
. e srxt century AD Goa d h K d 

~u ers, a grant of land enabled a brah un er t e a amba 
it ~it for ploughing (arm:zyakarshana) w:~i:i;ht\cl~ar a for~st tract and make 
It 1s also interesting to find. th: e e P of agncultural labourers. 

f m is record a reference t th t f 
o a coastal (kachchha) tract into padd fields b o . e rans ormation 
being located in the coastal tr t Ay h . y dammmg sea-water, Goa 
by the issuance of copperplate ahc . t no~ efr mstance of forest clearance 

c ar ers is urnished b . . 
AD 762 from Goribidnur taluk I 90 . y an mscnption of · n AD 4 a Taitt· - b -h .. 
a settlement of Ahichchhatr b -h .' inya ra mai:ia, living in a ra manas m the N · d 1 
construct a huge irrigation ta k h .. h anJanga ta uk, caused to 
from a nearby forest Th . n ' w die_ "'!as _fed by three streams emerging 

· e improve irngat10 f ·1· · 
agrarian expansion, increased the ou n an 1t1es must have led to 
in the growth of population (janoda a?: of ~rops and t_herefore resulted 
device in tank irrigation seems to h y . -~emnsular India, the sluice-weir 
There are instances of growing /v; cons1 :rably boosted crop production. 

re erence or canal-feeding of irrigation 
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tanks with the help of nearby streams/ rivulets to the previous dependence 
on rain-fed irrigation canals. This proved conducive to the conversion of 
virgin tracts into cultivable and settled areas that supported agricultural 
population. This reduced the dependence of peasants on annual rainfall for 
filling the tanks. The changes brought about by the expansion of agriculture 
and improved production of crops is evident from the literary references to 
kangu (foxtail millet). Kangu was described in the Ashtangahridaya-samgraha 
(seventh century AD) as an inferior grain (kudhanya) along with sytzmaka and 
kodrava. About five centuries later, the Mtznasolliisa praises the same kangu 
as fit for royal diet and hails it as an excellent grain (sutm:zcJula). 

Non-indigenous authors, especially the Arab geographers, were much 
impressed by the flourishing agricultural conditions in early medieval times 
and the diversity of crops. Paddy was undoubtedly the most important 
crop. Some villages in south-eastern Bengal with boraka name-endings 
were probably so called for the cultivation of boro variety of paddy. The 
Sunyapurtz,:za enlists fifty types of paddy in early medieval Bengal, which 
was also particularly famous for sugar-cane plantations. Pui:i<;lra or north 
Bengal being well-known for quality sugar-cane, the term pau,:zi;lra (grown 
in Pu,:zi;lra) became a synonym for sugar-cane. There was expansion of the 
plantations of coconut, betel and areca nuts, betel leaf and cotton, especially 
in the littoral tracts and the Deccan. Indigo plantation, closely allied to the 
textile production, seems to have been well established in Gujarat. The far 
south figures very prominently in the account of foreigners as an area rich in 
spices; the most frequently-mentioned spice was the pepper from Malabar . 
Some improvements in the cultivation of oil seeds may logically be inferred 
in the light of increased number of references to oil-presses (ghtznaka) and 
oilmen (tailika). Inscriptions also record availability of green vegetables 

(sakaviirttaku) as exchangeable commodities. 
The traditional use of ox-drawn plough continued. The use of the large 

plough (brihadhala) may logically indicate some improvements in the 
technology and manufacturing of ploughs. The early medieval period had 
good knowledge about the mechanism of pounding and husking grain with 
udukhala. The Desznamamiilti of Hemachandra, significantly enough, enlists 
several synonyms of Sanskrit udukhala in desi; the desi vocabulary was the 
forerunner of many modern regional vernaculars in India. This once again 
underlines the spread of agriculture in different regions of the subcontinent. 
In some areas, like the Kalachuri realm in Qahala (present-day region 
around Jabalpur), known for its relative isolation, the regular use of khala 
or udukhala resulted in the imposition of a new levy (khalabhikshii). This may 
be an indicator to the generative aspects of some of the new elements in the 

agrarian life during the early middle ages. 
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xv 
The spread of agrarian settlements would have hardly been possible without 
adequate irrigation facilities. Existing sources portray the preponderance 
of small-scale or local-level irrigation projects. Though the sastric norms 
uphold royal rights over-irrigation works (setu) and hence his prerogative to 
levy a cess on water, actual evidence to this direction is missing. It is only in 
the Gaha<;l.havala records that the practice of imposing a water cess (jalakara) 
is clearly mentioned. There are, however, some instances of administrative 
patronage to launch and maintain large-scale or supra-local irrigation 
projects. The most outstanding example comes from Kashmir, where Suyya, 
during the reign of Avantivarman, succeeded in diverting the course of the 
Vitasta. This resulted not only in the prevention of the annual flooding 
of the Vitasta, but also caused a much greater agricultural output, leading 
to an appreciable fall in the price of paddy. Many rulers of early medieval 
times are credited with the construction of large reservoirs, which could 
have served the needs of a sizable area. On many occasions, such reservoirs 
were called sagara, samudra, varidhi, etc. and named after the reigning king 
or the ruling dynasty. This is a practice particularly noticed in the Deccan 
and south India. King Ramapala is praised in the Ramacharita for excavating 
a number of large tanks in Varendri. The text gives an impression that such 
a step was consciously taken to improve upon the distressed economy of 
Varendri after he had recqvered it from the rebellious Kaivartta chiefs. These 
data on the rulers' effort to provide irrigational facilities in early medieval 
India need not straight forward suggest the prevalence of hydraulic society 
and/or oriental despotism. The instances of individual and group initiatives 
in launching and maintaining irrigation projects far outnumber those of 
royal/administrative efforts. The concept of oriental despotism highlights 
an unchanging society and polity in India. This concept does not have either 
empirical validity or theoretical soundness. 

Moreover, such a position is clearly negated by the numerous instances of 
non-official or non-government initiatives and participations in launching 
and maintaining local-level irrigation works. These works outnumbered 
the above references to royal interests in hydraulic projects. The variation 
in irrigation devices and the diversity in the dependence on irrigation are 
linked up with ecological difference in disparate regions of the subcontinent. 
Needless to emphasize that there would be a greater need for irrigation 
in areas with relatively more pronounced aridity. This assumes a special 
significance in the light of wide variations in annual precipitation in different 
regions of the subcontinent. 

In early medieval Bengal, there were plenty of natural resources of water 
enriched by monsoon rains (devamatrika) and riverine sources (nadimatrika), 
ditch (khata), channels (kulya and prm:zalz) and wells (kupa). In more or less 
contemporary Rajasthan, an area well-known for its aridity and desert-
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like conditions, kupa and tag.aga were more numerous. Early medieval 
inscriptions from Rajasthan contain significant information about th_e use 
of water wheels or araghat.tas, also called gha.tfyantras as a regular d:vice to 
procure irrigational water. A tenth century AD scu~pture from RaJasthan 

ortrays the vertical rotary motion of the wheel, to which were attached small 
~uckets or pots. These pots would go round with the turning of the wheel 
and fetch up water from below. The sculpture also depicts th~ employment 
of workers (comparable expression araghat.tfyanara) for turnmg the wheel 
and fetching water. The use of the water wheel (araghatta), evident !rom 
visual representation and textual references, has led s~me schola~s to mfer 
that the Persian wheel was not an importation to India and ':as m fact: an 
indigenous device. This has been effectively cou~tered by Habib, who p~mts 
to the vital absence of a gearing mechanism, a salient feature of t~e me~1eval 
Persian wheel, in the Indian aragha_t_ta or ghatiyantra of early medieval times. 
This gearing mechanism was integrated to two wheels, one with a horizontal 
and the other with a vertical rotary movement, that helped transfer the 
primary horizontal rotation of the first wheel into the vertical rotation of 
the second wheel to which were attached pots or buckets carrying water. 
The Persian wheel evidently had a more complex and advanced mechanism, 
in which animal power could be easily employed to rotate the first wheel in 
preference to the human labour. Mukhia cites litera? evidence for a three
stage development of this irrigation device from a simpler water-wheel to 
the complex Persian wheel. It should be pointed out here that one of the 
lexical meanings of the word araghatta is a deep well and. some s_cholars 
would favour the identification of the aragha_tta in early medieval RaJasthan 

"th a deep well and not with a water wheel. Despite the scholarly variance 
Wl h . I' 1 on the meanings, mechanisms and nature of aragha_ttas, t ere 1s 1tt e 
doubt that their regular use in early medieval Rajasthan led to growth and 
diversification of the agricultural yields. Attention may also be f~cused h~re 
on the use of dhikus or dhinkus (wells) as local-level irrigation proJects, which 
will be evident from early medieval inscriptions in Rajasthan. . 

In Gujarat too, early medieval inscriptions and te~t~al matenals are 
replete with references to vti.pi or vti.vi. While the ter_m ~apz has been kn_own 
for a long time in Sanskrit literature as any reservmr, m the early medieval 
context they connoted step wells, excavated to a great d~pt~ to tap _t~e 
ground water. The term vapi being derived from the r~ot ~ap (to sow), 1t 1s 
logical to assume that the vapis provided water fo_r cult1va~10n. 

The introduction of the vapi in early medieval GuJarat has a clo~e 
correspondence to the overall growth and diversification of crops m 
Karnataka, an area with uncertain precipitation. Irrigation wa~ largely 
provided there by tanks (kere or gere in epigraphic record~), which were 

t blished and maintained as local-level sources of prec10us water by 
es a h . Th 
individual and group initiatives and only rarely by the ruling aut or~ty. e 
tanks were so excavated as to form the pattern of a chain from the higher to 
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the lower levels. The excess water of the tank at a higher level could thereby 
seep into the lower one and so on and thus irrigate a considerable area. 

The most graphic acount of the management of local hydraulic resources 
comes from the early medieval To:r;i.c;laimai;ic;lalam and Cholamandalam in 
the Tamil area. Epigraphic evidence leave little room for d~ubt ·about the 
importance attached to the maintenance of tanks and irrigation channels/ 
canals, their periodic desilting and repair and the allocation of the financial 
resources for these works with minute details, all looked after by the 
annually elected representatives of the tank committee (erivti.riyam) under 
the local self assembly (sabhti.) in brahmadeya villages. This system has, 
however, no parallel in other regions of the subcontinent. James Heitzman's 
elaborate and incisive analysis of Chola inscriptions offers an interesting 
image. In what is modern Kumbakonam and Tiruchhirappali areas canals 
and channels were numerically far superior to other irrigation devices, as 
high as 84 per cent to 85 per cent, while tanks had a share of 7 per cent. 
There was also a noticeable spurt in canals in the twelfth century, implying 
thereby that resources were put in canal-building in that locality. In the 
Tiruturaippadi area, canals (79 per cent) certainly outnumbered tanks (15 
per cent). The area around Pudukottai was familiar with tanks to a higher 
percentage (38 per cent), while irrigation channels had a share of 49 per 
cent. What is significant from Heitzman's studies is the local-level diversities 
in the preference for irrigation devices; the preference for a particular type 
of irrigation method was based on the respective ecological features of these 
localities. His study also reveals that the use of sluice was very limited (4.7 
per cent) in comparison to the use of tanks and canal irrigation methods. 
The Deccan and the far south, without any rivers of glacial origin, had to 
depend entirely on the annual rainfall which was not uniform. This has 
a special bearing on the predominantly rice-eating diet in south India, 
requiring greater amount of water for irrigating paddy fields. Irrigational 
water therefore looms large as a precious natural endowment in peninsular 
regions. In the Deccan and the far south, local-level irrigation arrangements 
were traditionally associated with immense significance in the records. 

The overall impression ·amid regional diversities is one of general 
improvement in irrigational facilities. This can hardly be dissociated from the 
growth and diversification of crops, a point to be elaborated in a subsequent 
section on early medieval trade. Hydraulic projects frequently appear in the 
operative portions of landgrants as identifiable landmarks of a donated 
plot or village. This certainly speaks of the growing importance of hydraulic 
projects in the associated rural landscapes. To this may be added the regular 
injunction in the law books to maintain irrigation work with great care and 
to inflict severe punishment on those who damage irrigation works. A close 
perusal of the epigraphic evidence would also suggest that the social status 
of individuals and/or groups, launching and patronizing the excavation and 
maintenance of vapi, kupa, taqlti.ga, etc., considerably enhanced as a result 

r 
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of such meritorious acts of public welfare (purta). The participation in such 
purtta works helped them in gaining eminence as elites in the local society. 

XVI 

Crafts and Artisanal Organizations 

The improvement in agriculture and the expansion of sedentary settlements 
resulted in the cultivation of many important cash crops which in turn 
created favourable conditions for the development of several agro-based 
crafts and industries. The sugar-making industry seems to have proliferated, 
as will be evident from the regular references to sugar presses (pzqlanayantra 
or ikshup'iqlanayantra) and to the making of sugar candy and molasses. In the 
Chinese and Arabic accounts, Malwa prominently figures as a major area of 
sugar-making and it is from here that the products were sent to the Gujarat 
coast as an item of maritime trade. 

The traditional fame of Indian textile seems to have continued unabated. 
Though earlier famous centres like Kausambi and Mathura appear to have 
receded into the background, new centres of textile production are recorded 
in theMti.nasollti.sa (twelfth century AD), e.g. Mulasthana (Multan), Anahilapa_ 
taka (is Gujarat), Vanga (eastern Bengal) and Nagapattana (in the Chola 
realm). The mention of orang'itantra in an inscription from Assam would 
suggest, according to B.P. Mazumdar, the spread of the weaving industry in 
this region. The very word kti.paqla in the sense of cloth appears in a twelfth 
century-inscription from Mangrol in Gujarat. The textile products of early 
medieval Bengal are invariably hailed as of superb quality in the Arabic, 
Persian, Chinese texts and also praised by Marco Polo. 

The impact of the regular production of edible oil seeds is clearly seen in 
the increasing number of epigraphic and textual references to oil-making. The 
oil-press is sometimes called audra, but the more common term is ghti.naka. 
The realistic description of the circular rotation of the ghti.naka and also its 
use as a simile in religious texts emphatically underline its importance in 
the material life. The ghti.naka is not frequently seen in sources prior to the 
eighth century AD and may hence be treated as a new introduction to the 
crafts sector of the economy. The growing importance of the ghti.naka in the 
socio-economic life of early medieval India is further illustrated by glorifying 
the gifts of oil-presses as meritorious an act as the donation of a tank or a 
well. An eleventh century AD inscription from Konkan severely denounces 
a damager of ghti.naka in the imprecatory verses of the record. In view of 
the above discussions, it is hardly surprising that oilmen (tailikas) would 
frequently figure in early medieval documents. 

The early medieval period is also noted for the much greater and more 
regular use of metal implements, particularly iron ones. This surely brought 
in increased utilization of iron for making agricultural tools, including 
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ploughshares. The expertise of Indian craftsmen is amply borne out by the 
iron beams in the Gundichabari (the palace of Lord Jagannatha's maternal 
aunt) in Puri. The ability of the blacksmith to manufacture different varieties 
of iron in Karnataka, which was also exported to Aden, is proved by letters 
of Jewish merchants of eleventh and twelfth century AD. The innumerable 
copper plates of course speaks of the artisans' mastery over the metal. 
The proficiency of artisans in bronze work is best illustrated by the large 
number of bronze images, especially from south India. A bronze factory 
owned by Abraham Yishu, a Jew by birth, was situated in Manjrur 
(Mangalore) and figured prominently in the twelfth century AD letters of 
Jewish merchants. The repeated references to the excellence of swords from 
Anga (eastern Bihar) in Arabic accounts would imply that the attention 
of these foreign authors were drawn towards the swords, quantity or the 
quality or both. 

There is mention of large number of craftsmen and diverse professional 
groups in early medieval Srihatta (modern Sylhet in Bangladesh) in an 
inscription of AD 930. They include blacksmith (karmakara), leatherworker 
(charmmakara), brazier (karhsyakara), carpenter (sutradhara/rathakara), 
architect (sthapati), washerman (rajaka), florist or garland maker (malakara), 
barber (napita), astrologer (ga,:zaka), scribe (kayastha), physician (vaidya), 
servant (karmmakara), maid servant (chetika), players of various types 
of drums (lj.hakkavadaka, kahalika, lj.raglj.ika) and conch-shell blower 
(sankhavadaka). This impressive list of crafts and professions highlights 
their prevalence in early tenth century Srihatta, where settlement had been 
created in the seventh and eighth century AD by clearing forest (ara,:zya) and 
marshy areas (jala_tavibhukhm:zlj.a). Agrarian expansion by issuing landgrants 
therefore does not stifle the potentials of proliferation of crafts, professions, 
and contrary to the perceptions of Indian feudalism, provide definite scope 
for crafts to develop. One cannot lose sight of the fact that the above list 
of craftsmen and professionals figured in the context of establishing a 
brahmanical ma_tha type institution (brahmapura), which was said to have 
been planned (parikalpya) by king Srichandra (AD 925-75) after whom the 
establishment was named Chandrapura. 

Vijaya Ramaswamy's sustained engagements with researches on textile 
production in south India have enriched our understanding of this craft. 
She has examined inscriptions for generating elaborate data on weaving 
and weavers. Weavers in early medieval south India prominently figure 
in inscriptions as saliyar and kaikkolar. What is striking is that these 
craftsmen combined weaving with professional soldiery. Like many other 
craftsmen, they too formed guild-like professional organizations, such as 
samaya-pat.tagara, saliya samayangal and seniya pat_tagara. While the term 
seni is probably the same as Sanskrit sre,:zz (professional organization), 
samaya is a technical expression denoting a compact or agreement. The 

Realms and Regions 357 

cohesiveness of the weavers' body, one of the key factors in the s~ccess of 
the organization, is writ large in these terms. These weavers, obv10usly on 
account of their being resourceful, appear in several inscriptions as donors 
to temples making gifts of cash, livestock and shares of cloth (produce~ by 
them). At a temple in Kaftchipuram, the Chola king Uttamachola deposited 
money with a particular group of weavers to facilitate the performance ~fa 
festival. It is likely that the expenses towards the celebration of the festival 
would have come from the interest accruing from the principal deposited 
with the weavers' group. The event speaks of, on one hand, the close linkages 
of the weavers with both the king and the temple, and on the other, it points 
to the trust reposed on the professional body by the ruler and the temple as 

well. 
The craftsmen continued to associate with professional organizations like 

sre,:z'i or gos_thz (generally translated as guilds) under the leadership of a :11ast~r 
craftsman (or the headman of a guild) in the early medieval north India. This 
is evident from the study of both legal literature and epigraphic materials. 
But some new features associated with craft-wise combinations were 
gradually emerging from about the tenth century AD. There _was a ma~ked 
fall in the number of perpetual endowments in cash, deposited to gmlds, 
which in earlier times had acted as banks and paid specified interests to the 
beneficiary. Such perpetual deposits had previously provided crafts-guil_ds 
with vital financial resources. The gradual lack of such monetary deposits 
may be interpreted as an indicator of the less prominent role enjoyed by 
these professional bodies in early medieval times. It is interesting to note 
the presence of 20 headmen of oilmen (tailika mahattaras), 14 headm~n of 
garland-makers or florists (malakaras) and many leaders of the profe~si~nal 
organization for each craft group. The multiplicity of headmen withm a 
particular craft is a sign of the loosening of the compactness and th~ absen~e 
of cohesion among the practitioners of the same craft and profess10n. This 
certainly goes against the very spirit of harmony and cooperation, which 
used to hold together the guild-like groups. The multiplicity of headmen 
logically implies the existence of competitive tendencies with~n t?e same 
profession. The lessening of monetary deposits to t_hese orgarnza~10ns and 
the decreasing cohesiveness of sre,:z'is suggest their gradual fadmg away 
as important economic organizations. In this context, one may also note 
the definite tendency of law-givers to consider occupational sre,:z'is as jatis 
or castes of inferior social status. This is also echoed by the accounts of Al 
Biruni, noted for his minute observations of early medieval Indian society. 
The guilds with their thrust on hereditary and specialized occupation appear 
to have been more and more oriented towards family organizations. Once 
this tendency set in with the claim for social exclusivity closely following 
it, the process of the ossification of guilds into numerous endogamous and 

hierarchical jatis was inevitable. 
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XVII 

Commerce and Media of Exchange 

The foregoing discussions on agriculture and crafts and industries may not 
imp:ess upon us the image of an economy afflicted by crises resulting from 
the issuance of landgrants and the rise of a closed rural society. This section 
proposes to take a close look at commercial activities and its place in the 
non-agricultural sector of the economy. 

It is true that landgrants, which provide us with the bulk of information 
was concerned with the agrarian sector. But painstaking and insightful 
studies of the meager and marginal notices on commercial life in copper plates 
and other inscriptions would acquaint us with different type of merchants 
and various levels of market places over greater parts of the subcontinent 
during the six centuries in question. Recent studies of early medieval trade 
emphasize on the inapplicability of blanket terms like 'merchant' and 
'trade centre'. At one end of the wide range of exchange centres stood rural 
market places, generally called ha_t_ta or ha_t_tika. They appear to have closely 
corresponded to arjrjas in the eastern Deccan and santhes in the western 
and central parts of the Deccan. Despite their difference in names, all these 
probably shared the common feature of being held on certain day(s) of the 
week or in other words their periodicity. They probably enjoyed direct links 
with the rural hinterland, which supplied exchangeable agricultural and 
crafts products. It must be pointed out that in certain early medieval records, 
ha_t_tas appeared as market places within urban areas (the mention of a hatta 
in the purva or eastern quarter of the urban centre or pattana at Siyado~i). 
The same element of periodicity is also inseparably associated with the fair 
or yatra, which appears to have been held at a specific season or during a 
particular festival. On the other hand, these must have stood larger market 
places including ports, capitals and major urban centres. 

. The early medieval commercial scene witnessed the advent of maru;lapika.s 
(literally, a covered pavilion) in northern and western India. Inscriptions 
distributed over Kangra, Gwalior, Pehoa, Bharatpur, Jabalpur and with a 
definite concentration in Gujarat and Rajasthan, eloquently speak of brisk 
commerce at maru/apika.s, corresponding to modem mandis in more or less 
the same regions. One cannot miss the fact that the epigraphic evidence 
showing marujapika.s as active centres of trade belongs to the period from 
AD 75~ to AD 1000, which is projected as a period particularly lacking in trade, 
~ccordmg to the concept of Indian feudalism. The brisk trade at mm:u/apika.s 
is even better seen in inscriptions after AD 1000, when feudal elements 
are said to have attained its peak. The range of commodities transacted at 
maru;lapika.s is equally impressive, where staples and luxuries alike were 
ava~lable. A very significant feature is the availability of different type of 
agncultural products from neighbouring and distant areas at maru;lapika.s. 
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The mandis of modern times are also known principally as centres of grain 
trade. At the early eleventh century AD mm:u;l.apikti. at Bilhari near Jabalpur 
converged betel/areca nut (pugaphala), black pepper (marf:ha) a~d e_lephants 
side-by-side with agrarian items like green vege~a~les (sa~avarttaku). The 
impression that emerges is the role of mmyj.apzka as a lmkage between 
the rural exchange network and trade in urban areas. In fact, some of the 
mamjapika.s became important and distinctive enough to be calle~ ~a~a
ma~r;l.apika.s (indicating their impressive size) and pattana:71wzr;l.apzka~ (1.e. 
with urban dimension or located in an urban space). No less important 1s the 
fact that several records, especially from Rajasthan and Gujarat, inform us _of 
cess/ duty imposed by political authorities and also volun~arily by mercant_1le 
groups (in the latter case, collected levies were bestowed 1~ favour of a_ deity 
or a religious establishment) at marir;l.apikti.s. This resu~ted m the ~a_rkmg of 
some of the existing marir;l.apikti.s as sulkamarir;l.apika.s, 1.e. marir;l.apzkas where 
tolls and customs (sulka) could be collected. Under such circumstances, t~e~e 
would be a strong likelihood of recognizing the significance of marir;l.apzkas 
by administrative authorities. This is indicated not only by the presen~e ~f 
important officials during prominent socio-cultural. e~ents. at marir;l.apzkas, 
but also by the reference to the creation of an admm1strat1ve. department 
concerning marir;l.apika.s (marirj.apika.ka.raria) in the Lekhapaddhatz. 

Both epigraphic and literary data indicate the advent of a new _typ: of 
market centre in the Decan, viz., peritha., variously called peri_thasthana, 
piritha., pem_ta, etc. The peri_tha. (probably a hyper-Sanskri~ised fo~~ of 
petha), according to the Yasastilakachampu by Somadevasun, w~s- d~v!de_d 
into many well-laid out chambers (vibhakta.neka.pavaraka.ra~h~n~salznz); it 
had also large storage areas for merchandise (maha.bha.rirj.avahznz) and was 
provided with drinking places (prapa.), feeding hou_se. (sattra), assembly 
hall with seats (sabhtisantitha) and streets or shop (vzthz). Merchants from 
different areas flocked here (ntintidisopasarpanayujtim variijtim). Covering an 
area of a couple of miles (gorutpramtiriti), the perithti was marked ~y ~itches 
(kulyab), rampart (vapra), fortification (prtiktira) and a moat (parzkha): The 
text highlights the impressive size of the perithti, where excellent items 
were stored in boxes, which were watched over by adequate number of 
guards(bha.r1r;l.andtirambhodbha_tabharfra-pe_takapaksharakshastir~7:1). The~ost 
important point here is its commercial character; the peritha 1s descnbed 
as a putabhedinf, a technical expression denoting a place where ?oxes of 
merchandise were unsealed. It would therefore refer to a stockade with ware
housing facility. Spaces in the peri_thti were let out to merchants for storage, 
display and sale of their commodities against the paymen~ of toll~, shares 
and rent at a moderate rate (prastintasulkabhtigahtiravyavaharamachzkar~t). 

Somadevasuri, who also wrote a treatise on polity-Nftivtikyamrzt~
speaks of piri_thti, obviously the same as peri_thti, as a ce~tr: of_trade which 
was also toll-collecting centre (sulkasthtina). The peri_tha/pzri_tha as a centre 
of trade closely corresponds to modem peth in Maharashtra, Karnataka 
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and Andhra Pradesh. In fact, the term pe_th as a locality-level administrative 
centre figures in a sixth century AD inscription from Bundelkhand and 
in a seventh century AD inscription from Satara distinct, Maharashtra. 
The pe_tha/pe,:z_tha/pi,:z_thii seems to have been a trade centre larger than an 
atjtja (ha_t_ta or rural-level market places) and santhe (weekly fair), but smaller 
than a sizeable urban centre (pura/pattana). The pe,:z_thii continued to exist 
as a middle category centre of trade in the Deccan in subsequent centuries 
(thirteenth-eighteenth centuries AD). Like the ma,:ztjapikiis in north India, 
the pe,:z_thii (pe_th) in the Deccan was in a position to reach out both to rural 
hinterlands and large urban market areas. 

That the early medieval nagaram in the Tamil area had a distinct 
commercial character, has been well-recognized. The study of as many 
as thirty-three nagarams in the Chola territories by Hall tends to suggest 
their close association with natjus or locality-level centres. Though Hall's 
conclusion that each natju (with a number of villages under them) uniformly 
had a nagaram has been questioned by Chattopadhyaya, the inter-niitju and 
intra-natju contacts of the nagaram have been more or less agreed upon. The 
close interaction between the nagaram as a locality-level mercantile centre 
and the nanadesi commercial body has also been impressed upon on the 
basis of the Chola inscriptions. Early medieval India, thus, witnessed three 
types of middle-tier commercial centres-ma,:ztjapika, pe,:z_thii and nagaram
rooted to their respective regions, the like of whjch had not been seen before. 
That they shared the common characteristics of providing linkages between 
the rural and urban market places cannot be overlooked. 

The active presence of merchants of various types, including the 
vaidehaka (petty trader), banjara (hawker or pedlar), siirthavaha (caravan 
merchant), sresh_thin (very rich merchant, often as an investor), vatjtju
vyavaharz (the senior merchant), and nauvittaka (ship-owning merchant, 
equivalent and synonymous with the nakhuda in Persian and Arabic 
sources) can hardly be missed in the light of early medieval inscriptions 
and literary texts (particularly the voluminous Jaina literature). Recent 
economic historiography shows the awareness of not treating merchants 
as a blanket type, but of the possibility of arranging them in an order of 
primacy. The importance of the extensive network of two south Indian 
commercial organizations, viz., the 500 svamzs of Ayyavole (Aihole) and the 
Mal).igramam (derived from the term va,:ziggriima) has also been effectively 
driven home by the researches of Appadurai, Abraham, Karashima and 
Subbarayalu. There are also interesting epigraphic data on the significant 
linkages of these bodies with the ruling group and also on their presence in 
Sri Lanka, lower Burma and maritime South-East Asia from the ninth to the 
twelfth-thirteenth centuries AD. 

It is rather strange that the perception of Indian feudalism have taken 
relatively few notice of the consistent and profuse information on the 
remarkable expansion of the Indian Ocean trade from around the eighth 
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. . India's role and involvement can hardly be minimized. 
century AD,_ m which able difficulties to reconcile and account_ for the 
There are msurmount l f I d" 's long-distance trade prensely at a 

d l° . the VO ume O n ia · h 
assumed ec 111:e m h in the Indian Ocean trade. The rise of Islam, wit 
time of the obvious growt d b ·ty undoubtedly provided a very 

. th t on commerce an ur am ' 
its distmct rus . d ticularly across the Indian Ocean, as 
major fillip to long-dis~ance tra e, par 

Hourani and Chaud~un stated. well-known termini in the west and east, 
The sea-borne Asian trade _had d B der the SeldJ·uk and Abbasid 

d . 1 by Siraf an asra un 
represente respective y ) d th Fatimid Caliphate (since AD 965) on 
rule and al Fustat (old Cairo un erf Che. n the other The movement of 

h d d the harbours o ma o . 11 d 
the one an ' an . . lar el and favourably contro e 
ship in this expansive me~itm~; sp~~::~;ns ~f :he monsoon wind. As the 
by the more or less predicta e a t d th astern termini of the Indian 

d · b tween the western an e e . . 1 roun tnp e . "bl d r these circumstances m a smg e 
d ·rtually impossi e un e 

Ocean tra e was VI b d f India reaped conspicuous 
h b both the sea- oar s o 1 

voyage, ar ours on d ' (K N Chaudhuri) as inevitab e 
f h. ' mente voyage · · 

advantage out o : is seg . s besides articipating in the exports and 
stopovers, transshipment p_omt ' Th pt sea-board having greater 

f th subcontment e wes ern ' h 
imports rom e 11 ·t ble to the growth of estuarine ports. T ere 
indentations, was natura y sui a . . t nee on the west coast, starting 
were a string of ports of outstandm; i~pc: a rs on the Gujarat littorals like 
from Debal in the Indus delta to ;K:n:: ::r combay), Sthanaka (Thana), 
Somnath, Stambhaka (Khamba~a y S . n) Surparaka (Subara in 

. (S" d f the Arabic texts or ania , b 
Samyana m an o Ch -11 a called Saimur by the Ara s 
Arabic geographical texts or Sop)a~~~nd::~r[ ;r Sindabur near Goa on the 
(Chaul to the south of Bombay' . J l bar for example Mangalapura 
Konkan littorals and finally, the ports m pa a 1' . nd Kulam mali or 

(M l ) Fandarina or anta ayam a 
or Manjrur anga ore ' . h ble nature throw light on the 
Quilon. Epigraphic evidence of un~;P;_acO a ani and Hormuzi merchants 
regular settlements of Sirafi,_ ~ag_ na o~ Ar:ic names of these merchants 
on the western c~a~t. _Sansknt~::t~~e Indian situation. Jewish merchants 
corroborates their mtimacy wi . h 1 l venth century AD. These 

l ent in Malabar m t e ear y e e . b . k 
were a so pres ' . d ' b G itein were involved m the ns 
merchants, labelled as India tra ers y o 

trade network with Aden and al Fustat. . t d towards movements of men 
The eastern littoral was naturally ohnenI de. Ocean which was further 

• h t ector of t e n ian ' 
and traffic m t e eas ern s . S Th Coromandel coast thrived on 
linked up with the Java and the Chma ::~ eattinam during the Chola rule 
Mamallapuram of the Pallava times an agI apth-~ Andhra-Kalinga coa~t was 

. t f overseas commerce. n h as premier por s or 
1 

. AD 1068 which offers t e 
. , _ kh • known at east smce , 

situated Visa apattmam, d ft K lottunga I as Kulottungacholapat. 
l of being rename a er u d · unique examp e . th l ng-distance seaborne tra e is 

Th t · ed Chola interests m e 0 
tinam. e sus am . b . sent by the Cholas to the Sung 
particularly evident from the three em assies . 



362 
Exploring Early India 

emperors in China (AD_ 1014, AD 1033 and AD 1079). The close ties between 
the Cho!a realm and Srivijaya (Palembang) in South-East Asia are shown 
by the cu!tural patronage Of the Srivijaya king to a Buddhist monastery at 
Naga~attm~m; such cult~~al interests appear to have been strongly backed by 
~at~nal gams from mantime trade. T?e likelihood of such an interpretation 
lies m th~ well-do~umented role of Srivijaya as an intermediary between 
south India ~nd Chma. Recent researches by Karashima and Subbarayalu in 
the Cho!a attitude towards economic activities and particularly to mercantile 
groups would go to show the awareness of the Cho!as of the importance 
of commerce. This, in its turn, would suggest that the Cholas undertook 
the :71aritime. expeditions to South-east Asia not for short--term plunder 
~otive, b~t with a long-range view of minimizing the role of Srivijaya as the 
mtermediary between the Cho!as and Sung China. Tansen Sen's analysis of 
the S_ung sources demonstrates that the Cho!a rulers involved prominent 
Muslim Arab merchants in course of as many as three Chola missions to the 
Sun~ court in AD 1014, AD 1033 and AD 1070. It was this appreciation of 
the r_mportance of trade on a long-ter~ basis that prompted Kulottunga I to 
abolish tolls and customs (cf. his title Suriganadavirttachola), at a time when 
he consciously enhanced the status of the port of Visakhapattanam. 

T?e Bengal coast during the sixth and the seventh century AD was 
partrcula~ly famous for the port of Tamralipata, which seems to have decayed 
around eighth century AD. The adverse economic effect of Tamralipata was 
however, offset by the rise of another port of considerable importance to 
the east of the Meghna. This port generally called Samandar by Arab writers 
and Sudkawan by Ibn Battuta has been located near present Chittagong in 
Bangladesh. The Arab chronicles furnish evidence of the maritime voyages 
from Samandar to Uranshin (Orissa), Kanja (Kanchipuram) and Serendib 
or Silandib (Sri Lanka). The cultural linkages of eastern and southern India 
with both mainland and maritime South-East Asia could indirectly point to 
the commercial contracts among these areas. 

India seems to have exported textiles of diverse type, aloe wood teak 
(for shipbuilding), coconut coir, grains including rice, iron of various 'types 
(known from letters of Jewish merchants), spices both indigenous and those 
b_roug~t fro:71 South-East Asia. The list of imported items is dimly known; 
silk, wme, ~m, precious metal like silver, gold and different spices appear to 
have been imported to India. Talking of expensive import items, attention 
~ust be paid to war horses, always a rarity in India and ,therefore, it was 
mvariably imported. The major area of the supply of horses to India had 
been up to AD 600 the Central Asian steppes wherefrom, horses were sent 
overland to the northwestern borderlands. Nomadic depredations after AD 

600 led to the increasing preference for sea-trade in horses to the previous 
overland transactions. The proliferation of regional powers and their 
protracted military designs appears to have caused a manifold increase in 
the demand for the best quality war horses from Arabia, Pers (Persia) and 
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Sham (Syria), which fetched enormous prices and were generally called 
bahri (sea-borne) horses. Marco Polo, providing insights int~ the overseas 
import of horses to India, accused the ruler at Tana (T~ana m the Konkan 
coast) of conniving with local pirates for illegally procunng war horses fr~m 
ships. Early medieval Bengal too become noted for trade in horses. The Pala 
inscriptions from the eighth to twelfth century AD repeatedly desc~ibe the 
supply of the best quality horses from the northern quarters (Uttarapatha). 

Bengal during the Sena rule seems to have re:eiv~d ~up~ly of hors~s fro~ 
the mountainous north-eastern parts. MinhaJuddm m his Tabaqat-z-Naszrz 
(thirteenth century AD) clearly mentions Lakhnauti (in north Bengal) and 
Nudia (in West Bengal) as two important horse-trading centres, many of 
which were brought by Arab merchants. . 

This rapid survey of inland and sea-borne trade during the early ~1d~le 
ages clearly conveys a message contrary to the perception of a langu~shi~g 
trade which is viewed as a major ingredient of the feudal format10n m 
India'. There was neither any dearth of trade within the subcontinent nor 
any decay of India's role in the maritime commerce of the _India~ Ocean. In 
fact many of the facets in the Indian Ocean network of this penod reached 
thei~ fruition during the post-1300 days. It should be emphasized that 
the historiography of early medieval trade in India has often put an undue 
thrust on the transactions in high-value, small quantity, portable luxury 
items. Without negating the financial advantages arising out of tr~de in 
luxuries, it needs to be stressed that there is a growing body of evidence 
in favour of the more sustained and important, although less spectacular, 
trade in daily necessities. The early medieval period noted _for rem~rkab_le 
expansion of agriculture which was closely associated with d~almgs m 
agricultural products, including grains-a feature that would gam greater 
visibility from the fourteenth century AD onwards. The marked tenden:y 
to confine the study of trade history to India's participation (or lack of it) 
in long-distance foreign trade requires rethinking and revision in the future 
economic historiography of early medieval India. 

The problematic of the medium of exchange in this p~riod has to _be 
addressed at this juncture. The formulation of Indian feudalism has a maJor 
underpinning on the virtual absence of gold (and also silver) coins which, 
under worsening trade situations, were said to have made the way for cowry 
shells as the principal medium of exchange that was suitable merely for 
petty trade at local-level. There are grounds to accept the wide use of c_owry 
shells (kaparadaka) and the lesser number of coins in precious metals mmted 
by political powers in the period between AD 600 and AD 1000. One ca~not, 
however turn a blind eye to the specific information from early medieval 
Arab chr~nicles that cowry shells were in fact itself an item of long-distance 
maritime trade, being shipped from Maldives to Bengal. Bengal ~as been 
particularly marked for its dependence on cowry shells an~ hence Cited as a 
typical area suffering from dwindling trade and endowed with other features 
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Plate 7.1: Gold coin of Kalachuri Gangeyadeva with the figure 
of seated Lakshmi (obv.) 

Plate 7.2: Gold coin of Chola King Rajendrachola 

Plate 7.3: Gold coin ofYadava king Ramachandra 

::e!e~:alBsociol-political fo:mation. The availability of cowry shells in an 
e enga cannot sta1ghtway s k f 1 . 

exported rice to Mald· . h pea o as ump m trade, since Bengal 
trade in . . ives m exc ange of cowry shells. Cowry shells (like 

role of b=~:~~sa::ds~~e{r :;:~ttern_atitvhelyI bde:n perceived as performing the 
nges m e n ian Ocean maritime trade. 
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On the other hand, the south-easternmost parts of early medieval 
Bengal (Harikela and Pattikera for example), as B.N. Mukherjee shows, 
were thoroughly acquainted with high quality silver currency of 57.6 grains 
(i.e. struck on the well-known metallic standard of karshapa-i:,.a, pura-i:,.a and 
dramma), marked by their uninterrupted minting and circulation from the 
seventh to thirteenth century AD. The same area has yieldedAbbasidgold coin 
too. The above numismatic evidence has strongly challenged the suggested 
absence of metallic currency of precious metal in Bengal and by extension, 
in north India. B.N. Mukherjee has further pointed to the changes in the 
metrology, shape and execution of the Harikela coinage from ninth century 
AD onwards that complies with the reformed Arabic currency of the same 
time. This numismatic evidence sets at naught the proposed incompatibility 
between money-based economy and landgrant economy, both of which are 
reported from Bengal. Traditional arithmetic tables from Bengal indicates 
the exchangeability between a silver coin and cowry shells at the ratio of 
1:1280. This further highlights the role of cowry shells as small exchange in 
realms without having a metallic currency of its own. 

The minting of coins as a prerogative of the state power began in India 
with the Bactrian Greeks, followed continuously thereafter up to seventh 
century AD. The apparent lack of dynastic coinage in India from seventh 
to the end of the tenth century AD has been sought to be explained in 
terms of changed political attitude to coinage, which was not regarded as 
an expression of sovereignty till the foundation of the Sultanate. In the 
fresh assessment of numismatic evidence, the numerous occurrences of 
coin-terms in inscriptions even in areas without dynastic coinages cannot 
be brushed aside. Twelfth century AD inscriptions from Bengal and Orissa 
mention such a term, chur-i:,.-i:,.i, in association with kaparadaka and pura-i:,.a, 
in the context of assessment of the annual revenue in cash (samvatsarika 
hira-i:,.ya, abbreviated in the record as samhi) from a village. The term stands 
for something powdered to dust or tiny pieces. Its mention along with other 
media of exchange may indicate that it too was a medium of exchange in 
gold or silver dust, equivalent to the prescribed weight standards of gold 
and silver coins. The disadvantages of dealing in coins of uncertain metallic 
purity and weight standard and/or transporting a huge number of cowry 
shells as a substitute to the metallic coin could be effectively minimized or 
countered by the alternative use of easily portable dust of precious metal 
of the same weight and value of the said coin. Mukherjee therefore argues 
for the use of a dust currency, located between the cowry shell-the basic 
medium of exchange-and a coin of precious metal. The possibilities of a 
complex three-tier currency system in eastern India have been extended to 
the overall north Indian situation on the basis of the Arabic accounts that 
report the use of gold dust in the kingdom of Juzr (i.e. the Gurjara-Pratihara 
realm). To this must be added the recent in-depth enquiry into the various 
north India coin hoards belonging to the early medieval times. Deyell 
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demonstrates the fragility of the interpretative model of feudal economy; he 
also questions the ideas of the monetary anaemia, of a slump in trade and of 
self-sufficient closed village societies. 

XVIII 

The Urban Scenario: 'Third Urbanization' 

The early medieval age in the historiography of Indian feudalism is said 
to have ushered in widespread decay of urban centres. Urban contraction 
the _logic and evidence of which have been presented in the precedin~ 
sect10n, . was apparently caused by rural expansion. The decay of urban 
centres is suggested to have resulted in ruralization. Thus the expansion 
of the rural economy appears as the cause and effect of de-urbanization. 
The key to this critical situation is located in the practice of granting lands 
favouring agrarian spread and growth. This brought an end to the second 
urbanization in Indian history. Marxist historiography, however, attaches 
greatest importance to the improved use of iron technology and agricultural 
development generating the vital agrarian surplus as the key factor for the 
rise of cities belonging to second urbanization in India (600 BC-AD 300). But 
the s_ame genre of historical writings portray agrarian expansion of the early 
medieval period as the principal agent behind the disappearance of cities on 
a pan-Indian scale from AD 300-AD 1000. The decay of urban centres in the 
A~ 600-AD 1000 phase is explained as an impact of the languishing long
distance trade. We have already pointed out that agrarian development and 
not tr~de-especiall~ long-distance trade-is considered to be the principal 
factor m the burgeonmg of urban centres in early historical times. Therefore, 
how can the assumed absence of trade be seen as a major causative factor in 
a nearly pan-Indian urban decay? 

Such inconsistencies and contradictions have urged historians to 
re-examine the available evidence from literary, epigraphic and field 
a~chaeologic~l materials. Since the numbers of early medieval archaeological 
sites are admittedly few, the field archaeological information is meager. While 
several leading urban sites show unmistakable archaeological proof of their 
downward slide, some other sites provided no signs of desertion. Excavations 
at Chirand, Varai;i.asi, Ahichhatra, Purana Quila in the Ganga valley and 
Abar a~d Ujjay~ni in Malwa point towards continuous and uninterrupted 
occupat10n durmg AD 700-AD 1200. Intelligent utilization of epigraphic 
materials establishes urban features of some new settlements (not known 
before_ AD 600) in north India even in pre-1000 period. Chattopadhyaya's 
~nalysis shows that the early medieval urban centre at Prithudaka (Pehoa 
m Haryana) derived its material strength as a centre of horse trade 
(gho_takaya.trti.). The management of the urban space at Tattanandapura 
(Bulandshahar), labelled as a purapattana in epigraphic records of AD 867-
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907, is proved by the existence of hrihadrathya (high stre~t), kurathya (s~all 
d) hattamti.rga (road leading to the market place), purvahat_tapradesa (a 

::rk~t piace in the eastern quarter of the urban area), griha_ (residential 
house), avasanika (ordinary dwelling) and aparasaraka (house with balcony). 
Siyaduni, also labelled as a pattana where a ma?cj.apika s:ood, was another 
urban centre of prominence, marked by trade m essentials. It ~lso ser:7ed 
as a religio-cultural centre. The early medieval to':n of Gopadn (Gwahor) 
was known as a kot_ta. The said suffix indicates the importance of t~e urban 
area as an administrative-cum-military headquarters. That certam are~s 
in an overall rural context could sometimes assume features of a town is 
occasionally available in our sources. The presence o~ a ~a.tt'.ka (sn:iall rural 

ket place) attached to Dhritipura (the suffix pura mdicative of its urban mar . . 
nature) in early medieval Vanga under the Chandra kings is a _case i~ pomt. 
Chattopadhyaya draws our attention to Nac;lc;lula (Nadole) m_ Ra!as:h~n. 
N addula was one of the grti.mas or villages among 12 such areas (dvadasgramzya 
Naddulagrti.ma). The central location of Nac;lc;lula vis-a-vis other rural centers 
tur~ed it into a point of convergence for movements among the twelve 
villages. This resulted in the subsequent transfor~ati~n. of ~he . rural 
settlement into a trade centre with a mti.f1-{j.apikti.. There is a distmct hkehhood 
that the mti.f1-{j.apikti. at Nac;lc;lula derived its importance from it~ being_a_nodal 
point for the neighbouring rural surroundings and therefore it partiopated 
in the transactions of agricultural products. Nac;lc;lula eventually became an 
urban centre (nagara). The significance of such a centre of trade at a ~o_dal 
point did not escape the attention of the Chahamanas, t_he local pohtic_al 
power, who made it their political citadel. That Vei;i.ugrama (Belgam) m 
Karnataka too emerged as an eminent point of convergence of mercha~ts 
of various types and hailing from both neighbouring and distant areas_ with 
an impressive range of products-staples and luxuries-is recorded i~ an 
early thirteenth century inscription. There are clear proofs of Venugrama 
combining features of a commercial and a religious centre. . . 

In the far south the spurt of urban centres since ninth century comodes 
with the growing appeal ofVaishi;i.ava and Saiva sectarian devotional (bhakti) 
cults the construction of monumental temples around sacred centres 
asso~iated with these devotional cults and the increasing political power 
of the Cho!as. These temples usually dominated the urban landsca~e. The 
cases in point are Thanjavur, the capital of the Cho!as, and Gai;i.gaiko_i;i.c;la
cho!apuram, founded by Rajendra. Though Thanjavur_ had already e~isted 
prior to the rise of the Cho!as, its heydays began with the _access10n of 
Rajaraja I in late tenth century. According to Champakalakshmi, at the very 
centre of Thanjuvur stood the monumental temple, Brihadis_vara. Around 
the temple was located the quarter for the political and p~iestly classes, 
forming the uppermost crust of the elites and thus. occu~ymg the ur~an 
space closest to the shrine. After this came the residential area housmg 
various urbane groups, including the residence of merchants. There were 
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also four markets (ar.gadis). Around the . . 
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within the region and also beyond it. The growing popularity of sectarian 
bhakti cults was often expressed in the brisk temple-building activities 
and/ or patronage to mat:ha complexes. Both the temple and the ma.tha are 
found to have provided excellent meeting grounds for ruling groups and 
mercantile communities. The combinations of these formations helped 
the emergence and development of early medieval urban centres which by 
their distinctiveness are situated by Chattopadhyaya in the third phase of 
urbanization in Indian history. 

XIX 

An Overview of the Early Medieval Society 

Proliferation of Jatis 

The two previous sections tried to appreciate the changing nature of the 
polity and economy in the subcontinent during the early medieval times. 
Politics and economic pursuits cannot be divorced from the social milieu. 
The following pages seek to present an overview of various social groups and 
the interrelation among them and some salient aspects of social life during 
AD 600-1200. The purpose of this exercise is to examine the distinctive 
features of social life in early medieval India; in other words, the intention 
is to judge the extent and manner in which early medieval society differed 
from the situation prior to AD 600. The futility of looking at pre-modern 
Indian society purely from the normative sastric view has been driven home 
in previous discussions and needs to be emphasized here once more. The 
regular and numerous variances from the sastric norms-cited with the help 
of creative literature, impressions of non-indigenous authors and epigraphic 
materials-and their gradual accommodation in the ways oflife in disparate 
regions of the subcontinent cannot be lost sight of. 

The impracticabilicy of understanding early Indian society from a static 
and sastric point of view, rooted in the idea of perceiving the Vedic tradition 
as the fountainhead of all social norms in India, is clearly seen in the Puranic 
descriptions of the Kali age. The Kali age is uniformly regarded as the worst 
and the darkest of all the time cycles in the sacred texts because of the fall 
and disuse of many practices and traditions sanctioned by the Vedas. This 
led to the overwhelming influence of the epico-Puranic literature, replacing 
in many cases the authority of the Vedic tradition. The regulations in the 
Smriti or the Dharmastistra literature, steeped in Vedic tradition, are seen 
in many normative texts of the early middle ages as inapplicable and not 
intellible as they stopped meaning what they had originally stood for. The 
voluminous and celebrated commentaries on major Smriti texts and the 
impressive Mfmtimsti (digest) texts offer fresh interpretations, modifications 
and occasionally substitutions of the sastric dicta in the light of the changing 



370 
Exploring Early India 

situations in the early medieval times. Interpreting the Smriti laws by 
commentators and digest-makers is a clear pointer to their appreciation of 
the altering social milieu which did not operate merely on static sastric code. 
The tendency to provide fresh interpretations of old standpoints is seen 
a: early as the seventh and eighth centuries AD when Maskarin composed 
his com~e~t~ry on the Gautama Dharmasutra. This is closely followed by 
Bhavasvamm s commentary on Naradzyamanusamhita and Bharuchi's (also 
known as f?.iju Vimala) Vivara,:za on Manu. The unmistakable common point 
share~ by thes~ authors is that the formal sources of the Dharmasastras they 
were mterpretmg were not in fact the most important sources. The point 
h~s be~n-followed up and elaborated in a more systematic way in Visvanlpa's 
Balakrzda on the Yajfiavalkyasmriti, the commentary by Medhatithi on 
Manusmriti, the Dayabhaga of Jimutavahana and the Mitakshara of 
Vijafianesvara on the Yajfiavalkyasmriti. Thus, in the apparently invariant 
world of the normative codes of the treatises was recognized and allowed the 
scope _of departures, deviations and hence changes from the precepts and 
es_tabhshed customs. The possibilities of social change and their interplay 
with the e_l:1:1ents of continuity will be judged here particularly in terms of 
the vama-;atz structure and the position of women in early medieval times. 

XX 

Var_na-Jati 

Normative texts show that the notion of the society being divided into four 
var~as ~on~inued in the perception of early medieval theorists. In spite of 
their clmgmg to the idea of the prevalence of only four social groups, it 
would be extremely difficult to subscribe to such a water-tight, inflexible 
and stereotypical sastric view. Our previous discussion have demonstrated 
the limitations of the appreciation of pre-modern Indian society merely 
in t'.=rms . of ~h~ four var,:zas. The var,:zas were far outnumbered by ever 
prohferatmg !atzs. ~he problems of understanding the social organization 
of early medieval times from the points of view of the unchanging four
var,:za model have been sometimes recognized by the then theorists 
~hemselves, taci_tly or_ e~plic~tly. This is seen in the attempt at presenting an 
image of the sooe~y divided mto only two tiers: the dvija (literally twice-born, 
but actually denotmg the brahmai;1a) and advija (literally the non-twice born 
bu_t actually meaning the sudra). This view at least theoretically omits th; 
ex1~ten~e of_ the kshatriya and the vaisya as significant social groups. Such 
a s1tu~t10n 1s particularly noticeable in early medieval Bengal and Tamil
spea~m~ areas. The law givers of early medieval times were clearly aware of 
the nse 1~ the number of jatis, a social phenomenon explained by them in 
terms of mnumerable matrimonial combinations and permutations within 
the over-arching four-fold var,:za order. The jati or more precisely misrajatis, 
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according to the latest stratum of the Vedic literature, numbered eight in 
addition to the four var,:zas. In the Manusamhita the number had already shot 

up to 60. The Vaijayanti of the early medieval ti~:s enu~eratedsi~~y-fourj~~~s 
(a figure also appearing in the famous Kashmm chromcle, the Ra;atarang'.nz) 
with the following break up: the primeval 4 var,:zas + 12 types of offspnng 
of anuloma and pratiloma marriages + 48 offshoots arising out of further 
combinations. The significant point here is the incorporation of the four 
varnas into-and hence their identification with-the jati. 

The early Dharmasastras and occasionally the early Buddhist te~ts would 
describe the brtihma,:za both as a var,:za and jati. But the encapsulat10n of the 
fourfold varna division in the jtiti structure impresses upon us the importance 
of the jati system and not of the four var,:za model for understand~ng the 
nature of the early medieval society. The Brihaddharmapurti,:za, assignable 
to the early medieval times and associated with the situation in -~~n_g~l, 
speaks of thirty-six jtitis of advija status. However, the num~er oz ;atz_s 1s 
actually 41 in the text itself with 20 high (uttamasamkara) + l~ mtermed1ate 
(madhyamasamkara) + 9 low (adhamasamkara) groups. Outside _a~d a~ove 
these advija jatis stood various types of brahmai;1as, further subd1v1ded mto 
various gotras. The number thirty-six is of course a traditional/stereotyped 
figure in early medieval Bengal; this is further suppo~ted ~y the_ name _of 
a village as Brihachchhattivannti (i.e. where resided thirty-six maJor sooal 
groups) in an early medieval copper plate. Attention ma! be drawn to the 
description of the said thirty-six groups as var,:zas, and_th1s may ac~ount for 
the frequent interchangeability of the two terms, which had earlier stood 
for distinguishable social categories. The Brahmavaivarttapura,:za, d~=e~ ~o 
fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, contain a list of one hundred ;atzs m 
medieval Bengal, highlighting thereby the rapid numerical increase of j~tis. 
The Tamil areas in the far South is featured by the well-known Valngaz 98 
and Jdangai 98 which have been seen not merely jatis, but as. s~per caste 
organizations with their respective corporate badg~s and _pnvileges. and 
empowered with imposing sanctions on those floutmg their pretens10ns. 
Romila Thapar rightly pointed out that the four var,:za model was a~ the 
most a theoretical or ideal one, while in the jtiti one finds the funct10nal 
category. That the sharp rise in the number of jatis in the early medieval 
times is to be appreciated in terms of the spread of sedentary set~le~ents 
and brahmaniqil var,:za model in the erstwhile simpler lineage sooet1es, of 
the crystallization of occupational groups into endogamous j~tis an~ of the 
gradual absorption of the non-indigenous people into the Indian sooety has 
already been dealt with and need not be repeated here. The law-books and 
sacred texts did not present a uniform code. This should not be seen as _a 
scenario for a society in decadences and degeneration. On the other hand, it 
speaks of enough scope of regional variations, relevant to ~espective local
level formations. The image of a changing society, responsive to the, then 
alterations in political, economic and cultural spheres, thus gains ground 
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and questions the representation of a . 
threshold of the 'medieval gloom'. static and stagnant society on the 

XXI 

The most exalted position in the hierarchical . - . . 
enjoyed by the brahmana I dd· . ;atz-van:za soCiety was of course 

. · n a 1t10n to his h" h · I 
society, the brahmana as ll"t . ig est ntua status in the 
P . . a I erate person mterpretin th ~ d. . 

uramc and various sectarian bhakti text I . . g e e ic, ep1co-
pre-eminent and advantageous ·t· u~, tra~~t10ns was naturally in a 

b pos1 10n vis-a-vis the I . - . h 
num er steadily proliferated Th . . ower ;atzs w ose 

. . e immense importan f th b -h 
a pnest can hardly be missed 1· th I d" ce o e ra maI_la as 
• n e ear Y me 1eval t· · • 
importance of pujti.s or worship of b th imes w1tnessmg greater 
the previous Vedic sacrifices and of t:xtravagant and ordinary kinds than 
performance of vratas and prti.yasc~ittase ~precedent:~ popularity of the 
growing use of astrology in political circl~s an~ was de_fm1tely relate~ to the 
dependence on the astrologer would t . I bby ordmary people alike; the 
as it immensely benefited th . leer am y : encouraged by brahmaI_las 

e pnest y commumty Th b -h 
received perpetual endowm t f · e ra maI_la regularly 

en s o revenue-free I d d 
ruling group (the brahman . I an e property from the 

. . a as a maJor andhold · • 
discussed above) and other m t . I d mg commumty has been 

a ena a vantages i th £ f 
dti.na by people from all walks of life. n e orm o dakshirzti. and 

The spread of the state society and the ra id . . 
polities in early medieval India (see above) j nse m ~he number o~ regional 
of the ruler or his ruling linea I o te~ ne_cess1tated the legitimation 

ge, not a ways enJoymg d" Th· 
was served by the priestly comm unit b ff . . pe igree. is purpose 
ritualistic pu'}·ti.s by champ1·0 . th y yo ICiatmg over elaborate and lavish 

' mng e cause of "f . as a state cult and b . . a spec1 IC sectarian bhakti cult 
Y mventmg a prestigious linea f h .. 

who was consequently linked . h h . ge o t e poht1cal master 
up wit a c am of an t h. 

to hoary antiquity This m I . h ces ors reac mg back 
· ay exp am t e stup d · 

position of rti.'}·agurus wi"eldi" en ous importance of the 
ng enormous sp· ·t I d 

Less powerful than the rti.jagurus b t t"ll m u~ a~ temporal authority. 
the socio-cultural life were the h'. fu (s I hexertmg immense influence in 

c Ie s mat adhipat· ) f I b 
complexes where converged rule d h. zs o arge rahmanical 

rs an at er prom· t • 
the third category may be placed the h - . men Interest groups. In 
which, beside obviously be1·ng sa d st anapatzs or the managers of temples 

ere centres maint · d I 1. secular activities of the comm ·ty h ' ame c ose mkages with 
um as a w ole Th th d have had a fair share of b -h . . e ma. as an temples must 

ra manas actmg as sp · I" • . 
and branches of educat1·on O . f ec1a ists m vanous sciences 

· ne cannot o cours I k h 
ofagrahti.rins (recipentofagrahti.ras) Th e o~er_oo t e large number 
hailing from Madhyadesa ( th . . e usual descnpt10ns of the brahmaI_las 
in the Ganga valley) repeateedier~e~ve~ cradle land of brahmanical culture 
their affiliations to ~ particul y;, ~1_mm~ te!r pedigree in accordance to 

ar e Ic sam zta and migrating to disparate 
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areas, near and distant alike, are numerous enough to suggest the mobility 
of these people. 

It would be difficult to present an image of an undifferentiated brahma. 
na community. The increase in the number of brahma1_1a gotras, pravaras, 
vamasas, pakshas, anvayas, garzas, gti.m'is, etc., refers to their distinctiveness 
according to their lineages, regions and Vedic affiliations. Initially the 
number of gotras ranged between four and eight in the Asht:adhyti.y'i of 
Papini; by fourteenth century AD the number of gotras had risen to 500. 
No less than 200 gotra names are encountered in inscriptions alone, which 
took meticulous care to highlight the purity and pedigree of brahmaI_las as 
recipients of landgrants. Nandi draws our attention to the Boya brahmaI_las 
in the Deccan. The Boyas were a prominent non-Brahmanical community in 
the Nellore-Guntur region and identified with the Bedars of Kanarese origin. 
The Boyas emerged into prominence as a local power in the early medieval 
Deccan. This seems to have resulted in the greater importance of the non
brahmnical Boya priest, who is subsequently recognized at par with the Vedic 
priests. This might not have been an isolated or exceptional case. The rise 
of many local and supra-local monarchical powers in areas not associated 
previously with features of the state society could have transformed non
brahmanical priestly communities into brahmaI_la priests with engineered 
gotra names and attending lineages. 

It is in this light that certain special rights and prerogatives of the 
brahmaI_la, appearing in the PuraI_las and law-books, may be taken up. The 
Matsya Purti.rza, for instance, exempts a brahmaI_la from capital punishment. 
Medhatithi's commentary on Manu takes a step further in exempting an 
ti.tatti.y'i (desperado) brahmaI_la from capital punishment and also by ruling 
out any scope of even imposing monetary fines on him. The Skandapurti.rza 
urges to endow the brahmaI_la with gifts without enquiring into his 
qualifications. The position of the law-givers and other sacred texts is 
expectedly beset with contradictions. Vijftanesvara's famous commentary on 
Yajftavalkya lays down that the special six-fold immunity for the brahmaI_la 
would apply only to the most learned brahmaI_las. The same authority does 
not uphold any special exemption of brahmaI_las from punishments and he 
justifies the murder of an ti.tatti.y'i brahmaI_la if the attacked person had no 
other options to save himself. The typical injunction of ever maintaining 
a careful distance-physical and cultural-from the sudra is contradicted, 
compromised and diluted elsewhere by allowing the brahmaI_la's food to be 
cooked by the sudra during calamity or distress. 

The sastric perception of a qualified and ideal brahmaI_la sometimes 
finds a close resemblance with the portrayal of brahmaI_las in inscriptions. 
An early medieval record from Karnataka hails the brahmaI_la who practices 
yd.ma (restraint), niyama (observance), svti.dhyaya (Vedic study), dhyti.na 
(mrditation), dhararza (concentration), mauna (silence), anush_thana ( orthodox 
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rituls), japa (muttered prayers), samadhi (yogic trance) and szla (conduct). 
A ~omplete contrast to this image is also available in another inscription. 
This record of AD 1164 from the Gaha<;lhavala kingdom in north India 
gives a ~vid account of the greedy (lampa_ta) brahmai;ias, who by bribing 
(utkochamdattva) a royal officer, managed to obtain an illegal copper plate 
(kutamra). The ruler, when he came to know of this fraud, punished the 
culprit officer, abrogated the grant and declared that these brahmanas did 
not enjoy any grant of the land. It is also surprising to note the imp~sition 
of the death-duty by a Chola king upon the estates of a brahma'IJ.a. The legal 
literature invariably views the brahmai;ia's property as the 'poison of poisons', 
which under no circumstances, could be passed on to the king's hand. This 
is to drive home the point that the situation was far more complex and fluid 
than idealized in brahmanical legal literature and sacred texts that laid down 
rules from a particular point of view. 

There are several instances in popular literature and inscriptions that the 
brahmai;ias took up various non-brahmai;ia professions, including that of 
merchants. An inscription from Karnataka (AD 918) informs us that each 
brahmai;ia gave three drammas as charity on the occasion of a marriage, 
while a sudra was required to give one dramma on the same occasion. In 
a Brahmapura (brahmai;ia settlement) in Srihatta (Sylhet, Bangladesh), 
non-brahmai;ias like kayastha, vaidya and ga'IJ.aka were each allotted plots 
of land of a larger size than the plots of some of the resident brahma 
nas (AD ~30). This is significant in that the size of the plot in a religious· 
complex 1s expected to reflect the importance and influence of the holder 
of the plot in that establishment. In a ma_tha-like brahmanical settlement, 
therefore, the brahmai;ia did not always enjoy the largest plot of land. The 
ritual position of the brahmai;ia did not always correspond to his actual and 
material position. It is also important to remember that not all members of 
t~e priestly community enjoyed material prosperity or patronage from the 
nch and the powerful. Inscriptional images, though sometimes stereotyped, 
offer occasional pictures of the bewilderment of the rustic, poor and non
sophi~ticated brahmai;ia experiencing the urban pomp and pleasure, 
espeCially around the royal court. 

Theoretically, the brahmai;ia is supposed to have the most intimate 
link~ge with ~he _ksha~riya. The early medieval period in Indian history, 
albeit aboundmg m rulmg houses, did not invariably witness a conspicuous 
kshatriya var'IJ.a. That a kshatriya origin was not a precondition for gaining 
~nd establishing ruling power is amply borne out by many historical 
1~stances of this period. There have been cases where the ruling authorities 
~1d not suppress their sudra origin in their official records. A case in point 
1s the Kakatiya dynasty of Warangal (in Andhra Pradesh from late twelfth 
to early fourteenth century AD). On the other hand, one can find a distinct 
tendency on the part of many new ruling lineages, without any apparent 
and established pedigree, to claim the Rajput status. In-depth studies of 
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the political processes of these Rajput lineages by Chattopadhyaya point 
their origins either to some non-indigenous communities or to some 
tribes. Political and social prominence was often claimed by rulers of newly
established ruling houses emulating the life-style of famous kshatriya heroes 
of the remote past; inventing their descents from the solar or the lunar races 
or some epic heroes; constructing monumental temples; enshrining th:rein 
deities associated with sectarian bhakti cults and by positing the centrality of 
a dynastic cult to impress upon the centrality of its chief devotee and patron, 
i.e. the ruler himself and his family. All these things appear to have resulted 
in the upward mobility of the members of such ruling lineages who regularly 
claimed to have been upholders of the brahmanical var'IJ.dsramadharma 
and secured active ideological support from the loyal group of important 
brahmana donees. In view of the much sought after legitimation of the ruling 
authority, in which the importance of the priestly community can hardly 
be minimized, the assertive role of the ruling lineage has been questioned. 
Many scholars have emphasized on the ruler's dependence on the ritual 
support of the brahmai;ia and on a sectarian bhakti cult; this has been 
presented as the evidence of the overall primacy of the spiritual authority 
over the temporal power. Even conceding the ruling lineage's seeking the 
spiritual authority of the priestly community, the latter, on the other hand, 
were often clearly supplicants of royal favour without which their sustenance 
would have surely been jeopardized. In fact on certain occasions the ruling 
power deliberately caused settlements ofloyal brahmai;ia groups to offset :he 
potential aspirations of influential heads of mathas and temples belongmg 
to Saiva Vaishnava and Sakta affiliations. Usually local ruling lineages, often 
without, any k~own pedigree, claimed kshatriya status and then contracted 
marriage alliances with established dynasties, which doubtless facilitated 
the enhancement of their power, prestige and status with backing from the 
priestly community. This avenue of possible upward social mobility, labelled 
as kshatriyazation (by Hermann Kulke)_,or Rajputization_ (1Jy Surajit_Sinha), 
proved ;d~;;tageous to the ruling houses. In spite of the multiplicity of 
ruling houses with self-styled or bestowed kshatriya status, it would be 
difficult to argue in favour of the presence of the kshatriya var'fJ.a, second 
only to the brahma'fJ.a, according to the traditional four-vama scheme. 

It is however no less difficult to find an identifiable vaisya var'IJ.a than 
constructing th~ image of a cohesive kshatriya var'fJ.a. The Sruti ideal of the 
vaisya performing agriculture, cattle rearing and trade was given up in early 
medieval times as numerous occupational jatis took up multifarious crafts 
and professions without having to be subsumed within the vaisya var'fJ.a. 
If there were any vaisyas, they became synonymous with the vanij or the 
merchant. There are some early medieval epigraphic documents that narrate 
about to the creation of settlements for trader by political authorities. 
Such a group of merchants were known as va'IJ.iggrama (more prominen_t in 
south India as ma'fJ.igramam). Both local (vastavya) and non-local/outsider 
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(vaidesya) merchants could have belon ed . -
grama here denotes a body o gd to the va,:,.zggrama (the term 
occasionally invited a vanigg _r group, an not a village). That local rulers 

. rama community of me h l 
realm is known from an i . . _ _ re ants to sett e in their 
als t 1 k nscript10n (acharasthitipatra) of AD 592 Th . 

o a east one nown case of th t· f • ere 1s 
f e crea 10n o a vaisyacn- h -ree settlement for the va·, . l . o· a ara or a revenue-

. ISyas m ear y medieval Orissa 
Theoret1eal treatises occasionally speak of th .. 

vaisya. The commentary of M dh_t.th· h e typical functions of a 
1 e a 1 I on t e Man . h . - £ 
ays down the following aspects of the vais . usam zta or example, 

the region and the season suitabl £ £ :~- he should be conversant with 
higher profit) in his dealin . e or etc mg him higher price (and hence 
b gs m gems pearls corals metal ( 

ronze), woven cloth, perfumes and ~ondi ' '. . . s copper, iron and 
different kinds of soils condu . . ments. His mtimate knowledge of 

cive to vanous types f . 
thickly-and the resultant varieties in yield h al o ~owmg-sp~rsely and 
same text urges him to know th a_s so een underlined. The 

• h e customs of different · h 
wit profuse supply of grain and th bl . countries, t e areas 
a long time. Here too the vai, ' f e pr~ ems of stonng certain items for 
trader. There are ma~y accou::::f ~n~tii°ns tre_oriented to the image of a 
prestigious merchant linea b a u _ous y rich merchants establishing 
these stories and legends ~s y nahrrat1?g their enormous wealth. From 

1 e mere ants patronage i .d 
cu tural activities (handsome d t· . s evi ent to religio-

1. ona wns to various pro3·ect £ bl· 1 e.g. re igious shrines and establ· h ,: . s or pu ic we fare 
. 1s ments, 1eedmg hous d d . k. 

resting places particularly at . es an rm mg places 
their status. That several me imh porl~ant tirth~s, etc.), which helped improv~ 
0 re ant meages hke the Dh Dh k 

swals enjoyed considerabl . . usrata, ar ata and 
b e eminence m early medie 1 I d 

een demonstrated by Chatt dh va western n ia has 
Judging from the epigraph1·copad tayayalon the basis of epigraphic evidence. 

an extu (non-sast · ) 
do not appear to have sought th . t d. . 1 nc sources, merchants 

eir ra 1t10na ffT · 
salt dealer at the early medieval t d d b a 1 1at10n to vaisya var,:,.a. A 
Ga~ga-Yamuna doab) bears the 1::eleo~na n~~ an cen~~e ?f Siy~doni (in the 
AD inscription. The said insc . t· h akava,:,.z;a ma nmth century 
b h np wn as records of several d . 

y t e nemakavanija to religious establ. h onat10ns made 
f h · 1s ments and also t· h . at er too was a nemakava . . Th men wns t at his 

nz;a. e record leaves a 1 · 
resources of the salt dealer . th . b . c ear impression of the 
. o erw1se su stantial don t· ld h 
impossible) and his following th h d. a wns wou ave been 
the record the salt d al . d e :bre itary profession. Towards the end of 
(. ' e er is escri ed as one bel . h 
i.e. the caste of the salt dealer) Th . . . _o~gmg to t e nemakajati 

theoretical varna status of . _- uhs, it is the ;atz status rather than the 
b . . a va1sya t at was eagerly h ,: 

rmgs to limelight the t f . soug t ior; the record 
f rans ormat10n of a trading f ·1 . 

a ter the commodity th f ·1 h d. . am1 y mto a jtiti, named 
Th . e am1 y ere itarily dealt in 

eoret1cal treatises that eh . h . 
norms have an expected bias a :7p10n t : -cause of brahmanical social 
var,:,.as. These texts are once g_ nst :he s~dra-the lowest of the four 

agam rep ete with contradictory statements 
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that suggest growing complexities and variances in their assessment of the 
sudra's position. An interesting departure from the previous definition of 
the siidra attracts our attention-the sudra stands for all non-brahma:tia 
groups in the perception of many early medieval texts. In other words, the 
term sudra encapsulates all non-brahma:tia groups. The protracted and slow 
process of bracketing the vaisya with the sudra thus comes to a culmination. 
There has been a systematic attempt to pronounce greater disabilities on 
them. The Partisarasmfiti debars food from the hands of a sudra and prohibits 
sharing his seat with the brahma:tia The touch of the sudra and subsequently 
his sight are also considered to cause pollution to the brahma:tia who should 
ward off the impurity by tichamana (ceremonial sipping of the water). In the 
Siltras and the early Dharmastistras, the sudra had been enjoined upon to 
serve the three higher var,:,.as, for example, by washing the feet of brahma. 
nas and guests-serving the three upper var,:,.as or the dvijas was his only 
duty. The early medieval treatises often view the sudra's touch as impure as 
that of the nishada The same derogatory attitude is evident in the injunction 
of taking out the corpse of the sudra (also that of the vaisya) by a city-gate 
other than the one meant for the brahma:tia. Medhatithi emphatically rules 
out any possibility of emancipation for the sudra This attitude is further 
expressed in the B(ihanntiradfyapura,:,.a (assignable between AD 750 and 
AD 900): 

A man who bows down to the liriga or image worshipped by a sudra has no escape 
from sin seven by performing decades of thousand penances. Even in dire distress a 
twice-born man must not take to the profession of the sudra. 

This is however only one side of the picture. The emerging similarity 
between the vaisya and the sudra may suggest that agriculture, cattle rearing 
and artisanal activities, previously associated with the vaisyas, now could be 
performed by the sudra This implies, according to Sharma, that the sudra in 
the early medieval times would not have been bound by the sastric dictum 
of merely serving the three higher var,:,.as (dvijtiti-susrusha) as his sole source 
of sustenance. The expansion of sedentary settlements, especially in the 
hitherto non-arable tracts in the early middle ages, must have provided the 
sudra with the scope to engage in agriculture. This was further facilitated by 
the vaisaya's identity with the va,:,.ik. It is not unlikely that under the strong 
influence of Jainism, the vaisya's attachment to and interests in agriculture 
dwindled because ploughing the land was viewed to have resulted in killing 
many unseen and unknown lives. Theoretical treatises, despite their hostile 
attitude to the sudra, began to approve the performance of purttadharma 
(patronage to works of public welfare and charity) by the sudra. Such acts of 
charity could materialize if and when the sudra had the necessary resources 
at his disposal. We have already hinted at the possibility of the opening of 
more occupational avenues for the sudra in the early medieval period. Some 
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law-givers allowed the sudra to perform various sacraments, from which 
he had earlier been debarred, though without the utterance of the Vedic 
mantras. 

Two non-brahmai;ia social groups, and hence theoretically placed in the 
sudra category, demand our attention-the kayasthas and vaidyas. The 
kayastha, often synonymous with the term kara,:ia, is known since the early 
historical times as the scribe or the clerk. The spurt of landgrants in the 
post-AD 600 period would explain the more regular and numerical references 
to the kayastha in the copper plates. There is little evidence to show that 
the kayasatha prior to AD 900 assumed any jati-like feature; it denoted a 
profession that could be taken up by different var,:ias and social groups. Since 
AD 900 can be discerned a marked tendency to claim a distinct lineage on 
the part of the kayastha (e.g. valabhakayasthavamsa), as Chitrarekha Gupta 
argues. The descent from a leading kara,:ia (kara,:ianarnagra,:if) was sought to 
establish social eminence. The immense power and prestige of the kayastha/ 
kara,:ia as an official scribe and also as a revenue officer were definite factors 
for his rise to eminence. Being a literate person in a society with little scope 
of literacy for the masses-largely dependent on oral traditions and verbal 
communications-generated position, power and prestige for the kayastha. 
His access to the political and administrative circles of course enhanced his 
status. The kayastha now was considered to be the most important non
brahmai;ia group in eastern India and was second only to the brahmai;ias. In 
an age which abounded in the issuance of royal copper plate charters, the 
kayastha as the scribe or clerk was indispensable. As the scribe of important 
administrative documents, mostly land grants, he naturally had access to 
revenue records. The kayastha, therefore, subsequently became a revenue 
official. It is only likely that there would be enough scope of misuse and 
fraud perpetrated by the kayastha in league with landholders, rulers and 
local administrators. Their rapacious nature evoked Kalhai;ia to equate them 
with snakes (kayasthasarpaspadarn). 

Let us now discuss the vaidya or physicians. As physicians, also called 
ambashthas, they were generally held in low esteem in law books. The hostile 
attitude to the vaidyas has sometimes been attributed to the superstitious 
and anti-science view in the brahmanical treatises. It may be possible that the 
close association of the physician with Buddhism and Buddhist monasteries 
probably made them further disagreeable in the brahmanical normative 
texts. The growing popularity of the brahmanical rnatha complexes in the 
early medieval times in a way facilitated the study and practice of medicine 
within sacred establishments. This is likely to have removed to some extent, 
the stigma associated with the vaidya's profession. There are well-known 
examples of medical centres (arogyasalas) within both Buddhist viharas 
and brahmanical rna_thas. Medical treatises like Ashta,:igahridya of Vagbhata 
(seventh century AD) and Chakrapai;iidatta's Sabdachandrika (eleventh 
century AD) belong to this age. The considerable growth in botanical 
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d veterinar treatises especially on the taming 
literature (Vrikshayurveda) a~ ele hantsr must have paved the way for ~he 
and treatment of horses an p . . t' on from Gaya Krishnadvanka 
enhanced esteem of the ~aidyas.:n. i~sc:f :orses (vajivaidya) in the twelfth 

le talks about a veterinary p ysioan 
temp 
century AD. . ulation, engaged in the manual artisanal 

A sizeable sect10n of the _pop f b of 'unclean' services, was 
d th rendering o a num er Th 

production an e . . nd in a brahmanical var,:ia-jati society. ey 
undoubtedly at the receivmg e h l t ng i·n the society, placed below 

h ty . s t e owes ru h 
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. 11 e· the law- 00 s f · 1 al Birum was we awar ' . l gate menial pro essiona 

P
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h ·1 'b 1 groups to t e ow 
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ladder. Even lower than t ese an y 
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It is in this context that unto~c a ihi y b looked into. The van:za-jti.ti 
f aste sooety- as to e · 1 d 

most inhuman aspect o c . . l't bares its entire range of sooa an 
system, which institutionalizes mequa i y, h b'l't The notion and practice 

l 
. the garb of untouc a i i Y· 1 h 

cultural into erance m . with the antyaja groups, particular y t e 
of untouchability is assooa~ed_ he habitat outside the settled society in 
chai;i<;lala. The practice of assigm:!lala had already been noted in the early 
rural and urban areas for the eh . . t' 1 attitude intensified to such an 
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word asprzsya, eno d-1 was the first and foremost to e me u e 
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. . ctions further: punficatory at ' . 
miun h h 1 ngth of a cow s tail. dl 
came even nearer t an t e e d d ak during the early mid e 

b ·1· h d an unprece ente pe dd Untoucha i ity reac e . to ostracize the downtro en 
d

. I ed as an effective weapon 'k b ds ages in In ia. t was us . f that the Apararkatz a ran 
and also the dissenter. R.S. Sharma, i~ orms l' the same epithet for the 
not only chaI).<;lalas as asprisya, but a so app ies 
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Buddhists, the Jainas, Lokayatikas, nastikas and followers of Kapila, Saivas 
and Saktas. The notion and principle of ritual purity and impurity, which 
could be transmitted, among other things, by touch, food and water, had 
a dominant role to play in the development of untouchability. The Laghu 
Asvalayanasrnriti (AD 700-900) enjoins that the brahmai;ia was allowed to 
accept from anyone milk, sugarcane products and food cooked in oil, milk 
and clarified butter, but not the items mixed with water. In this injunction 
may be seen the formulation of the notions of what are nowadays known 
as pukka and kachcha food, as vehicles of ritual purity and impurity. By 
perpetuating ostracization and untouchability, the brahmanical society in 
fact turned a bulk of Indian population into impure 'outsiders'. 

Outside and opposed to the settled society stood the ararya, a space 
meant for the renouncer, the exiled, dangerous animals and their tamers and 
hunters. The forest or the ararya is often depicted as the arena of nomadic, 
hunting-gathering groups belonging neither to the state society nor to 
the jati-varra system. The Kathasaritsagara for instance, gives interesting 
portrayal of the Bhillas, Pulindas and Sabaras in the Vindhyan forest tracts. 
Clad in tiger skins and decorated with peacock-feathers and elephant-tusks, 
these forest-dwellers are portrayed as a counterpoint to the larger settled 
society. They are described as hunters and plunderers of carvanas. They 
consumed spirit and the flesh of deer. Their association with primitive belief 
systems is borne out by the account of their offering human sacrifices to 
Chai;ic;lika and Durga (actually referring to goddess cults). They were outside 
the state society but were capable of providing the most loyal service to a 
state power. The last description may suggest their gradual acceptance and 
incorporation into the state society, a process which as has already been said, 
resulted in the remarkable spread of the monarchical and more complex 
state society in the early middle ages. 

XXII 

Women and Early Medieval Society 

It is difficult to find an instance of an honourable position for women in a 
patriarchal society caught in a stiff varra-jati order. There was little scope of 
a women's formal or vocational education, at least in the upper echelons of 
the society. The general attitude towards her education is best summed up 
by Harita. He declared that the hrahrnavadinz (women with Vedic knowledge 
and also a female composer of Vedic hymns) was now an obsolete category 
belonging to a different time cycle (kalpa); the ideal in the contemporary 
Kali age was that of the sadyovadhu (newly married wife). One cannot miss 
the growing emphasis of law-givers on lowering the age of the marriage for 
girls. Medhatithi was in favour of marrying her off at the nagnika (i.e. pre
puberty) stage, though the image of an unmarried heroine in the full bloom 
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d . he creative literary texts. The sastric view 
of her youth was still preferre m t . d deplored the adharrnya (non-
championed the ideal of savar~a ma:{1;ge annd gandharva as the latter two 
. hteous ) type of marriages hke ra s asa a . li"ke' the innumerable 

ng ' . ld d 1 . pure progemes 
are considered to have yie_ e on y imf b -hmana marrying the daughter 

St·n the mstances o a ra . k h t . a antyaja groups. i ' · fisherman and a s a ny 
. f . ourtesan marrying a d b Of a Savara chie tarn, a c . ful enough to be atone y 

'd (the last act was sm 
marrying a chai;ic;lala mai en k own in creative literature. Sircar 00 b -h anas) were not un n t 
feeding 18,0 ra m . . f the Skandapurana enumera es h h N-garakhanda sectwn o . d d 
informs t at t e . a .. h include the eight aforementione o_nes an 
ten forms of marnages, whic nd unheard forms: pratibha and ghatana. It 
also two hitherto unknown a . d particular nature of these two 
is difficult to understand the pkrheosde abn' g possibly composed in western 

. Th Nagara an a em 
forms of marnages. e h~t the two new form of marriages were India, it can however be assumed t 

Prevalent in this region. 11 . wed in the legal literature 
. . t· was genera y vie h 

Marriage as an mstitu wn bh (lord) to denote t e 
h t d use of the term pra u 'f as indissoluble. T e repea e h 1 . f the husband over the wi e. 

1 dl"etecaimo d 
husband may strong y un er i~- ·t to strangers for prostitution an 
The husband's right to lend ish wi e . 1 treatises The ambivalent and 

h ld in the t eoretica . . th 
procreation are up e . . h th , astras took are evident m e 

d. t posit10ns t at e s . 1 ty 
often contra IC ory , 

1 
· ht to matrimoma proper 

f h ied couples equa ng b"l" f recognition o t e marr t the idea of indissolu i ity o 
(darnpatyor rnadhyagam dhanarn). ~ontrary ll~ty and divorce though under 

h . . J·unct10n on nu i ' (kl ) marriage, runs t e sastnc m ( h ) death (rnrita), impotency fva 
1 . t· of the loss nas ta ' . h 

exceptiona situa wns .. e husband. But Narada and Parasara.' w o 
and renunciation (pravra;zta) of th h' exceptional way out applicable 

. . declared t is as an . d 
upheld such a provis10n, bhu denoting a remarne 

·t tions The term punar ' 
only during ~alamitous si ua_ le ~l treatises. Remarriage of widows appears 
widow contmued to appear m g f h. h r social groups; the lower 

' bl m with women o ig e . 
to have been a pro e d striction on widow remarriage. 

1 h observe any re . h 
jatis are unlike y to ave h tern could have resulted m t e 
In the upper strata of the society s~c fa s~s of the new husband and hence 
transference of family property to t ~ a~i [ An interesting feature is the 
must have been reprobated by theht eons_ s. of niyoga i e the cohabitation 

d. f r towards t e practice ' . . f 1 
growing sastric is avou h . -1 w for the procreation o a ma e 

"d "th her brot er-m a . . f 
of a sonless WI ow wi . . . ty laws and recogmt10n ° 

· mplexities m proper f ·1 
child. In view of growmg co "b"l'ties of inheriting the ami y f . . t f ily property possi i i 1· d 
the divisibility 

O 
Jorn am . ' d t have further comp Kate 

f · ga unwn seeme o . Property by the son o a myo . ally granted little economic 
"f d the widow are gener f 

the matter. The WI e an . 1 b k But epigraphic evidence rom h t -dhana m the aw oo s. 
rights, except t e s n . .' f the wife/widow to alienate property, even 
south India shows the ability ~ k" consent of the near agnates of 

f 1 owner without see mg . ty 
the property o a ma e . 's right to inhent proper the latter. The Srnritichandrika recogmzes women 
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of her male relations. It also lays down that the widow, if chaste and sonless, 
could inherit the entire estate of her dead husband. The legal literature in 
general takes extremely reactionary views against the widow whose life 
is inflicted with disabilities and seen to be dependent on dominant male 
members belonging either to her natal family or the in-law's family. 

The custom of satf or burning of the widow on the funeral pyre of the 
dead husband appears to have been mainly related to the kshatriya lineages. 
The Ku_t_tanzmata of Damodaragupta associates satz with virtuous women. 
The profusion of local powers and their endemic struggles could have 
encouraged this deplorable and heinous practice among ruling lineages. But 
the wide observance of this custom cutting across the jtiti-van:za structure is 
doubtful in the early medieval times. 

A few individual women personalities, some belonging to ruling houses 
and a few associated with south Indian bhakti cults, have come to light after 
the painstaking querying by historians working on women's history in early 
India. Kumkum Roy finds an interesting continuity in the practice of cross
cousin marriage, a typical feature of peninsular society noticeable at least 
since the second century BC, well into the early middle ages. Although this 
custom gained visibility first in the inscriptions of the Satavahanas and the 
Ikshvakus, its practice was well in vogue in the Rashtrakuta and the Chola 
realms. The entry of women into these matrimonial connections paved 
the way for their access to power at least on some occasions. Even though 
women of royal family were often pawns in matrimonial negotiations of their 
respective fathers and husbands, they were in a position, especially during 
a political vacuum, to exert their authority within the structure of polity. 
Significantly enough, women rulers are well known in early medieval times. 
Clear instances of this are available in Kalha!).a's Rtijataranginz, viz., queens 
Sugandha (ninth century AD) and Didda (tenth century AD). Insightful 
readings into the Rtijatarangin.z by Kumkum Roy and Devika Rangachari 
suggest the ambivalent attitudes of Kalha!).a to the women rulers of Kashmir. 
On the one hand, the concept of a female ruler was an irritant to Kalha!).a's 
idea of rulership; therefore these Kashmiri queens are invariably depicted 
in the text as cruel, power-hungry, licentious and capable of entering into 
liaison with their ministers and subordinates in order to satisfy their lust 
for power. On the other hand, Kalha!).a also portrays them as resourceful 
rulers and successful stateswoman. The two queens are also credited with 
founding cities and embellishing the cities and shrines as markers of their 
achievements. Rangachari questions whether the assessment of the status 
of women in early medieval times needs to be done chiefly on the benchmark 
of the victim syndrome. Roy draws our attention to Kalha!).a's account of 
the royal court where the c;l.ombas and cha!).c;l.alas occupied position of 
prominence. In the Rtijatarangin.z there are also instances of royal marriages 
with c;l.omba and cha!).c;l.ala women. Roy therefore argues for relative laxity of 
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rna- ·ati norms. She takes the next logical step to 
Patriarchal and orthodox va . J . a-;·a-tz· norms in early medieval 

h 1 f 1 less oppressive varn 
suggest that t e re a ive y h . f o. men to political prominence. 

. · t mental to t e nse o w h 
Kashmir were ms ru . S . Ja1· swal's view that greater t e 

. f" d 1 e correlat10n to uvira Her analysis m s a c os d ld be the degradation 
rigours of the van:za-jtiti norms, more pronounce wou 

of women. - - - the Kakati a queen of the late thirteenth 
The portroyal of Rudramadevi, . d by Cynthia Talbott in historical 

. D ccan has been quene y 
century in eastern e ' k K-k t- a political history described her 

Wh"l tandard wor s on a a iy 1 . f 
sources. 1 e s . t Talbott offers incisive ana ys1s o 

. · lated and exotic even , 
reign mo:e as an iso he dau hter the greatest of the Kakatiya rulers-
epigraph1c texts. Rudra;a) h . g AD 1262 and reigned for nearly twenty
Ga!).apati-succeeded er at ekr inl b se of the absence of a male heir. 

Th · on too p ace ecau . 
seven years. e success1 f h . . g k1"ng the previous practice 

f h b fasono t ere1gnm , 
In the event o t ea sence o h b th r or the brother's son. However, 
was to pass on the throne t_o t e n:xt rdo ede her a conJ· oint ruler with him, 

. d d f m this practice an ma 
Ganapat1 epart: r~ "bTf of contestations of her succession. Upon 
thereby preven~mg t e poss1. 1 1 ie~262 h fought many wars and died in a 
becoming fully mdependent m ADh . r~ s reesented is the Kakatiya records as 
battle. Though actually a queen, s el is 1 p H martial portrayal parallel to 

h - • th t · s a ma e ru er. er ' 
Rudradeva ma . araJa, a 1 '. known from her epithet rtijya-gajakesarz; ~his 
any other heroic male ruler, is h le attire and led her soldiers 

. h h d . tion that s e wore ma 
goes well wit t e escnt h d R drama is delineated in contemporary 
in battles. Yet on the ot er an ' 1~ I terms of visual representation, 

iding on a 10n. n 
sculptures as a woman r . f dd Durga In addition to being a 
she is thus more akin to the fig~rde o go eshs husband Virabhadra, being 

1 1 h s a marne woman, er . 
powerfu ru er, s e wa f f the Eastern Chalukya family. 
a rather insignificant and shado~ igur;ho d"d not leave behind any male 
She was also the mother two daughters. de o1n Prataparudradeva, the last 

h d on to er gran s 
heir and the t rone passe t f r Rudrama's rise in terms 

~1- - f ·1 Talbott accoun s o 
king of the. K&\.at1ya am1_ y. lit in thirteenth century AD Deccan that 
of the relatively decentralized ~lo yd d t i·n the socio-political system. 

1 . t to fami y an escen 
gave centra impor ance . . as of paramount importance 

. f b k family succession w 
The quest10n o un ro en t the throne was congruent 

. . 1 th t a woman successor o 
and cnt1c~ to e:1:ure . a . Talbott further underlines the importance ?f 
to the soc10-poht1cal s1tuat~on. . d marriage between kin groups m 
the tradition of cro~s-cousmdmarr~;~e ~:e natal connections politically and 
peninsular India; this allowe to u 1 i~e 

. f th oman's marriage. . 1 sooally even a ter e w . south India offers an image of speoa 
The portrayal of wome~ md_f The point has been illuminated by 

association with the ~hakt1 tra 1 wnAndal Akka Mahadevi and Karaikkal 
Vijaya Ramaswamy with reference to . t' ly 1·nvolved in the spiritual 

All h th women were m ense 
Arrimaiyar. t e ree . f 1 t submission and unquestioned 
tradition of bhakti. The idea o comp e e 
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surrender of the devotee to the d . h 
orthodox norms and pract· f e1ty _elped them to deViate from the 

, ices O a patriarchal · 
ones personal god paved th f, . society. Thus devotion to 
helped the devotee to defy maen;::ad~~ his/her d~Viance and that in turn, 
lone woman saint among twel n . h ons of patriarchal society. Andal the 

d ve v a1s nava Alvars of Bh - ' 
compose a series of songs-Vi ·_ . . agavata movement 
h If arnanamayzram . h. h ' 

erse as being married to V- h . Th -m w IC she presented 
· IS nu. ough she • 

perceived Vishnu as her husb d . d . was a married lady she 
h . an an married to n 1 A ' 

er composition in English tran I t· . one e se. specimen of 
s a wn may be cited here· 

The Brahmins k h . · 
F h d. . earmar avzs [sacrificial offering] 

o_r t e ivme dwellers of the heavens . 
~ it we_re to smell [polluted.by a stray fox? 

y white graceful breasts are meant 
For the bearer of the conch and d. 
OM h ISCUS 

' anmat a! Is it fair that one should 
Even think of bestowing them 

on a mere mortal? 
(Source: Ramaswamy) 

Akka MahadeVi in Karnataka th h . 
marital home to pursue hers ir;tua':ug married, ~alked out naked of her 
only Purusha or male was s'. p h path and attam salvation. For her the 

11 iva, w o was the -
a creations, being illusion (ma a) wer . p~ramatman. She considered 
the means of her defiance to th; 't . e :~mmme. Her total devotion was 
pronounced: pa riarc norms. In her composition she 

~n a fr_ame of water, raising a roof of fire 
preadmg the hailstones for the bridal b d 

A husband with h e 
out t e head, married a wife with 

My parents gave to me an inseparable I"fi out legs, 
They married me to Lord Chenna Ma1I'1ke . 

(Source: Ramaswamy) 
1 arJuna 

Karaikkal Ammaiyar is said to h 
turned herself into a skeleton H d ave . shed her feminity herself and 
th b k . er evot10nal so f 

e ac drop of the cremat1·on d f ngs o ecstasy are set in 
b groun o Tiru 1 d 

een placed on funeral pyre R va anga u where corpses have 
c . . s. amaswamy sees · th' 
remmmity the shattering of d b m Is act of her shedding 

gen er oundari h 
any gender signification. es, as t e skeleton is devoid of 

In this context, one should al . 
south India. Known as tevaratiya;~dtaket mto account the temple women in 
of god) and taliyilar or pat· ·z· ( evo ee of god), tevanar makal (daughter 
h zyz zar women of th 1 

owever, were, according to Le 1" 0 e temp e), these women 
should not be considered as te~ I~ rr, ~ot the same as the devadasi and 

p prostitutes. They figure particularly in 
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the records from Kafi.chipuram where their presence as donors is beyond 
any doubt. Their donations imply that they had access to resources, a part of 
which they transferred as gifts to temples. This would further suggest that 
they had some control over the resources of their households. The donations 
resulted in elevating their status: the temple women enjoyed the right to 
sing a certain part of the hymn before the deity and a special place close to 
the deity during ritual processions. 

XXIII 

New Features in Social Milieu 

The early medieval period is well-known for considerable growth in the 
development of logic as a science, and this will be evident from the survey 
of the vast corpus of available literature. Consequently there was immense 
elaboration on the subject of establishing various types of proof which 
had a direct bearing on the institution of family and property. Once again, 
the agrarian spread and the development of the more complex state and 
the jati society had definite impacts on legalities of family and property. 
In the commentary on the Manusamhita, 18 offences have been enlisted, 
out of which ten are related to property and two to family. Similarly, the 
Katyayanasmriti in its list of ten major offences included five concerning 
property and two regarding family. 

Offences could be met with, at least in the sastric traditions, by terrible 
retributions. A dvija taking up the profession of a sudra could be branded 
as a cha:µ9-ala or outcaste. One who did away with his own prescribed work 
and lived by that of others was admonished as a pashm:ufa or heretic. He 
who deViated from ti.chara (usage), expected as per the dictates of his asrama, 
was pronounced as a patita or fallen. The most dreaded punishment was 
the exclusion/ expulsion of the culprit by some local bodies, including guild
like organizations. Such an offender was made known to be a traitor to the 
village (gramadrohi), to the locality (ndt,tudrohi), even a traitor to the king 
and finally, to a sectarian deity, be it Siva, Vish:µu or some Sakta divinities. 
Objectionable habits could be brought to book by corporate abandonment 
of the wrong-doer. The infliction of excommunication could easily exert 
unbearable social pressure on the victim, for whom it was no less severe 
than a death sentence. It might be suggested that such notions of sins and 
the sinner (pdtaka) had probably much less effect on the menial jatis, whose 
position was already ostracized. 

The brahmanical society, stressing ceaselessly on strict codes, had in 
it some escape routes too. The sinner could be purified by expiations 
(pril.yaschittas), which greatly attracted the attention of law-givers. The 
purification of the wrong-doer could be performed under the guidance and 
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s~pervis_ion_ of the, pri~st, by t~e sinner's fasting, collecting alms, paying 
fmes, drmkr~g cows urme, makmg pilgrimages and of course by propitiating 
the corn_m~m:J (actually its eminent leaders) by lavishly spending on feasts. 
Such pray~schzttas could lead to the issuance of certificates of one's fitness to 
be_ re-admitted to the community upon paying the priests dakshil}.a in cash. 
It rs no wond~r the_refore that prayaschittas and vratas (vows) became almost 
synonymous m this age. If prayaschittas were meant for one's readmission 
to th~ co~munit~, v:ata~ were performed with a view to achieving tangible 
benefr~~ ~n the exrstmg hfe. It is significant to note that vratas were meant 
for all ;atzs _and women (including widows and prostitutes). 

~he sacral base of religious rituals associated with the performance of 
vanous :arly n:1~dieval vratas appears to have been much wider than that of 
the Ved~c sacnfrces of earlier days. Inseparably attached to the increasing 
emphasis on prayaschittas and vratas and the growth of sectarian bhakti 
cults wa~ the growth of numerous tirthas of varying importani::e all over the 
subc~ntment. A large number among the known lists of 4,000 tirthas and 
~ub-tz~thas were associated with Tantric rituals and practices. These were 
m. t~err tur~,- transformed into centres of sectarian bhakti cult from thei; 
ongmal pos1t10n_a~ ~eats of goddess cults. The performance of prayaschittas 
and vrat~s and v1s1t~ng the places of pilgrimages were often determined by 
~strologrcal calculat10ns. The 1:1anifold increase in the reliance on astrology 
m al~ost ev~ry ~atter of sacral activity is another salient feature of early 
med~e:7al sacral life. While there were ganakas or astrologers for prescribing 
ausprcwus moments for the performance of rites and rituals, the royal 
courts too boasted of the presence of samvatsaras or mauhurttikas who 
would pronounce auspicious moments in the life of the royalty ' · 
f 1 h" . . , rangmg 
rom ~unc mg an mvas10n to the birth of a prince. Various segments of 

:~e socrety-from the peasant to the prince and from the brahmana to the 
sudra-took recourse to astrologers to anticipate the auspicious and the ev·1 
~s well._ Sharma has logically inferred that astrology provided an effectiv~ 
rdeolo~rcal _cementing bond among the differentiated social strata. Under 
such s1tuat10ns, the growth of fatalism cannot be unexpected s k - -
Bh tt h . f" . u uman 

a ac aqee mds that fatalism, which has its roots in the AJ-ivika d t · 
f d t· ( · •) . oc rme 0 

. es ~ny nzyatz smce the sixth century BC, considerably grew in this 
penod; rt seems to have contained conflicts and social tensions. 

anJhe compl:~i:ies o~ committing _a sin, cleansing of the sin by prayaschitta 
c vrat_a, vrsrtmg tzrthas and fmally ensuring re-admission into the 
. ommumty co~ld be set aside at a single stroke if one renounced the world 
1.e. by _be_commg a sannyasin. This is the reason why Thapar consider~ 
renuncratwn as a counter-culture. Such a life did not demand an · 1 
obl" t· d y sacra 

h
rga IOn an was beyond the purview of restrictions and outlawry. But to 

w at extent the - · ' d 
1 . . . s~nnyaszn sways an outlooks were perceived as practicable 

ahterna_trves rs d1ff1cult to determine, as he was, after all, a marginal figure to 
t e mamstream of social life. 
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XXIV 

It is true that perceptions of a traditional Indian society are dominated by 
considerations of the caste system. This was undoubtedly an all-pervasive 
institution and no aspect of life was untouched by it. Several religious 
groups of this period were in fact known to be jatis. The Jainas considered 
themselves a jati. The Lingayats, though strongly advocated inter-marriages 
among different jatis, themselves assumed the appearance of an endogamous 
caste group. 

The European study on this institution is voluminous and tends to present 
it as a unique phenomenon, which sharply differentiated the traditional 
Indian society from its western counterpart. There has been a marked 
thrust in the European/Western understanding of the var1J.a-jati system on 
highlighting the greater importance of the community and group than of the 
individual as a typical feature of Indian social formations. The innumerable 
jatis, placed in strict hierarchical order, are thought to have precluded any 
notion of cohesion and homogeneity-major ingredients in the making of 
a state society and a national identity. Pre-modern India (including India 
of pre-1300) is therefore considered to have been incapable of experiencing 
a bureaucratic structure and political order, comparable to that in the 
Occident. The idea of relative purity and impurity is sought to be the principal 
force and the essence of sustenance of the hierarchical var1J.a-jati system. 
This hierarchical arrangement of the society was further strengthened 
enormously by religious principles, which endowed it with apparent 
inflexibility and perpetuity. It has been argued that in this hierarchical 
set up, the noncompetitive ranking system allowed little or no individual 
initiative and innovation. The var1J.a-jati structure, with the ritual hierarchy 
as its central idea, was projected to be essentially anti-individualistic. This 
has mainly been done with a view to contrast with the western world-view 
supposedly based on egalitarian values. Such formulations Slave been duly 
criticized as views stemming from the readings of and an excessive reliance 
on the brahmanical sastric norms. It would be a major folly to see in the 
sastras a monolithic, immutable and repetitive structure. 

One cannot turn a blind eye to the law-giver's conscious attempts in early 
medieval and medieval times to assume an identity and mutual referability 
among conflicting sources (ekavakyatanyaya). Beneath the apparent sastric 
inflexibility has been discerned the attempts of the mimamsakaras to select 
one of the several alternatives from amongst the discordant authorities. The 
other well-known method was to use the word 'cha' and, also) to facilitate the 
inclusion of additional items or points, obviously to the advantages of the 
sastrakaras. Former Smriti regulations were occasionally set aside by these 
sastrakaras on the ground of being obsolete in the Kali age and was replaced 
with Smriti laws of even dubious origin. The same authorities also fell back 
on a convenient Smriti rule that if a dharmic regulation was really disliked 
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b! the public, it was ipso facto abro ated Th . . . . 
vzsesha-dharma (i e one's . 1 d g_ . ese sastnc speoficat10ns of the 

· · speoa uties often syn . 
dharma) or righteous conducts d'. onymous with van:iasrama-
-, accor mg to one's po ·t· . h 
asrama order did not stand . th s1 wn m t e jati and 

. m e way of a number f th. 1 . 
umversal nature (sadharana-dh ) h" o e ica principles of 

k · arma , w 1ch cut aero · 1 k 
spea of the immense poss1·b1·11·t· f 1 1 ss soc1a ran s. These . 1es o oca and · 1 .c . 
m the framing of regulations f . 1 1· reg10na iormat10ns even 
contributions to 1·udge the t do_rt_ soola ife. There have also been major 

ra 1 10na Indian · t 
and analytical frameworks f W . s~oe y on several models 
Wh.1 ° estern soc10logist d h 

I e these are excellent h 1 s an ant ropologists. 
researc too s many of th f 

accept the premise of th . . ' ese o ten uncritically 
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m t e pre-modern Indian socie It . . . _e ac o any change 
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most profitably by abstracting from hist . ve ope systematically and 
for the study of long-term h. t . 1 onca~ changes, but are of little use 
M 1s onca and socw-ec • 
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d e sc o ast1c exercise with t ·d 

un erstanding of the social chan es and d ou p~ov1 ing real 
There has been certain We t g :velopments over penods. 

explain it as a special type o~ ern_p;~_ept10ns about the caste system which 
any human society The Ind· sooa ierarchy, and hierarchy is present in 

· 1an response (eh· f1 · h 
scholars like R.K. Mookerjee and R C M . ie J m t e works of nationalist 
caste system was constructed 1 1· . aJum ar) to the Western view of 

arge y to emph · h 
and peaceful coexistence among d"ff as1ze upon t e cooperation 
the relative absence of th 1 I erent groups at different levels and 

. e e ements of comp t·t· f . . 
Sustamed injustice hurled at th 1 . e I wn, nct10n and tension. 
and jatis were often brushed _de . owher sooal order by the higher varnas 

as1 em t e nat· 1· h. . . 
Indian society. There were also att . wna ist istonography of early 
this system. Even when th ·1 femhpts to Justify several ignoble aspects of 

e ev1 s o t e varna jat. t 
a large number of nationalist sch 1 f . -d z sys em were acknowledged, 

o ars oun no les ·1 . h 
western society and in a way 1 ·f· d h s evi s m t e advanced 
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n Ian ways of explaining th l"f . . - ys em. wo major 

e pro 1 erat10ns of · -t· d 
sustenance of the syste . Ja zs an the remarkable 
f m are seen m the concepts f (1) ff d 
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as . esp1te a number of . f f 
two standpoints their infl t· 1 1 . en iques o fered to these 
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o t e system can hardly be missed. mg present understanding 

XXV 
It · · · Is impossible to ignore that th I d. . 
more complex than as ex 1 . d ~ n Ian sooety and politics were much 
Th P ame m terms of B h · 1 

e distinct elements of h d ra mamca sastric norms. 
d c ange an movem t · 1· • 

uring the early medieval p . d d en m po 1t1cal and social life 
eno nee s to be studied by avoiding what B.D. 
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Chattopadhyaya terms 'epicentric' views. The changes, although often slow 
and imperceptible particularly from the Occidental point of view, must be 
situated in their local roots and seen as movements from within rather than 
as aberrations/deviations from the sastric norms. The futility of perceiving 
early medieval India as a phase plunging into darkness or steady decline has 
already been pointed out. The problems in the social and political life cannot 
also be grasped by merely citing the evidence of Islamic conquests since the 
eleventh century AD. There are many proofs of massacre and looting in the 
wake of Gh,_aznavid and Ghurid invasions. But such tragedies in social and 
cultural life were not typically associated with Islamic rulers invading India. 
Exactly when north India was facing Ghaznavid invasions, two powerful 
dynasties in the south-the Cholas and the Western Chalukyas-were also 
engaged in bitter hostilities. Though both these ruling houses were devout 
worshippers of Siva, the commonalty of religion did not deter Rajaraja I from 
destroying brahmai;ias' property, violating women, killing children in the 
Chalukya realm where the Chola devastations resulted in jatinasa (literally, 
breakdown of the caste order: the Hottur inscription of AD 1007). Nothing 
more terrible could have happened in the brahmanical social order than the 
breakdown of the caste system. Violence, looting and massacre in war was 
not peculiar to Islamic invaders who came to India. One remembers here 
that the Sri Lankan Buddhist chronicle considered the Chola army as blood
sucking yakshas, who devastated Buddhist monasteries in Sri Lanka. 

There is no straightforward black or white image of any political power 
vis-a-vis the existing society and culture. The same Cholas, despite being 
ardent Saivas, strongly patronized the famous Buddhist monastery, 
Chuc;lamii;iivihara near Tanjore-the very core area of the Chola realm. The 
point that emerges is that any breakdown of the social, political and cultural 
order in traditional early India cannot be ascribed to the Ghaznavidand Ghorid 
invasions. Nor was there a violent and irreparable rupture in the past due to 
the establishment of the Delhi Sultanate. Taking the cue from R.C. Majumdar 
and K.M. Munshi, many historians glorified the Gurjaras and other Rajput 
ruling houses for offering resistance to Muslim rulers. Masterly analyses of 
early medieval inscriptions and literary texts by B.D. Chattopadhyaya clearly 
establish that the Muslims were never viewed as the single enemy and a 
single target of these rulers, who fought many other contemporary rivals in 
the subcontinent. The construction of a homgenized Hindu and a Muslim 
entity is invalid, nor is it supported by empirical foundations. While there 
are known instances of contestations between different powers of India 
and Muslim rulers in the twelfth and the thirteenth centuries, there are 
no less data on the cooperation and coexistence in social and economic life 
since the arrival of Muslims as merchants, preachers and conquerors. The 
Rashtrakuta rulers (called Balharas) are praised in the Arab accounts for 
encouraging the settlements of Muslim merchants. The five Rashtrakuta 
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(tajjikas) were asked to be pre~ent '.t emonstrate how Muslim Arabs 
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. S . as w1 nesses to grants of 1 d 
m anJan (north of modern M b .) an to a matha 

h d 
um ai ; several of these M 1· h 

a their names Sanskritized ·n th d us im mere ants 
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, 1s o ten-t ough 1 h 
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. ecen t stu ies of the Sansk . t . . 
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10n o an exa tedpo ·t· f 

in early India and their grad 1 . s1 wn o women in general 
ua segregat10n confine t d d 

chiefly as a result of Isl . . d . , men an egradation amic mroa s 1s fictif b 
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later Vedic period. y seen operative m India since the 

The most notable feature in the socio-econo . . . 
during the period under review is the ~1c.' political and cultural life 
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importance of different rural ·t . s, an t e graded 

1 
um s m terms of thei · 
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d
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systems of the less hierarchized tribal groups into the growing sectarian 
bhakti cults; ( 4) the steady emergence of the more complex state society and 

polity. 

XXVI 

An Overview of the Cultural Scenario 

The fascinating diversity and lively regional features, which marked out the 
polity, society and economy of the period under review from the preceding 
phases, made their presence felt in the cultural scenario during the period 
AD 600 to 1300. The subject itself is capable of filling up several books and 
volumes in view of the copious data and growing engagements of scholars in 
the field. This section does not set out on an ambitious scale of discussions 
taking into account the elaborate regional traditions, but merely offers an 
overview by highlighting the outstanding features in cultural life, along with 
the discussions on the multiplicity of cultural traditions in disparate areas 
of the subcontinent. We intend to focus on three principal facets of cultural 
life, viz., religious ideas and practices, literary creations and art activities. 
A point that needs an underlining is the unmistakable linkage among the 
three facets. Literary output was often, though not entirely, oriented to 
beliefs, philosophical concepts and religious observances. Religious feelings, 
sentiments and practices, to a very large extent found their expressions in 
the wonderful world of visual arts, especially architecture and sculpture. 
The common thread that passed through and held together the three 
principal facets of cultural life was bhakti or devotion to one's personal 
god/goddess. During the immediately preceding phase (c. AD 300-600) 
sectarian devotional cults emerged to reckoning. This trend in cultural life 
continued unabated during the next six or seven centuries and witnessed 
an unprecedented proliferation of sectarian bhakti cults, which profusely 
influenced literary output and visual arts. If this speaks of an over
arching subcontinental commonalty in cultural life, the development of 
sectarian devotional cults, languages and literatures and visual arts showed 
pronounced regional features and diversities. This is the time when many 
vernaculars became so regular that literary treatises acknowledged the 
distinctiveness of the regional vernacular (desi) style from the classical genre 
of Sanskrit (marga). This is visible not merely in literary texts, but also in 
epigraphic compositions. While Saivism drew a vast number of devotees all 
over India, Kashmir Saivism was distinct from Saivism practiced in the Choi 
a realm in the far south. Similarly, structural temple styles were so much 
rooted to their respective regions that the north Indian (Nagara) temples 
were clearly distinguishable from their south Indian (Dravii;la) counterparts, 
with a third regional architectural style (Vesara) followed in parts of the 

Deccan (especially Karnataka). 
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XXVII 

Rehgious Life 

One may begin the survey by first taking up a discussion on religious life, 
thoughts and belief systems. A broad and generic feature of religious life is 
the tremendous growth and popularity of Brahmanical bhakti cults, along 
with the steady decline of Buddhism from its previous position of pre
eminence. The attractions to Jainism are noted mostly in western India and 
Karnataka in the Deccan. The seventh century speaks of the continued appeal 
of Buddhism in an all-India context, evident especially from the Chinese 
accounts of Xuan Zang (travels in India, AD 629-45) and Ijing (in India from 
AD 675-695). Xuan Zang however, did not fail to note that many erstwhile 
great Buddhist centres had already been past their best days, as he commented 
on the relatively fewer number of monks in several Buddhist establishments. 
One region where Buddhism continued to have enjoyed prominence was 
eastern India. This is evident from the accounts of the celebrated monastery 
at Nalanda made available to us by Xuan Zang and Ijing. There is little doubt 
that in addition to being a major Buddhist centre, Nalanda monastery was 
also an outstanding centre for learning. Xuan Zang informs us on the pre
eminence of the Yogachara doctrine in Nalanda, which he studied during 
his five year stay at Nalanda. The archaeological remains of Nalanda also 
speak of the lively and multifarious activities at this monastic site. Ijing was 
aware of the importance of Nalanda and Bodhgaya and Tilodaka monastery 
which, according to him, accommodated a thousand monks. One of the 
important Buddhist monasteries was Raktamrittika mahavihara (Lo-to-mo
chi of Xuan Zang) that stood close to Kan;iasuvar:z:ia, the capital of the well
known Gauc;l.a king Sasanka. The ruins of this monastery have been found at 
Chiruti, close to Murshidabad in Bengal; the site was excavated by S.R. Das 
in 1960s. What Xuan Zang mentioned as Po-shi-po monastery, stands for 
the Vasavavihara (Yasuvihara) in northern Bengal (Pu:z:ic;l.ravardhana area). 
That Samatata in the easternmost part of the Bengal delta also had a few 
monasteries figures in his account. Remains of a monastery of an impressive 
size have been discovered by Debala Mitra at Ratnagiri in Orissa. Besides 
eastern India, Buddhism had a notable presence in the lower Indus region in 
far western India during the seventh and eighth centuries, as the author of 
the Chachnama (though a late text) narrates in the context of his account of 
the Arab invasion of Sindh. 

From the middle of the eighth century, Buddhism began to fade out from 
different regions of the subcontinent, except the eastern part, which was 
due to the sustained support to Buddism by the Pala rulers of Bengal and 
Bihar. In addition to Nalanda, a few more significant Buddhist monasteries 
were Odantapuri (near Nalanda), Vikramasila (remains at Antichak, Bihar) 
and Somapuri (remains at Paharpur, in northern part of Bangladesh). These 
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, - - Buddhism. Recent decades have brought to light 
were centres of Mahayana . ·t f the Pala times at Jagajjivanpur 

. f a major monastIC si e o . 
the existence o Kn frst from an inscription of the time 
(Malda district, West Bengal).5) ow\ i f the Mahayanist Avaivarttika sect 
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Mahabodhi (present Bodhgay~ st~o~ t~~re~aha!odhi attracted Buddhist 
attainment of Enlightenment y t e u Ma. h-bodhi Viradhara a resident 

f d. t t lands Thus came to a a ' 
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sacred Buddhist centre m a~ . . l"kel that the worship of the Buddha and 
century. At these monastene~, it is i y lex rites and rituals. The Mahayana 
Bodhisattvas were accompan~~d ~ydcomp( . hth century) lays down the 

B dh . h - tara by Santi eva c. eig ' 
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f lathes and mcense, e . 
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Vajrayana u ism w . d . ted with Vikramasila monastery. He 
the Pala rule in eastern India an . asds~oaS dvipa (maritime South-East 
is said to have been initially trame m uvar:z:ia 
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Asia) from where he eventually returned to Bengal. He continued the rich 
tradition of proselytization in Buddhist religion and was instrumental in the 
spread of Vajrayana Buddhism in Tibet, where he breathed his last. During 
the last phase of its significant presence in Bengal, Buddhism witnessed the 
emergence of another sect, Sahajayana that denounced the overwhelming 
role of elaborate rituals and the use of magical mantras. Saraha, one of the 
salient figures of Sahajayana Buddhism, considered that it was possible to 
attain liberation and enlightenment by faithfully following the instruction 
of a true guru, while enjoying a worldly life. 

It is true that by the late twelfth century, Buddhism was gradually fading 
out from its last stronghold in eastern India; only the easternmost part of 
the Bengal delta (Samatata-Harikela region) remained an isolated pocket 
of Buddhism. Buddhism's gradual disappearance from the land of its origin 
coincided with the rapid spread of brahmanical bhakti cults, which offered 
strong challenges to Buddhism. To this should be added the lessening 
royal support to Buddhism (the Palas of Bengal being an exception to this 
general trend), which had earlier received sustained patronage from several 
ruling houses. The Turkish invasion of north India at the end of the twelfth 
century, during which Nalanda and other monasteries were destroyed, also 
contributed to the decline of Buddhism. No less significant was the factor 
that the vast transformation of Buddhism under the influence of elaborate 
rituals and Tantric practices eroded the distinctiveness of Buddhism from 
Brahmanical sects and cults. The Buddha was incorporated as one of the 
ten incarnations (avatdras) of Vish1,1u. In contemporary philosophical 
debates, there was regular questioning of the emphasis on renunciation in 
Sramanic traditions. If this was considered too unrealistic for an ordinary 
person, monkhood was caricatured as an idle and comfortable way of life, 
allowing convenient escape from social obligations. Throughout its history, 
Buddhism emphasized on the liberation of individual and the monastic life 
for the renouncer. On the other hand, it hardly provided an alternative or 
counterpoint to the Brahmanical rites and rituals connected with the daily 
life or the way of life (for example, the rites of passage or samskaras) of an 
ordinary person who had not renounced the world. 

The other premier Sramanic religion, Jainism, did not spread outside 
the subcontinent like Buddhism did, but it continued to exist-especially 
in western India and Karnataka-while Buddhism became relegated to 
background. In addition to the well-known presence of Jainism in Gujarat, 
Rajasthan, Jainism made its presence felt in western areas of Bengal, 
Orissa and parts of Madhya Pradesh. It did receive significant support 
and patronage from a number of royal houses and rulers. Thus, there was 
sustained support to Jainism from the Chalukya rulers of Gujarat, notably 
by Kumarapala, whose leanings to Jainism prominently figure in the works 
of the famous scholar Hemachandra. In northern and western Deccan, 
the Rashtrakuta rulers (particularly Amoghavarsha) were also patrons of 
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. , t ame from the mercantile community, especially in 
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~cc_ount of him. Largely known from later ha io . 
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the end of the Vedic corpus th b e Upamshads, which stood as 
the Vedic philosophy and s~irit er;./ ;.ug~esting that the very essence of 
philosophy. Sankara is celebrate~af I \ ~es m the Vedantic or Upanishadic 
in the Upanishad. Sankara Id hor is commentary on the Brahmasutra 
h cou ave drawn upon th 

t e Upanishads by Gaudapad . th e commentary on 
• a m e seventh O · h h -

propounded that the Upanishad "d d r erg t century. Sankara 
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k ) ' Im was superior to Ved· "f 

arma . The supreme knowled . h . Ic sacn ices (kriya/ 
Universal Being is the ultimat ged1s tl e re~lization that Brahman or the 

e an so e reality. 

The omniscient Lord of all is the originatin cause oft 
are of pot, necklace etc. Of the w Id h" gh h he world, even as clay, gold etc. 

or w 1c as corn · t b · sustentation through being the d . e m O emg, He is the cause of 
h or amer as a magic· · fh· t at has been manifested He . th ' . ran Is o Is magic. Of the world 
h ' IS e cause agam of diss 1 t· . 

t e earth of is of fourfold beings H 1 ' . h' o u IOn mto Himself, even as 
· e a one IS t e Self of us all. 

(Sankaracharya, Brahmasutrabhashya, II.i. 1. 
tr. T.M.P. Mahadevan, Sankaracharya, p. 87). 

This reality is unique, ultimate and sin ular . , 
formulation non-dual (Advaita). Th Ul ~ and, t_herefore, m Sankara's 
something that cannot be q 1·f· de ( _t1mate Reality (Brahman) is also 

. ua I re nzrguna) and t d i: consc10usness which rem . 1 . ' so, s an s ior pure 
h . . ' ams eterna and unchangin Th . d 

t ~s, Is re3ected as it amounts to illusio ( - - g. e I ea of plurality 
(avzdya). n maya) that comes out of ignorance 

That which is supremely real is no-dualit throu . 
as the plurality of moons on ace t fyd, f . gh maya rt appears as diverse, even 
d·fc I oun ° e ectrve eyesight h I ierent y as snakes water- t k . ' or t e rope appearing 

h ' s rea etc., and not m I" f 
... T erefore the partless unb 1· rea rty, or the Self is partless 

b orn rea 1ty can by n b 
un orn non-dual Self becomes d"fc I o means ecome different .... The 
d r . 1 1erent on y through ill . 

ua rty Is not the supreme truth. aya, not m reality. Therefore, 

(Sankaracharya, Mm:ujukyakarikabhashya III 19· 
tr. T.M.P. M h -d - · - ' ' ' a a evan, Sankaracharya, pp.89-go) 

The Advaita Vedanta philoso h f - . 
and indivisibility between th Up . yo Stnk_ara further proposes the identity 
Self (Atman). This realizat· e ~1versa. Bemg (Brahma,:,.) and the individual 

. wn IS considered as th 
capable of liberating an individ 1 f . ~ supreme knowledge, 

ua rom the m1senes of rebirth. In later 
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hagiography Sankara figures as the supposed founder of the Dasanami 
sect (sampradaya). He is also credited with the establishment of four or five 
ma.thas (religicms establishments/ complexes) in four cardinal directions of 
the country. Whether this really took place, or Sankara's name and memory 
were evoked by later theorists to derive legitimacy, is difficult to ascertain. 

Sankaracharya's ideas exerted enormous influence on subsequent 
thinkers, who in numerous mathas and educational establishments 
developed, elaborated and honed his formulations. There were, however, 
also challenges and contestations to Sankara's formulations. The most 
serious critique to Sankara's philosophy came from the eleventh century 
South Indian thinker, Ramanuja. A Tamil brahmai;ia, Ramanuja imparted 
instructions at the famous Srirangam temple at Tiruchhirappalli (in modern 
Tamil Nadu). He is celebrated as the founder of the Sri Vaishi;iava movement. 
Ramanuja challenged Sankara's central philosophy that knowledge or the 
way of knowledge (jfi.anamarga) was the sole means of the liberation of the 
soul from rebirth. He proposed instead that knowledge (jn.ana) was merely 
one of the means of this coveted liberation, the other option being one's 
taking recourse to devotion (bhakti), which too was capable of delivering 
individual liberation. In fact, Ramanuja espoused the primacy of bhakti or 
devotion as a means of liberation. He considered that pure devotion required 
complete negation of one's Self as one, steadfast in the path ofbhakti, would 
give oneself completely, unquestioningly and entirely to one's favourite 
deity. By doing so, the demarcation between divinity and devotee goes away, 
paving a way for the merger and identity between the individual soul and 
the Ultimate Being. Ramanuja, therefore, not only contested the primacy of 
the path of knowledge, but also advocated that the path of devotion (bhakti) 
was more effective and reliable than the path of knowledge (jn.a.namarga). It 
is possible to discern in Ramanuja's philosophy an amalgam of upanashidic 
tenets, brahmanical theology and elements of the bhakti movement. 

A critique of Ramanuja appeared in the ideas of the thirteenth century 
theologian Madhva. Himself a devout Vaishi;iava, he seems to have attempted 
a synthesis of bhakti and Brahmanical theology. As the supreme deity 
Vishi;iu, in his formulation, grants his grace to his devotees, who thereby 
were assured of the liberation of their souls. The supreme deity however, 
showers his grace only to those devotees with a pure soul. There is, therefore, 
a process of selection involved and this selection was not arbitrary-unlike 
the philosophy of Ramanuja. Whereas Ramanuja advocated for special 
privileges of higher castes in spiritual matters, Madhva was against excluding 
certain categories of sudras from worshipping in temples. In fact, he stressed 
on the need for throwing open the temples to all sudras, though he achieved 
limited success in this venture. What needs to be emphasized here is that 
these philosophical schools recognized their respective founders as historical 
personalities (Sankara, Ramanuja, Madhva). Each sect (sampradaya) was 
considerably aware of the handing down of the philosophical tradition from 
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the founder to the succession of teachers and commentators of a particular 
school, thus highlighting historicity of each tradition. 

These highly complex philosophical and theological debates, extremely 
significant landmarks in cultural history, drew upon Vedic Brahmanism, 
which was considered by these thinkers as pristine. But such intricate 
and abstract theological discussions were concerns of a small minority 
of profound thinkers. Far greater in popularity and practice than these 
on-going scholarly debates were devotional cults that found an excellent 
apparatus of expression and proliferation in the numerous Pura.I).as. The 
emergence of devotional sects to prominence is datable around AD 300-
600; the tendency not only continued, but consolidated during the next six 
centuries. The most prominent among the devotional sects were associated 
with Vaishnavism and Saivism. Sacred centres of Vaishnavism and Saivism 
were located in monumental temples and/or religious complexes (mathas), 
which in their turn were rooted to celebrated centres of pilgrimage. This was 
a new movement in religious life, different from the Vedie sacrificial cult, 
centred as it was on the offering of worship (puja, distinct from yajfi.a) by a 
devotee or devotees to the personal divinity. The act of worship was open to a 
larger number van:za-jati groups, unlike the elaborate Vedic sacrifices, which 
were confined mostly to the elite groups. Sectarian bhakti cults had a wide 
social base and appeal, cutting across social barriers, and this explains the 
rapid spread of devotional cults. Mythologies associated with a particular 
deity, often with a strong local and regional base, began to find a space in the 
Pura.I).as, which themselves had distinct sectarian and/ or regional affiliations. 
Narratives of a particular devotional cult could be both oral and composed 
in a regional language. As the local cults got gradually incorporated into 
what may be called Puranic Hinduism, their respective narratives also 
formed part of the Sanskritic tradition and were pooled into the Puranic 
anthologies. Contributions by R. C. Hazra shows that the movement gained 
further momentum as many Upapural).as (subsidiary and/ or minor Pura.I).as) 
were composed with a view to incorporating local rituals and customs into 
established sectarian devotional cults. The process could hardly have been 
operational, but for the inherent flexibility facilitating accommodation of 
many non-Brahmanical elements into the mainstream Hindu cults. 

Vaishnavism got a major fillip with the composition of the Harivamsa 
which was incorporated into the Mahabharata as a supplement or an 
appendix (khila). It narrates the childhood and youth of Krishl).a as an 
incarnation of Vishl).u. The immense popularity of the concept of the ten 
incarnations (avataras) of Vishl).u continued unabated during this period. A 
new feature to the Vaishl).ava iconography was the regular occurrence of the 
figures of Lakshmi, Bhudevi and Sridevi as consorts of Vishl).u. Radha as the 
devoted beloved of Krishl).a seems to have first appeared in the Gitagovinda 
of Jayadeva and the Brahmavaivartta Pura,:za, both having a clear association 
with eastern India. 
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. . al Brahmanical bhakti cult that had several 
Saivism was the other pnnc1p , . . . Kashmir is marked by intense 

sects with distinct reg~onal feat~rels. Sda1vd1smt~: supreme god identified with 
l d t . to Siva who 1s au e as ' f 

persona evo wn ' . d" in Saivism the influence o 
. l B . In Kashmir one may iscern , the Umversa emg. f S . k . 

. nd the non-dualist (Advaita) philosophy o an ara. 
momsm a · Hable OM 

. bl Lord subtler than even the ... mystic sy , 
Obeisance to the immova e ' . h ality of being unqualified\ ... Master, 
greater than even the cosmos and havml g t e hqu You are not· Time is Your form; 

h d. f there is no p ace w ere ' h d? T 11 whatever t e irec 10n, h d hen could you be reac e • e 
grasped though You are in this manner, w ere an w 

me! (Bhattanarayai;ia, Stavachintamm:ii 7.17.21, 38-40, 97~ 
tr. V. Raghavan, The Indian Heritage: An Anthology o 

Sanskrit Literature, PP· 442-43) 

, . - exts were composed by Saiva Siddhantas, 
Authoritative Sa1va Agam~ t . h f south during the period 

. T ·1 kmg areas m t e ar , 
especially m the am1 -~pea A t t recognized the ways of knowledge 
c.AD 400 to AD 800. The Saiva gamadexbs es (charya) but championed 

l (k • -) d sacre o servanc , 
(jfi.ana), Vedic ritua s rzya an f tt ·nment of liberation. In fact, 

f bh kf the best means o a a1 d" 
the cause O a l as . s· (S . -bhakti) as superior to Ve IC 
it was considered true devot10n to iva azva 

sacrifices. , . at or the Virasaivas, founded in the 
A major Saiva sect was the ~mghay D Ba-savanna was an apostate 

b B- anna m t e eccan. 
twelfth century y asav f h L ter Chalukya dynasty. The sect 

1 . h t of power o t e a 
Jaina in Ka yam, t e sea . h ber was to carry a miniature 

11 d L" ayats since eac mem 
he founded was ea e mg , . h l criticized the hypocrisy of 

h L. t/Virasa1va sect s arp Y 1 lingam. T e mgaya 1 d by brahmanas. As a resu t, 
Brahmanism and was consequen~ y ~ppose mber of followers from the 

the Virasaiva mo~ement att~acte at: 1:::: t~~mselves became a caste. The 
lower order of sooety. The Lmgay . a funerary process; this too was 
Lingayats preferred burial to_ cremath10ndas b hmanism. The Lingayats also 

h · t t against ort o ox ra 
a marker of t eir pro es f yet barred women from 

l advocated for the better status o women, 
strong y 
becoming priests. h ere ardent Saivas (the Cho\as for 

As several powerful ruling ou~esdw t nage from these dynasties, 
, • • · ed sustame pa ro 

example), Sa1vism rece_1v f . structural temples of Siva or grants 
mostly in the constru~t10n o mass1v: The Pala rulers of eastern India, 

. f f s iva monastenes. 
of land m avour o a l . th ·r own official records as devout 
who g~nerally addressed thems;e :::~~ar d:nations to Saiva establishments. 
Buddh1st_s (~aramasauga~a), ~~ Na a a.la (eleventh century) speaks of an 
An inscnpt10n of the ~1me . y -ph (S,. as the master physician or 

l f s· Va1dyanat a iva 
impressive temp e o iva "bl . th western part of Bengal. Similarly, 
healer) that was located poss1 y m ( eh ) ·n Srihatta (present-day 
a very large brahmar:i-a settle~ent ~ra 1:1a:~:a o; Sricha~dra (AD 930) of 
Sylhet in Bangladesh) figures m an mscnp 
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the Buddhist Chandra dynasty· in that Brah 
Yogesvara and Mahakala t ' II k ampura we_re located shrines of 
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' wo we - nown aspects f S · Th · 
~lso records the transfer of extensiv I d d o iva. e Inscription 
Srichandra. e an e property to the ma_tha by king 

There were also a few extremist sects in S . . - - . 
Kalamukhas, Pasupatas and Mattama - k aivism~the Kapahkas, the 
the Kapalikas and Kalamukha t· yud ra as. As_ David Lorenzen shows, 
h s prac ise unusual ntes and r·t I . 

t e remains of cremated bod· . d I . . i ua s, e.g. usmg 
ies, m u gmg m rituali d I · etc. For the Kalamukh • . ze sexua mtercourse, 

his body with the ash::,:;~: ~~~e us~al to eat food ~rom a skull, smearing 
a club. All these were deliberate a:te . c~rpse, c~r~~mg a pot of wine and 
to established social and cultur I 1 vis;~e exhibit10ns of the challenge 
wilful deviations from acce t da co es. e spectacles clearly underlined 

P e norms Here one may f d 
registering '.1 protest, which indeed wouid h m an attempt at 
nonconformity and demonstrated a definit:ve ~ttracted thos~ ":ho upheld 
and cultural obligations The p- , dis~egard for mimmal social 
Saiva sacred centre S.oma _atshupatDa se~lt was qm~e active at the celebrated 

' na a. etai ed studies of · h. 
especially of AD 1264 and AD 1287 d epigrap ic texts, 
to be a thriving Saiva centre in s '. emonstra~e that Somanatha continued 
raids of Mahmud of Ghazna ~n AJ~t~2o; s~fe~mg huge dam~~es during the 
in Somanatha namely Tripu - t k . I e image of the Pasupata acharya 
. fl ' ran a a, c early bears out th . 
m uence of Tripurantaka in th . I d e mcreasing 
at least a quarter of a centur ~hsociahan , c~ltural life of Somanatha for 
. . Y· e ot er Saiva sect-M tt - k 
is particularly known for the I 1 · a amayura as-
two typical suffixes Siva an;nSg mbehages of te~chers (acharyas), who bore 

' am u to their respect· 
principal deity was the Lakulisa form of s· . . IVe names. Their 
were three prominent areas f ~va. Inscnpt10ns show that there 

h 
o concentrat10n of the Mattam - k . 

nort ern Bengal under the Palas the . ayura as, viz., 
of the Kalachuris) in Madhya p d' h redg10n around Jabalpur (the realm 
k . ra es an eastern De C h K-

mgdom). A large religious establ" h ccan m t e akatiya 
Kakatiya realm, had an extreme! in~~ me~t, n~mel~ G~lakimatha in the 
originally hailed from the Radh _Y . uen~ial chief, Visvesvarasambhu, who 

esteem by the royal houses in t~er~g:1~:hour~::~t:~dt~as helld in awe and 
preceptor. a iya rea ms as a royal 

Along with the two premier Matha-oriented I" . .· 
sprang around the worship of th d _ re 1g10ns, devot10nal sects also 
were built in Kashmir at Osia _e s;~-go h' Surya and Gal).esa. Sun temples 
last being the most fa:nous of ~m aJast an and at Konarak in Orissa, the 
Royal patronage to solar cult is :emonum~mtal temples dedicated to Surya. 
deity Gal).esa could have originall c~rded m sources. T_he elephant-headed 

. h y een a totem but m the pe . d d 
revie":', e was seen as a son of Siva and p- - ' no un er 
both S . . , - - arvat1. He was thus connected "th 

a1vism and Saktism, the latter as the su . WI 
of Gal).esa worship can easily be ·ud ed i h ~reme deity. The ~opularity 
Gal).esa, made both of stone an~ g I n t e ~1ght of numerous images of 

meta . Gal).esa was seen and propitiated 
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at once as a malevolent and benevolent deity who presided over calamity 
(vighnesa) and also ensured cessation of hindrances (vighnanasaka). 

Another 'Unmistakable feature of religious beliefs and practices was the 
growing presence of Tantrism and Tantric practices. Tannic practices were 
occasionally observed independently; but in many cases, these infiltrated 
various brahmanical sects and became formalized. The most apparent case 
in this context is the increasing visibility of the cult of the goddess. The 
strong connections between Tantric ideas and practices and Devf worship 
are undeniable. Tantric beliefs and practices are also noted for assigning a 
prominent place and position of women in rituals. The great goddess (Devf) 
is held in supreme veneration in texts like Devfmaha.tmyam which is of 
foundational importance to understand the significance of the Sakta cult. The 
Devfma.hatmyam, in the Nara.ya,:1.fstuti section (praise to Na.raya,:zf), narrates 
various forms of the great goddess. The Matsya Pura.,:za and the Kurma 
Pura.,:za give us 108 and 1,000 names of the DevL It appears that initially the 
Devf is venerated as an individual and independent deity. It was only in later 
Pural).aS that she began to be presented as a consort of an important male 
god, mostly Siva. This process of what has been termed as spousification of 
the goddess was particularly operational in the Saiva- Sakta cults. The Sakta 
cult strongly underlines the creative energy of Sakti, which was essential to 
any action. In this way, the goddess worship can be considered as a marker of 
a challenge to patriarchy that strongly influenced the Brahmanical pantheon. 
The prominence of the Devi and/or the Matrikas in Brahmanical pantheon 
has a close linkage also with the increasing importance of Tantric ritual 
practices. Kunal Chakrabarti has made elaborate analysis of the Pural).as in 
Bengal to understand the nature of Devi worship. In this region, according 
to him, there had been a strong tradition of autonomous goddess worship 
before the spread of Puranic bhakti cults, which, when these appeared in 
Bengal, had to encounter these autonomous goddess cults. The result was 
the gradual accommodation of these local Devi cults into the Brahmanical 
pantheon. The long process of accommodation gets reflected in these 
Pural).as, which too had recognizable regional features; the other outcome 
was the primacy of goddess worship in Bengal, accorded in these Pural).as 
in Bengal. Many centres of goddess worship would become prominent in 
subsequent times as saktapf_thas. 

The spread of bhakti cults and the growing appeal of Brahmanical 
religions were not, however, free from contestations. There were sectarian 
contestations; contemporary sources also indicate similar contestations 
between different bhakti cults on one hand and Sramanic religions on the 
other. Krishp.amisra's Prabodhachandrodaya, an allegorical drama, places 
before us the competitive attitude among rival sects and cutts. A major 
dispute took place in northern Konkan between a Devi matha and its 
adjacent Vaishl).ava shrine, possibly over the possession of a plot of land that 
lay between the two shrines. The situation became so complex that some of 
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the inmates associated with the Vaishl).ava shrine took the extreme measure 
~f fasting ~nto death. The dispute was eventually resolved. The problem and 
its resolut10n ar'." t~e su~ject matter of a Rashtrakuta inscription of early 
tenth century. S1m1larly, m AD 930, one encounters a unique scenario in a 
brahmal).a settlement (Brahmapura) in Srihatta (modern Sylhet in 
Bangladesh) where land was granted by the local ruler Srichandra (AD 925-
75) for the upkeep of, among other things, two religious establishments 
(ma_thas), ear~~rked respectively for people of Vangaldesa (Vangtiladesfya) 
and ~hose ha1lmg from elsewhere (Destintarfya). What is striking here is 
th~~ 1~ the t":o separate ma_thas were propitiated identical divinities: Agni 
~a1svanara ~f1~e ~od), Mahakala and Yogesvara (both being two aspects of 
Siva) and Ja1mm1 (the author of the Purvamimtimsti, who was deified at some 
p~int of time). There must have occurred some tensions or disputes or sharp 
d1~ferences between the Vangaladesiyas and the Desantriyas, resulting in the 
existence of two separate religious complexes housing identical deities. One 
cannot, however, ascertain what actually sparked off such a sharp division 
among devotees of identical divinities. Hermann Kulke demonstrates how in 
some parts of the Deccan Saiva sects made disparaging comments about the 
Buddhists, Jainas and the followers of Sankhya philosophy. 

XXVIII 

Languages and Literature 

We may now take a look at languages and literary works of the period 
under review. The period marks the spread of Sanskrit throughout the 
subcontinent along with the emergence of a number of regional vernaculars. 
Sans_krit was indeed the language of the court and elites and its currency was 
co~~med to a handful of learned people. This was the preferred language for 
wnt~ng matters related to Brahmanical philosophy, religion, especially the 
Vedanta and the Mimarilsa texts (digests), and the normative texts and their 
comm:ntaries. Significantly enough, Buddhist and Jaina centres of learning 
extensively used Sanskrit. The famous Jain polymath, Hemachandra, 
composed Sanskrit texts like Dvayttsrayakttvya and Parisish_taparvan. Sanskrit 
was t~e principal medium, at least in north India, for composing life stories 
(chant~s) of pro1;1inent political personalities. The first text of this genre 
was Banabhatta s Harshacharita; the tradition continued unabated in 
Sandhyakaranandin's Rtimacharitam and Bilhana's Vikramttnkadevacharitam. 
The R_ttmacharitam is a complex composition as each verse therein offers two 
~eanmgs: 0 _ne about Ramachandra of Ayodhya and the other regarding the 
hf: and ach1.€vements of Ramapala of the Pala dynasty, the actual hero of 
~hrs ~on:iposition. Sanskrit was also the chief vehicle of writing north Indian 
mscnpt10ns and the literary standard of the royal eulogy in epigraphic texts 
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usually followed that in the literary texts. The significant point here is the 
simultaneous use of both Sanskrit and a regional language in inscriptions. 
This is especially noticeable in landgrant charters where the royal eulogy and 
dynastic accounts were composed in Sanskrit, while the actual grant p~rtion, 
the operative part of the record was written in a local vernacular. This may 
hint at the possibilities of bilingualism; the migrant Brahamanas could well 
have been bilinguals. That Prakrit could also be the vehicle of writing the 
kavya style life-stories of rulers is borne out by Vakpatiraja's Gau~a_vaho _that 
narrated the event of the killing of the Gaw;la king by the Kashmman kmg. 

The best example of the itihasa-pural).a tradition of chronicling the past 
belongs to this period in the form of Kalhal).a's Rtijatarangini, which attempts 
at narrating the connected account of the past of Kashmir. It is particularly 
noted for its remarkable accuracy of recording events in Kashmir for the 
post-AD 700 period. Narrating the past of a royal house often took the 
shape of vamstivalis, especially related to a local or regional ruling house.~ 
typical case in point is the vamstivalf of the mountainous area of Chamba; rt 
coincided with the advent of the monarchical state society in northern parts 
of the present Himachal Pradesh. . 

Sanskrit was also the principal vehicle for writing technical treatises. 
Considerable emphasis was given on the mastery of grammar. The 
study of grammar and etymology can be considered rational enquiries, 
which were pursued by both orthodox and heterodox schools. Most of 
the Buddhist monasteries were also noted for the study of grammar. 
Interestingly enough, in the large brahmal).a settlement in Srihatta (already 
mentioned above) there was provision for the maintenance of the teacher 
of Chandravyakaral).a, i.e. the study of the treatise on grammar written by 
the Buddhist grammarian Chandragomin. If the earliest of the lexicon was 
the Ntimalinganustisana by Amarasimha in the fifth-sixth century, it became 
a regular intellectual practice. Two famous instances of lexicons of this 
period is Halayaudhasarman's Abhidhtina-chinttimmJ.i and Hemachandra's 
Desintimamtilti. The latter text explains and gives Sanskrit synonyms of a 
selection of western Indian vernacular vocabulary. Another notable feature 
of the literary activities is the availability of a number of technical treatises. 
If there were specific treatises on agriculture and plants, Krishipartisara and V_ 
rikshtiyurveda respectively, there were also major texts on medicine. The best 
illustrations of this are the Ashttingahridayasangraha by Vagbhata (seventh/ 
eighth century) and the treatise by Chakrapal).idatta in the eleventh centu?, 
both drawing upon and elaborating on the medical treatise by Charaka. It 1s 
likely that such technical treatises reflected tile cooperation an~ transacti~ns 
between Sanskritists and professional specialists in their respective 
fields. To this genre also belonged the famous treatises on aesthetics and 
prosody, namely the Dhvanyttloka of Anandavardhana and Abhinava-gupta's 
Dhvanytiloka-lochana. Abhinavagupta was also the author of the celebrated 
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tr~:tise ;n dramaturgy, Abhinavabharati. The tradition continued as will b 

ev\::~d~~:11 Stagaralnan_din's N_a.takalakshanaratnakosa (thirteenth century)~ 
1 10n ° vo ummous literary out t · • 

Tamil Tel d K pu m creative Sanskrit literature 
litera:y ex;;:s::ns :~::sse la~guage gainbed_ considerable prominence fo; 

· peomens may e m order here: 
Even the lotus has its petals pale, 

The moom has go its spot, and where is form 
Of any kind without the slightest fault? 
But thou will see no imperfection mar 

Her s~apely form. Great Brahma made the flute. 
And vina, parrots, koil and the children's bable 
And then he coped all sweetness with her voic~: 
But nought could he create to parallel 
Her speech and one; and can he e'er succeed 
If he should try ev'n now for all his life? 

(Kamba Ramaya"fJa V, 60,62,63: source: VVS. Aiyar 

Kamba Ramaya"!Ja, A Study, Bombay, 1965, p. 54/ 

A specimen of Telugu poetry of the 11 12'h - century: 

B~ahma ran to mount his swan and fell In fear trembling ........ 
Vishi;iu escaped creeping ... 
To his white elephant Indra ran 

And withhis thousand eyes like a peacock appeared 
By hunters chased to the White Mount escaping 
Yama like a coward fell across 
His buffalo, while the ganas hooted. 

(Nannicoda, Kumtirasambhavam tr p T R . , · , , aJU, 
Telugu Literature, Bombay 1944, p. 94). 

A sample of Kannada poetry (12-13'h century) 

Then Angada, heir to Kishkindha's wide soil 
Determines himself Ravai;ia's penance t spoii 
He mounts on Kishkindha, his elephant proud· 
And round him his ape-bannered followers cro~d 
He ri_d:s t~rough the suburbs of Lanka's fair to~ 
Admmng its beauty, its grove of renown. 
He enters the place, goes alone to the fane· 

Wit~ revere~ce he walks round Santisvara;s shrine, 
And m lonelmess worships the image divine. 
When-sudden-he sees the giant Ravana there 
Seated, still as some mountain, absorbed.in his prayer! 

(Nagac_handra, Rtimachandracharitapura,:za, 
tr., E.P. Rice, Kanarese Literature, 1921, p. 40) 
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XXIX 

Art and Architecture 

This section intends to provide an overview of the visual arts, especially 
architecture and sculpture. Sculptors usually gave the desired form to 
images, mostly divine, following the standardized iconographic norms 
which in its turn drew largely upon Puranic myths and legends associated 
with different divinities. A major source of iconographic prescriptions 
was the Vish"fJudharmottarapurarza. Similarly technical treatises were 
written on architecture, e.g. the Samararigasiltradhara and the Manasollasa, 
ascribed respectively to Bhoja and Somesvara III, both well known rulers. 
Another text on architecture was the Manasdra. For the art of painting, 
the artist's manual can be seen in the Vish"fJudharmottarapurarza and in the 
Chitralaksha"!Ja. It is true that architecture and sculpture were the principal 
facets of the visual arts; paintings, though definitely not unknown, are far 
less numerous than sculptures of the early medieval times. 

The two most significant aspects of architecture are the structural temples 
of this time (many of monumental size) and the gradual disappearance 
of the rock-cut architecture of the previous centuries. No less significant 
is the emergence and consolidation of distinct regional styles in temple 
architecture: the Nagara style of temples in north India, the Dravi<;la style of 
temples in peninsular India and the Vesara (the term denotes mixture, i.e. an 
admixture of north and south Indian architectural styles) type of temples in 
Karnataka. The genesis of both the dominant temple architecture styles, the 
Nagara and the Dravi<;la, can be traced to AD 600, which had already figured 
in our discussions in Chapter VI. 

The north Indian Nagara temple styles had at least two major sub
regional trends, one in Orissa and the other in central India (especially 
Khajuraho). The most important and sacred component of the temple was 
the sanctum cella (grabhagriha), which was invariably square in shape. This 
square sanctum cella had been a constant feature of the Nagara temples right 
from the inception of the style since the 5/6th century. The exterior walls 
of the sanctum cella, initially left blank and flat, began to be provided with 
horizontal projections, which therefore allowed interplay of light and shade 
and depth and accentuation. This enormously enhanced the visual appeal of 
the exterior walls, which now accommodated a number of niches that housed 
numerous sculptures as decorative elements of the exterior walls. Such 
horizontal divisions in the exterior walls were known as rathas in technical 
treatises. If the temple wall had three such projections on each side it would 
be called a triratha temple, while a temple with five such projections on each 
of the exterior walls would be considered a pancharatha temple. Temples with 
three and five projections on each of the exterior walls are regularly seen in 
Orissa; usually the triratha temple is earlier than the pancharatha temple, 
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thus suggesting an evolution of the architectural style from relatively simple 
to more elaborate decorations. The exterior wall of the sanctum cell a had also 
thre~ or ~ive v:rtical divisions (usually known as angas in traditional silpa 
tre~t1ses m Onssa), often represented by richly carved moldings. Thus the 
artists attempted a symmetrical treatment of both vertical and horizontal 
divi~ions on_ t~~ exterior walls of the temple: if the temple wall had five 
honz~ntal d1~s10~s- (~aficharatha), it would often have (but not uniformly) 
also five vertical d1v1s10ns (pafichanga). The vertical divisions at least in the 
?rissan termi~ology, were called after the lower part of th~ human body, 
like the feet (padabhaga/pabhaga), the thigh (jafigha), etc. A further molding 
at the top of the wall of the sanctum cella served as the demarcator between 
~~e sanc~um cella and its superstructure. The superstructure, known as the 
szkhara, is_ p:rhaps_ the most striking part of the temple. It should ideally rise 
~teeply, g1vmg a visual impression of its soaring into the sky, however, not 
ma straight line, but in a slightly tapering shape. The curvilinear tall tower 
therefore should, according to the traditional treatises on architecture 
closely rese1:1bl: the beak of a bird (sukanasa). The emphasis is obviousl; 
on the verticality of the tower that ideally should dominate the entire 
landscape. Wh~t is si~nificant is that the square shape of the ground plan 
of the temple 1s earned upwards into its elevation; so, the topmost part 
of the c_urvilinea_r _tower (sikhara) remains square in its section. Similarly, 
the honzontal d1v1sions on the walls of the sanctum cella are also carried 
up in the superstructure. If the sanctum cella had five horizontal divisions 
on its exterior walls, the curvilinear tower too would have five horizontal 
divisions (usually known in Orissan terminology as pagas: one central 
paga, flanked immediately by two subdivisions, called anurahapagas, and 
along the curvilinear contours of the tower two more divisions called the 
konikapagas-thus totalling five horizontal subdivisions). ' 

Atop the sikhara there should be several more architectural elements 
which combine to constitute what is called the crowning element or mastak~ 
(lit~rally the head). Thus the metaphor of the human body is applied to the 
entire sanctum cella, right from the feet (padabhaga/pabhaga) to the head 
(mastaka), intermediated by the trunk or the curvilinear tower. Where the 
sikhara ends and the crowning section begins, the architectural member 
is called _the neck or the km:,._tha. In mature Orissan temples, one notices 
elegant figures of jumping lions at four corners around the neck portion. 
Above this member is placed a huge spherical stone, usually striated, 
known as the amalakasila. In several temples, two such spherical stones 
are placed one_ above the other, with a view to accentuating the height and 
also the massiveness of the temple. The architectural element above the 
s~heroid_ stone(s) is known as the skull (khapari), above which is placed a 
p1tcher-hke (kalasa) component. The final crowning element is the finial. 
Thus the sanctum c_ella with ~ts square ground plan and a tall and tapering 
superstructure are imbued with the aesthetic appeal of accentuating height. 
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The evolution of the north Indian Nagara temples not only demonstrates 
elaborations and complexity in the design of the sanctum cella and the 
superstructure, but also witnessed the addition of a few ancilliary structures. 
These structures were non-existent in the simple but elegant square temples 
at Sanchi and Tigawa in the fourth/fifth/sixth centuries. These temples 
merely had a square sanctum cella in the front of which stood a pillared porch 
serving as the resting place for pilgrims and worshippers. In the developed and 
mature forms of the later Nagara temples, one comes across three separate 
structures. These three structures, though separate, were placed in the same 
linear alignment with the sanctum cella. Following Orissan terminol~gy of 
temple architecture, these structures are called the natamwu/.apa (p~llared 
pavilion for musical, theatrical performances in the tem~le precmcts), 
bhogammyj.apa (pillared pavilion for distributing and partakmg the sacred 
prasada) and jagamohana (a massive hall as a vastly enlarged form of the 
original pillared porch before the main shrine). A passageway connected the 
jagamohana with the main shrine. The natamm:uj.apa, bhogama,:zcj.apa and_ the 
jagamohana had their exterior walls richly carved with sculptures, _des~gns 
and moldings; the exterior walls on each side also had the usual proJect10ns 
to allow interplay of light and shade and accommodate sculptures. All 
these three structures had a common type of roofing, which was distinctly 
different from that of sanctum cella. The superstructure here consisted of 
three or four tiers of massive horizontal platforms, each upper tier an exact 
replica of the immediately lower tier but on a smalle: scale._ Th_e use of the 
three or four receding tiers gave a clear thrust on honzontahty m sharp but 
pleasant contrast to the soaring tower of the sanctum cella with a stress on 
verticality. The tier in Orissan terminology is called pzdha. Therefore, the 
three ancilliary structures, and especially the jagamohana is termed pzdha. 
deul; the main shrine with its curvilinear superstructure is known as rekha 
deul. Like the rekha deul, the pzdha deul too has in the topmost part of the 
superstructure the usual neck-like section, the spheroid stone, the skul~-like 
part and the pitcher with the finial. Each succeeding structure was h1g~er 
than each preceding structure, while the pinnacle is the tall and tapenng 
tower above the sanctum cella. The intention of the architect was to give a 
visual effect of a range of mountains leading up to its highest peak, which in 

this case was the sikhara above the sanctum cella. 
The outstanding example of this kind of temple architecture in Orissa 

are the Rajarani temple and the Lingaraja temple at Bhuvaneswar, dated 
respectively to the tenth and eleventh century. The inherent st:ructural 
harmony along the four components in both the temples underlmes the 
superb mastery of the Orissan architects. They represent the mos_t ~ature 
and evolved form of the Nagara style temples in Orissa, the begmmng_ of 
which can be traced in the smaller, simpler, nevertheless elegant temples hke 
Mukteswar and Parasuramesawar, also situated in Bhuvaneswar. There a~e 
interesting differences in the more minute details in Rajarani and Lingara.Ja 
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temples. While Lingraja is a classic exam le . 
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decorate the sikhara are extended beyond the sikhara. The entire temple 
resembles a range of mountain with the curvilinear tower representing its 
highest peak. Compared to the Orissan temples, the elegance and aesthetics 
of the soaring main shrine appears to have been compromised on account of 
the excessive sculptural embellishments. 

We may now look at the salient features of the Dravic;la or south Indian 
architectural style. The earliest Dravic;la style architecture is visible in 
Mahabalipuram where during the Pallava period were constructed five 
different structures, popularly known as rathas named after the five 
Pandava brothers and Draupadi. The essentaial features of a Dravic;la temple 
ar~ ~sible in the Dharmaraja ratha. The main shrine has a square ground 
plan, above which rises the superstructure of some height. However, in 
contrast to the tall curvilinear tower in Nagara style, the superstructure in 
Dravic;la temples consists of a series of square horizontal platforms placed 
one above the other, with each upper tier being a smaller replica of the 
immediately lower tier. This arrangement of receding square tiers, placed 
one above the other, renders the superstructure with a pyramidal shape. 
This section is called the vimti.na, which offers the same function as the 
Sikhara in north Indian temples. The vimti.na is usually topped by a very 
large circular stone boulder called stupikti.. While the Dharmaraja ratha goes 
back to the seventh century, the more famous and elegant Shore temple at 
Mahabalipuram was built during AD 700-728 period. It is so called because 
of its location to the proximity to the Bay of Bengal. Made of granite, it is 
the earliest of the important structural temples of Dravic;la style. The shrine 
has the usual square garbhagriha, over which the superstructure rises in 
five storeys represented by the five receding tiers. The topmost portions of 
the superstructure are occupied by the large round boulder and above it, 
a finial, giving the visual effect of a tall pyramidal structure with a conical 
appearance. Each individual tier is provided with overha:1ging eaves, which 
provide dark shadow on to the temple walls. This is a Saiva shrine which 
has also a similar, but smaller shrine in front. The smaller shrine appears 
to originally served the function of a porch, but subsequently turned into a 
shrine. One enters the twin shrines through a transverse barrel-vaulted gate 
which in south India was called the gopuram. Between the two Saiva shrines 
also stands a small Vaishi;iava temple, which was possibly built as a balancing 
act between two competing, if not rival, Brahmanical sects. 

An amazing specimen of Dravic;la temple architecture is the Kailasa 
temple at Ellora. It was built in the eighth century under the patronage of the 
Rashtrakuta ruler Krishna I. The most outstanding feature of this stupendous 
tempie is that unlik

0

e th~ two other Dravic;la temples mentioned before, it is 
not a structural temple, but a rock-cut shrine, hewn out, as it was of live 
rock. Dug out of a basal cliff, it is the pinnacle of rock-cut architecture of 
India. It is a monolithic temple, since it was carved out of a single rock. The 
structure was in fact sculpted or scooped out of the rock not from below to 
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other ancilliary structures, with several projections, were ideally suitable for 
setting up sculptures. The richly carved exterior walls of the temple stood in 
sharp contrast to the bare interior of the temple. Another notable stylistic 
feature of the sculptures of this period is that majority of the images were 
relief sculptures. On many occasions these were executed in very high relief, 
giving an impression of the representation of the figure almost in the round. 
But sculptures in the round were numerically insignificant. A very large 
number of sculptures, being inseparable parts of temples, were created by 
strictly following iconographic prescriptions laid down in technical treatises. 
The image of the sun-god wearing a pair of boots, riding on a chariot drawn 
by seven horses and flanked by goddesses Usha and Pratyusha, is a typical 
instance. There is little doubt that many Brahmanical images drew heavily 
upon myths and legends in the Pura:r;ias. The images of Siva and Parvati, of 
the Ardhanarisvara (half male, half female) form of Siva, of Durga as the 
slayer of the buffalo demon (Mahishasuramardini) and of Vish:r;iu in his 
eternal sleep (anantasayin) clearly illustrate this. The profusion of erotic 
images, adorning temple walls (e.g. in Khajuraho temples and at Konarak), 
is another characteristic of early medieval sculptures. Erotic elements could 
either have gained prominence on account of Tantric prescriptions or, as 
Devangana Desai argued, because of the influence of feudal culture in early 
medieval times. The images of gods and goddesses were invariably depicted 
in the full bloom of their youthful bodies; the male figure in general has 
broad shoulders, graceful limbs, a powerful chest and a slim waist. Female 
forms invariably highlight a fully rounded face, often with pronounced 
sensuousness, heavy and fully rounded breasts, an attenuated waist, deep 
set navel and broad hips. Images of this period are often shown in multiple 
flexions (bhangas): two or three flexions (dvibhanga/tribhanga) are quite 
common; and, even many flexions are not unknown. This clearly speaks of 
the artist's predilections for imparting rapid movements in the images. The 
sculptor very much continues the two classical features of the sculptures 
of 300-600 phase, namely the preference for a plastic form and a flowing 
linear rhythm. But one cannot also miss that after the eleventh century, 
profuse number of sculptures were produced, but these also betrayed a 
monotonous and mechanical output according to iconographic norms 
with few innovations in form. In many specimens of post-1100 AD, the 
angular treatment of limbs, the broken line of the body contour, an almost 
triangular face with a sharply pointed chin and overburdening jewellery are 
plainly visible. Both stone and metal images (especially bronze) were used 
as media for sculpting and the same iconographic norms were followed in 
stone, as well bronze sculptures. Though the sculptural traditions were 
rooted to the classical features of the pre-AD 600 times, there were distinct 
regional features. Thus the tall, lithe and slim figures with a clear preference 
for linearism and dramatic movements and tightly packed compositions are 
typical features of south Indian sculptures. The figures of the Buddha and 
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VishI;lu, for example, with a high staella, and shown in remarkably high relief 
belongs to the eastern Indian tradition. The exuberance of the female form, 
with many flexions in the body, often looking at the mirror and/or plucking 
out a thorn from an upraised foot is a signature theme and style in north and 
central Indian style. There are also discernible individualities in the choice 
of materials. Thus the octo-alloy images are typically associated with eastern 
India, while the superb free-standing bronze figures bear the stamp of the 
south Indian artist. 

Since it is not possible here to offer an elaborate study of all regional 
styles, descriptions of some outstanding pieces may be in order at this 
juncture. One may begin with an account of the celebrated and gigantic 
stone sculpture at Mahabalipuram. Made out of a single boulder, the scene 
depicts a fascinating world of flora and fauna, along with the figures of 
ascetics and the scene of a cascading stream. The scene is identified either 
with the legend of Bhagiratha's bringing the Ganga down from the matted 
locks of Siva (Gangttvatarm:,.a) or Arjuna's penance, which is described in the 
Mahtzbhtzrata and also the theme of the drama, Kfratttrjunfyam. Composed 
in high relief, it shows the flowing of the river along the banks in which one 
sees the unfolding of the world of ascetics, elephants and even monkeys. The 
vibrant world of rural domestic life is wonderfully captured in a scene that 
depicts the milking of a cow by a woman with the calf next to its mother. 

The robustness of composition, the predilection for larger than life forms 
and the love for action are all throbbing with life in sculptures at Kailasa 
temple (Ellora). An excellent example of this shows RavaJ;la shaking the 
mount Kailasa, the abode of Siva and Parvati. The graceful poses of Siva 
and Parvati, engrossed in a game of dice, at the same shrine also deserves 
our attention. The Kailasa temple is renowned for portraying panels on the 
Ramttym:,.a theme. The onlooker's eyes meet the compact panel depicting 
Jatayu's valiant but unsuccessful resistance to RavaJ;}a, who abducts Sita. 
Another amazing composition is the scene of Hanuman crossing the scene. 
A simple, but incomparably elegant composition, it shows Hanuman soaring 
upwards in flight as he crosses the sea; the limbs and the tail of Hanuman are 
deliberately elongated and excellently fitted into an elongated rectangular 
space. The artist demonstrates his mastery over the medium, the form and 
the composition by leaving the entire panel blank without any decoration, 
save the figure of Hanuman in flight. The blank space below Hanuman 
symbolizes the sea. 

In eastern India, especially in the Pala-Sena realms, emerged a distinctive 
sculptural style combining the classical sculptural style with a regional 
idiom. Profuse number of images are known, some with inscribed labels, 
which help us arrive at a workable chronology of the stylistic evolution of 
this school of sculpture. A late Tibetan account by Lama Taranatha tells us 
about two master artists in the Pala realm-Dhiman and Vitpalo. Buddhist 
monasteries, especially Nalanda, Vikramasila, Somapura and Mainamati, 
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h ather angu ar trea me h 
images began to ave a r Over-ornamentation of both t e 
flowing linear rhythm of the bod{ cont~~;· arks a mechanical outlook of 
image and the background stae a possi y m 

images. . f the earl medieval times can be complete 
No overview of the visual art o 1 ~ outh India belonging largely 

f . t the bronze scu ptures m s ' f 
without re errmg o . . tur ). Royal figures, images o 
to the Chola times (nmt~ to thirteTenh cen tst~nding image is however of 

- d out m bronze. e ou h 
Parvati were curve . D It is likely that many oft ese , - . h L d of the Cosmic ance. . 1 
Siva NataraJa, t e or d t . d the temple precincts during specia 
images were porta_ble and car~ie .:;i:i \hese figures, especially the figures 
religious ceremomes for pubhc Vl g. ted in the form of relief 

. 1 f _ d. g images not execu . 
of NataraJa, are al ree stan m d '.th the lost wax technique which, 

Th e were manufacture wi . 
sculptures. es , . . ld h originated in the Pallava times. d S da Srimvisan cou ave 
accor ing to ara . ' 1 1 tyle and appeal these images are . 1 f h th Indian scu ptura s ' "b 1 
Typica o t e sou h Th r bs of the image are deh erate y 
noted for their superb linear rhyt m. e l im thier because of a tall head-

d d th image appears even eng h h. 
elongate an e h h d The slender arms and legs, t e t m 
ornament (muku_ta) placed onf tl eh eald. sand rounded breasts, are elegantly 

. d ithpower u s ou er . 
waist, Juxtapose w . t both languid and dramatic. 

d . h phasis on movemen s, r . 
modelle wit an em 11 nee is the figure of Nataraja, the sty istic 

The Chola ~ronze par exce :. h have been studied in-depth by, among 
and philosophical aspects of;': ic t· The Nataraja figure is usually 

and S1varamamur 1. . 
others, Coomaraswamy re added The image portrays 

d b . ome images more arms a . d . h 
four-arme ' ut in s d f D and the legend is associate wit . d by the Lor o ances , . 
the cosmic ance , . . th Chola kingdom. Siva dances m b at Sa1va centre m e • . 
Chidam aram, a gre h" d e either in a benign or creative 1 f fl . he performs t is anc r: 
an aureo e o ames, _ d ) . •t In fact the ttindava 1orm . d t· e (tan ava spin . , · · 
(lasya) spirit or m a estruc iv . . t U . rse which is to be created 
symbolizes the destruction of a worn-ou mve ' 
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anew by Brahma after the destruction by Siva is over. In this way, the dance 
of destruction actually paves the way for a fresh and pristine creation. The 
dramatic movement of the Lord of Dance is evident in the unmatted looks 
of Siva, fanning out in wavy horizontal lines on both sides. The rhythm of 
the dance is captured by one uplifted leg ( usually the left leg, though on 
rare occasions the right leg is shown uplifted instead of the left), the right 
leg lightly rests on a dwarf figure. This dwarf figure (apasmarapurusha) 
represents ignorance, which Siva tramples during his cosmic dance. A 
crescent moon adorns his head and he wears a serpent as his neck-ornament. 
His front or lower right arm comes straight down from the shoulder in an 
elegant diagonal line with fingers pointing downwards at his upraised left 
ankle. This arm should ideally resemble the trunk of an elephant, and that is 
why the pose of this arm is called the elephant-hand (gaja-hasta). The rear or 
the upper left arm holds fire. In the rear or upper right hand is visible a small 
drum (of the shape of an hour-glass) or c;lamaru (rjamaru-hasta). The fire and 
the damaru respectively symbolize destruction and the Cosmic sound of 
creation; in other words, the Lord of Dance simultaneously performs both 
destruction and new creation. The lower or the front right hand is held in 
the gesture of giving assurance (abhaya-mudra) to the pure and righteous 
from the evil. In spite of this immense and dramatic movement, the entire 
composition is a statement on balanced rhythm. This matches the stoic face 
of the deity who remains detached from his simultaneous acts of destruction 
and creation. The site of the dance, according to the legends, is Chidambaram, 
which is not only a great Saiva centre, but also believed to be the very centre 
of the Universe; the very name of the place, Chidambaram, also suggests 
that the Universe resides in an individual's mind or consciousness (chit). 

This broad survey of the polity, society, economy and cultural life for 
the period from AD 600 to AD 1200, underlines the point that the period 
under review need not be judged in the light of competing polities intent 
upon establishing north Indian/peninsular/ sub-continental hegemony. In 
other words, there is little relevance to seek mere continuities of the tension 
between regional aspirations and supra-regional aims. The proliferation of 
regional elements and traits in political, socio-economic and cultural life 
does not point to the breakdown of a centralized socio-political order and 
therefore a sign of crises in various facets of life. The very label of the period, 
early medieval, earlier conveyed the sense of a phase of relative gloom and 
problems, which somehow passed away from 1300 AD onwards. Our survey 
would like to strongly highlight that regional features and elements were 
not at all devoid of creative and generative aspects. Regional diversities and 
multiplicities also had a few sub-continental commonalties. Many features 
of socio-economic, political and cultural life that emerged during this period 
actually reached their mature form in the ensuing two centuries. 
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Plate 7.4: Lingraja Temple, Bhuvneshwar 

Plate 7.5: Sun Temple, Konark 
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Plate 7.6: Brihadisvara Temple, Thanjavur 

Plate 7. 7: Bronze figure of Nataraja of the Chola period, Thanjavur 
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APPENDIX I 

The Kusha:i;ia Political History 

The chronological label, post-Mauryan-including the history of the Kushal).a 
power-refers to a phase of nearly five centuries in South Asian history 
(c.200 BC to AD 300 ). These five centuries are located between the fall of the 
Maurya power (c.185 BC) and the advent the Gupta realm (c.AD 320-550). 
In other words, the post-Mauryan phase in South Asian political history 
occupies a position intermediate between two premier political powers, the 
Mauryas and the Guptas. 1 Thus, the post-Mauryan figures in the collection 
of studies, entitled Between the Empires, as an interlude to the experiences 
of empires.2 The political historiography of early India is dominated by the 
ardent search of 'empires' or paramount political power(s) which are regularly 
perceived to typify a centralized or unitary political entity, following the 
ideals of a universal rulership (chakravartz/sarvabhauma), celebrated in 
early Indian treatises on statecraft. This genre of historiography tends to 
portray the simultaneous presence of several powers as a period of political 
uncertainty, marked by decentralization, since the ideal or model polity is 
invariably the one of centripetality. The absence of a paramount political 
power, therefore, amounts to political instability-a deviation, as it were, 
from the standardized norm of a perceived imperial/centralized/paramount 
polity.3 Recent historiography has exposed the futility of the searches for 
the oscillation between centralization and decentralization of polity in early 
India. 4 

This unmistakable complexity and dynamics of South Asian politics has 
been flattened out by Falk to a simplistic binary opposition of the forces 
of extroversion and introversion, compared with the 'tidal waves' (implying 
high tide and low tide respectively for extroversion and introversion) 
in the-then political history. 5 For Falk the Mauryas, the Sakas and the 
Kushal).as represented the extrovert political tendencies, in sharp contrast 
to the Sungas, the Kal).vas and the Satavahanas who, typical of indigenous 
powers, remained inward-looking and conservative. Falk's preference is 
obviously for the extroversion in politics, exemplified by powers like the 
Mauryas, the Sakas and the Kushai;ias who heavily drew upon 'Westernized/ 
Hellenistic'-and therefore, dynamic-political formations. The indigenous 



424 
Appendices 

powers, in his analysis chose to be . . 
Brahmanical norms. Hi~ proposed bi~::p:ed b~ _the orthodox and innate 
and introversion thus argues th t 1 i; ppos1t10n between extroversion 
the 'West') were capable of inf ~ odn y t e_ ext~rnal stimuli (preferably from 

• usmg ynam1sm m · h 
static situation in mainland S h A . . ~nm erently invariant and 
th Th out s1a mdudmg pol't· 1 cl 1 ere. is inaccurate approach . I' . 1 ' . I ica eve opments 
imperialist historiography that i~~i:~~ YI revives the discarded colonial and 
aspect of early Indian history 6 A y ooked Westwards for any laudable 

d bl · s expected Falk's st d cl 1 an o iterate the impressive b d f I' ' u y an ana ysis ignore 
formation-both primary and o y ~ Iter~ture on the process of state 
to AD 300. The formation of thsecon ary~m South Asia from 600 BCE 

cl e state soCiety do 1 
secon urbanization in the sub . ' se y connected with the 
. contment demonst t h 
m political and material milieu. The ~Ii . ra est ~ ongoing changes 
subcontinent absorbed several H 11 _P. tical and matenal culture in the 
t . e emst1c West Asi t' d C ra1ts. But the process did not It ' a Ic an entral Asiatic 
d . a ernate merely bet 

oor situation (Falk's extrovers· cl. . ween a open and a dosed 
th' cl' wn an mtrovers10n) W, h 11 Is iscussion once again in th 1 d. . e s a come back to 

The Kushana realm was u ~ co~c ~I mg section of our discussion. 
'between the . empires' 0 n ou te y the outstanding political power 
h . . ne comes across th b d 

Istoriography of the K h - . ree roa strands in the 
1 us anas, espeCially in th . 1· . 
arge number of Indian h' t : . eir po 1t1cal history. A 

K Is onans particular! t 1g 
usha:r;ias as one of the '£ • , d ' . Y up O 50s, presented the 

U ore1gn ynast1es with a C 1 A . 
pon entering India the Kush- l'k entra s1an background 

· ' anas 1 e other fo · 1 · 
ma3or north Indian power and e . t ' 11 reign ru ers, became a 
beyond the subcontinent part_ve7 ~a y controlled considerable territories 

Kusha:r;ia power waned a:cordi~~u/\ii·p~~s o~ Chinese Central Asia. The 
decisive blow given to' th K h- o bis istonography, on account of the 
h . e us anas y a few n h. 

t e Pun3ab.7 The availability of d' . on-monarc Ical powers of 
f th H iverse sources especiall Ch. 

o e an dynasty, on the other hand be ' y mese accounts 
1960s onwards that the K h- ' gan to demonstrate from the 

h us anas were a Ce t 1 A . 
w o captured Bactria in north-~ast Af hani n ra s1~n nomadic group 
of Kusha:r;ia historiography Bactria a g stan. In this second category 
board of the Kushana power h' phpears as the very base and the spring-

f . w Ic expanded to th parts o Chinese Central A . d 1 nor ern India some 
d 1. s1a an a so to the no th f h . ' 

ec me of the Kushana p . . r O t e nver Oxus. The . . ower Is attnbuted . ·1 
m the hands of the Sassan 'd pnman y to the loss of Bactria 
h . I power around mid th' d 

istoriography the overwh 1 . . - Ir century AD. In this 
making of the Kushana p::;ugT1mh?ortance of Bactria looms large in the 
h · r. Is genre of wo k h 

o":ever, pay considerable attention to the - r s on t e Kusha:r;ias, 
Indian plains without losin . h f Kusha:r;ia control over north 

h. g s1g t o the prim f B . . 
na Istory. It is here that th K h- . . acy o actna m the Kusha 
gains visibility.a e us a:r;ia assoCiat10n with South Asian history. 

The bulk of writings of the Kushana . . . 
thrust on determining the K h- . hpohtical history gives a pronounced 

us ana c ronolog · 1 . y, part1cu arly on the initial 
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year of the Kusha:r;ia/Kanishka era in relation to the Christian/Common era. 
Learned and meticulous studies of the Kusha:r;ia sources, largely epigraphic, 
numismatic, art-historical and field-archaeological materials, have resulted 
in a rich and growing literature on this problem. This is an area of intense 
scholarly debates as experts have offered various and competing suggestions 
for locating the beginning of the Kusha:r;ia/Kanishka era. There are three 
major views on this subject, as our discussions in a subsequent section will 
elaborate, that the said era began in AD 78 or 127 or 144 .9 

While this is an engaging problem of the Kusha:r;ia history, the excessive 
thrust on determining the Kusha:r;ia genealogy and chronology has also 
resulted in the marginalization of other crucial issues in the Kusha:r;ia political 
history. A case in point is the inadequate attention to the possible political 
process(es) which led to the transformation of the Central Asian nomadic 
group Yuezhi into a sedentary, territorial power, eventually emerging as a 
mighty imperial entity.10 The existing Kusha:r;ia historiography does take into 
account the ancient Chinese texts on the nomadic Yuezhi group, but only 
rarely the issue of the making of the Kusha:r;ia territorial polity is taken up. 
The study of this transformation of the nomadic Yuezhi group to a far-flung 
empire-but not categorized as a nomadic state like the Mongol empire of a 
much later period-is an academic exercise no less significant and exciting 
than dishing out the intricate details of Kusha:r;ia genealogy and chronology. 

II 

Overview of Sources of Kusharia History 

The Kusha:r;ia studies have been constantly growing, thanks to the availability 
of diverse sources, though scattered and fragmentary, and also to the 
sustained contributions from many scholars on a truly international scale. 
The international collaboration in unraveling the past of the Kusha:r;ias is a 
distinctive feature of this historiography. One major source of the Kusha:r;ia 
studies is the Chinese textual evidence which remembered both the nomadic 
and territorial aspects of the Kusha:r;ia political history. Of great importance 
in this context are the Chinese chronicles of the Han dynasty, both Early 
and Later Han, of China. 11 The impressions of the Kusha:r;ia connection with 
the South Asian landmass are available in the account of the Tusharas or 
Tukharas in Indian literature, particularly the Pura:r;ias.12 The term Tukhara, 
denoting the Kusha:r;ias, have a correspondence and resonance to the word 
Tocharoi which was the designation for the Kusha:r;ias in early Classical texts, 
for instance in the Geographikon of Strabo and the Prologue of Pompeius 
Trogus. 13 The long Kusha:r;ia occupation of Bactria, by removing the erstwhile 
Greek kingdom there, paved the way for designating the Kusha:r;ias as 
Bactrians in the Book of the Laws of Countries by Bardesanes of Edessa14 and 
the Prologue of Pompei Trogus. There are a number of archaeological sites 
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marking the Kushapa presence or associated with the Kushapa rule, 
whether in the subcontinent or beyond it: like, Khalchayan in southern 
Uzbekistan,15 Be gram near Kabul in Afghanistan, 16 Taxila in Pakistan17 and 
Mathura in India, 18 to name only the most prominent ones. There are also an 
impressive number of inscriptions issued by or issued during the reign of the 
Kushapa rulers. These inscriptions, including the image inscriptions, are 
either official issues by Kushapa rulers or mention Kushapa rulers, along 
with the names of their subordinate rulers and/ or functionaries, or private 
records of donations mentioning the reigning Kushapa monarchs. 19 In 
addition to our understanding of the Kushapa political history, the system 
and nature of the Kushapa polity are to some extent lit up by these epigraphic 
records. The very find-spots of these inscriptions indicate the inclusion of 
these areas within the Kushapa realm and therefore offer evidence of the 
extent of Kushapa rule. Very large number of coins, mostly in gold and 
copper, inform us about the names, titles and portraits of Kushapa rulers 
for whom the issuing of coins was a marker of their independent sovereign 
position.20 Though inscriptions and coins form the bed-rock of the evidence 
of Kushapa political history, different types of sources need to be studied in 
a combined method to offer a connected narrative of the Kushapa history. 

III 

The Nomadic Past of the Kushti."IJas 

There is little scholarly dispute about the nomadic past of the Kushapas 
prior to the second century BC. The chronicles of the Han dynasties in 
China were aware of the nomadic tribe named Yuezhi, who figures regularly 
in these texts along with the Xiongnu. It is from the Yuezhis that the 
Kushapas subsequently emerged, as our following narrative would show. 
These texts leave an impression that the Yuezhi and the Xiongnu lived close to 
the northern borders of China which had already been a sedentary, agrarian 
state-society in sharp contrast to the mobile nomadic groups active on the 
vast steppe lands of Central Asia. Xin ru Liu points out that the nomadic and 
the sedentary societies and polities often stood as contrastive categories, 
frequently engaging in conflictual encounters.21 This is particularly seen in 
the breakdown of large agrarian polities in the wake of nomadic invasions, 
like that brought about by the warlike activities of the Huns (Xiongnu of the 
ancient Chinese texts) in the earlier times and those of the Mongols in the 
first half of the thirteenth century. It is in the context of viewing the Xiongnu 
as a persistent threat and irritant to the Chinese sedentary state society that 
the ancient Chinese accounts referred to the Xiongnu and other nomadic 
communities like the Sek (the Scythians, the Sakas of Indian literature) and 
the Yuezhi. These nomadic groups were intimately related to the vast steppe 
lands, dominating the Eurasian landscape and located to the north of the 
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. 1 ·n between the mountains and the deserts. If 
agrarian ecological zone and yih g d" munities often brought them 

d t ature oft e noma ic corn d" 
the non-se en ary n d . . eties and polities the noma ic 
to hostilities a_gainst the settl: :::~t=~~:: sedentary com~unities. The 
groups were mherently mor ft n horses were better suited to the use 
nomads, traversing the steppes o en_ o . ,d they regularly participated 

a zone of commumcat10n, an 
of the stepp:s ~s h n es with other sedentary societies. Along 
in commumcat10~s a~d exdc a g ds these nomadic groups also participated 
with the transact10ns m tra e goo 

f ·d ·th . h historical consequences. 
in the exchange o 1 eas -:71 r~ f t th t the ancient Chinese accounts 

This helps us appreciate t ~ ac a. , . the Chinese state during 
d h . •ty of the Xiongnus v1s-a-v1s 

recorde t e ammos1 d t· The Xiongnus were intent upon 
1 f h Q. and the Han ynas ies. d 

the rue o t e m h eh· rulers but never intereste 
b f nd loot from t e mese , 

extracting oo ies a . h eh· se realms. Contrary to this 
• h f ·ng areas m t e me 

in occupymg t e ~rm1 . . d eaceful relation with the Chinese polities, 
tendency, the Yuezh1s mamtame d liers of coveted items. Guan Zhong 

playing the role of _m;rcha:t:::ut st~p Yuezhis supplying jade stone to the 
as early as 645 BC m orme h t to jade The find of more than 
Chinese rulers who felt a stro:g t~~c m;n hao in Khotan in Xinjiang bears 

750 jade ite~ns fr_omt tht::~~heore is ~:Je ;,idence of the nomadic Yuehzhis 
further test1momes ~ . . "th th Qin and Han rulers of China. 
maintaining any host1~e relat1~~ ~1 of t~e Yuezhis one has to take into 

To locate the earliest ha it~ . d in conjunction with the accounts 
consideration the Chinese textua ev1 endceh T haras/Tukharas of Indian 

h . . the Greek texts an t e us d 
of the Toe arm m d h t y ezhi Tukhara/ Tushara an 
sources. Pulleyblank demonstrate t a uf th~ same people who were 
Kushapa referred to the different names oh y his 22 Chinese annals, 

d 1. . the Chinese texts as t e uez . 
mentione ear iest m h t BC associated the Yuezhis 

. h rio of the pre-sevent cen ury , 
narratmg t e scena . . h t od the famous garrison town 
with the Chinese ~ront1er m l~~n:~ ;h:r~:i:ese envoy Zhang Qian, on the 
of Dun huang, bmlt around d .. 126 BC about the Yuezhi stronghold far 
other hand, had already repo~:: lei; Liu to seek a different identification of 
to the west of Dunhuang. Th h eh· annals spoke of the fame of the 
Dunhuang. She points out t at th: h tes;y implies their association with 
Yuezhis for supplying horses w ihc chear . ·nal connotation of Dunhuang 

. Liu proposes t at t e ong1 h 
the steppe reg10ns. north of the Silk Road, in other words, to t e 
takes us to the steppe area h t ·us which she proposes to 

asture grounds north of the Tians an moun a1 . , . d with the 
p . . . f h Sh ... The earliest terntory associate 
identify with Q1han o t e z;lzd. b 1 t d around the modern oasis town 

h . d"ng to Liu shou e oca e f 
Yuez is, accor 1 , f L" f ther discerns the resonance o 
of Turfan. In the place-name Tur ahn Tm hur . f the Greek sources and the 

h h me as t e oc arm o 
the Tuharans w o are t e sa d. . L" also reads in the account of the 

h f th Indian textual tra 1t10n. m f 
Tuk aras o e . . . Af hanistan the correspondence o 
Yuezhi conquest of Dax1a or Bactna 1~3 g 
the name Daxia with Tukhara/Tuhara. 
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Significantly enough, the term Tukhara has a distinct phonetic affinity 
with Tocharian, a language of the centum group of the Indo-European 
family. Since the Greek accounts knew the Yuezhis of the Chinese annals 
as Tocharoi or Tocharians, there is a distinct possibility that the Yuezhi/ 
Tocharians/Tukharas had originally belonged to an ethnic stock who were 
speakers of an Indo-European language. Stunning reports of the discovery 
of mummies in the graves belonging to the second-first millennium BC from 
the northern side of the Tarim river basin may suggest, as Bivar argues, the 
physical remains of the early ancestors of the speakers of the Indo-European 
Tocharian language (or dialect). Their physical features are marked by 
tall stature, blond hair, flowing moustache and hairiness of the body. The 
Tocharian speaking Yuezhis, therefore, could have remained in the northern 
parts of the Central Asian steppe from where they continuously maintained 
peaceful interactions with the sedentary polity in China as suppliers of 
horses and jade.24 

A perusal of the Ch'ien Han-shu suggests that the rise of the neighbouring 
and warlike nomadic community of the Xiongnus impacted the position of the 
Yuezhis in a significant manner. The Xiongnu chief Maddun heavily defeated 
the Yuezhis around c.176 BCE. This was followed by, as the Shiji records, 
another reversal of the Yuezhis in the hands of Jizhu, son and successor of 
Xiongnu leader Maddun; the ferocity of the Xiongnu attack is retained in the 
memory of the skull of the vanquished Yuezhi chief having been turned into 
a drinking cup for the new Xiongnu chief, Jizhu.25 Compelled to move out 
from their original habitat following these disastrous clashes, the Yuezhis 
began a long westward migration which unleashed triggering effects on the 
widespread areas of Central Asia and Afghanistan. The Yuezhis came into 
conflicts with another Central Asian nomadic group, the Sai of the Chinese 
texts, identified with the Scythians of the Greek accounts and the Sakas of 
the Indian sources. According to the Ch'ien Han-shu, the Sai/Saka-Scythians 
were ousted by the Yuezhis from their stronghold in the Lake Issykol area, 
sometime between 174 and 160 BC. The Sai ruling elite (Sai-wang), in their 
turn, moved southwards and entered the Karakorum areas to reach Jibin 
(or northern parts of Kashmir). The association of the Yuezhis with the 
Lake Issykol area was, however, short-lived as another nomadic group, the 
Wu-sun swooped down upon the Yuezhis, forcing the latter to migrate to 
farther west towards the plains of modern Kazakhastan which the migrating 
Yuezhis appear to have reached around 140 BC.26 One has to keep in mind 
in this context that the Chinese annals recorded that actually the majority 
of the Yuezhis undertook the simultaneous and interconnected processes 
of involuntary migrations and voluntary invasions; a smaller group of the 
Yuezhis chose not to leave their original area of habitat/operations. This 
minority group was labeled in the Chinese evidence as the Little Yuezhis, 
distinct from the more adventurous and bigger group of the Yuezhis who 
came to be known as the Da Yuezhis or the Great Yuezhis. 
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. . now on is the account of the Da 
The making of the Yuezh1 history fromd migrations of the Yuezhis from 

Y hl·s and their activities. The west':ar . l i·n the plains of the Oxus 
uez 1 d · their arnva 

the Lake lssykol area resu t~ l~d another group of Scythians _who were 
and the Jaxartes where domma S k th n invaded the Greek kmgdom of 
defeated by the Yuezhis. These a ::n :rts of modern Afghanistan and 
Bactria, embracing the nort~-eas\he ~aka inroads into Bactria led to the 
the adjoining parts of Uzbek1sta~- om a oint to which we shall return 
collapse of the Bactrian Greek kmgd -~ f ~he Sakas and they also reached 
later. The Yuezhis were in the hot purs:in~ of the Oxus and the Jaxarte_s are 
Bactria. The Yuezhi conqu:sts of the! Khalchayan in southern Uzbekista~ 
well represented in the visual a:ts recovered the remains of a Yuezh1 
where Pugochenkova's excavat10ns Tocharian princes and rulers show 
palace.27 Remarkable sculptures of .tte . terpreted by Bivar as signs of 

b 
bbed hair and slanting eyes, wh1c h~re m 2s There are several reliefs of 

o 1 ·th the C mese. d ·es 
Yuezhi marriage al iances w1 er the vanquished a versan 

. · otesque mann h. h. f 
battle scenes depictmg m a gr f the seated figure of the Yuez i c ie ' 
of the Yuezhis. There is a~so a scen::ld a heavy cavalry armour. This s_c~ne 

fl k d by a standing pnnce who 1 . the military-poht1cal 
an e . rtance of the cava ry m 

seems to underline th: ~mpo . n and adjoining areas.29 . . . 
successes of the Yuezh1s m Uzbekistla ts unfolded in Bactria, ad3ommg 

M momentous political deve opmen e of Greek rulers who 
ore f h long presenc 

southern Uzbekistan. Noted or _t eto ain mastery over Bactria since 223 
became independent of ~he Seleucids ar~ around 145 BC as a consequence of 
BC the Bactrian Greek kmgdom fe~l ~p d the close of the first century 

' h on Wntmg aroun l . the 
nomadic invasions t ereup . 1 f the Bactrian Greek rea m m 

BC, 
Strabo remembered the col apse o 

following manner: h t k away Bactriana from 
. ds are those w O 00 . 11 The best known of the Scyth1an_ no1:1~ kharoi and Sakarouloi, who origma y ~a;~ 

the Greeks. I mean the Asioi, Pa~~ano;~h: Iaxartes river that adjoins that of the a a1 
from the country on the other s1 : ~ by the Sakai.30 

d" · and was occup1e . 
and the Sog iano1 . Greek kingdom is 

f h d ise of the Bactnan . 
The above impression o t e err:1 1 f the end of the Greek city 

h haeolog1ca traces o ) nd 
also corroborated by t e arc bank of the Amu Darya (O~us ~rou 
of Ali Khanoum on the s~uthern in the eneric ethnic entity Sakai or ~he 
145 BC 31 Strabo's account mcludes . g tainly the Tocharian speaking 

· h · The Tocharoi are cer · Greek 
Scythians, the Toe ~ro1. e Yuezhi inroads into Bactnan 
Yuezhis of the Chmese te_xts. T~ of the rotracted Greek rulers ther~, 

1 ntributing to the fmal eclipse . p ·f the Tocharoi/Yuezh1s 
ream, co ·bTt One is not sure 1 f Al" 
therefore, are a distinct p~~r ; i y~he destruction of the Greek city o i 
were in any way respons~ e or . table from the late second cent~ry 
Khanoum also. But Bactram cemetenes, ~athe presence of different physical 

BC to the end of first century BC, ;~::e archaeological findings seem to go 
types and diverse funeral customs. 
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along_ with Strabo's description of the variet . 
Bactna, underlining considerable p 1 . y of nomadic peoples invading 
also indicates the penetration of thop; a~10~ movements.32 Strabo's account 

The Yuezhi advent in B t . e oc anans/Yuezhis into Bactria 
l' • ac na paved the f · 

po 1t1cal history of the Yuezhis or the way . or major changes in the 
annals of the Later Han dyna t Da Yuezhrs. The Hou Han shu the 
B t . h' s y, was aware of they h' ' ac na w rch, according to th' uez r conquest of Daxia or 
(h . h IS account wa d' 'd d. ~z- ou or yabgus). The five hsi hous w' s_ IV!. e mto five clans or chiefs 
Hi-tun a~d Tu-mi. To this should be co:r~e:1~-m1, Shuang-mi, Kueishuang, 
~hang Qian on the Da Yuezhis whose p t e report of the Chinese envoy 
nver was noted by th Ch' presence to the north of th 0 . e mese envoy 33 Th. e xus 
at this s_tage controlled both Daxia and rs may suggest that the Yuezhis 
occupat10n of the latter territo b . a~eas to the north of the Oxus the 
Khalchayan. Among the five ya;;use;~g evident also from the excavatio~s at 
attention, since this term would sub e one ta~ed ~ueishuang deserves our 
Kushai;ia. The earliest known K hs:quently give birth to the dynastic name 
exist · b us ana ru er is He . ence is orne out by coins bearin. his . raus or Heraeus whose 
his Kushai;ia (Koshano) affiliation 34 Tf portrait, personal name and also 
Khalchayan portraits and th f . f e remarkable similarity between the 

en wn. This Yuezhi realm a h is com eserves a special att t' e rgure o Heraus on h' . d 
Qi , , s we ave already t t d f 

ans report to the Han court Th Sh... d . s a e ' igured in Zhang . e ZJZ un erlmes the i 
The country is rich and f t'l d mportance of Daxia: 
a . er 1 e an there are few b d' ( mountmg to more than a million Its cap ·t l. an its. It) has a large population 
market (where all) kinds of article~ are sol~~s is named the city of Lan-shi; there is ~ 

Daxia or B t · , Zh . ac na s prosperity finds a further . . 
ang Qian who noted the availabTt f ment10n m the report of 

where it came from Shen-du or th { I y o bamboo sticks and cloth in Daxia 
the co . 1 e ower Ind us valley 36 Th. mmeroa communications b t . is account hints at 
Prior to the arrival of the no d: ween the lower Ind us valley and Bactria 
had already become famous :: i~: !roup_s, Bactria under the Greek ruler~ 
of ~old. The Yuezhi occupation of D g~anan reso_urces and the availability 

their_ military and political position ~1a or ~~ctna evidently strengthened 
c?ns1derably. The capture of Bactria 'n~n add1tr_on to enriching the Yuezhis 
first ti~e helped the sedentarizatio~ o/:1 for its a~rarian resources, for the 

But it was a slow tr ·r e nomadic Yuezhis. 
th Ch. ans1 wn to a sedentary . Th e mese interests in the Yue h' sooety. e major reason of 

~he cavalry of the steadHy enlacgi:;~:~s to obtain the supply of homes foe 
~en the chief suppliec of hocses espe m~e ~ate. The Yuezhis seem to have 

c o~e to Sogdiana. If one takes ~he cu~~ y t o~e from Dawan or Ferghana, 
denved from Tukhara/T h rom Lm, the very name Daw . • h u ara or the T h • an 1s 
wit the Yuezhis. Liu informs us of a ;c ar~an _speakers, usually identified 
to have made a ten-fold profit b ue~h1 chief, named Lou, who is said 
very rich. The Yuezhis seem t h y supp~ymg horses to China and become 

o ave received from the Ch. . mese, m exchange 
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of horses, another coveted item, namely the Chinese silk. The Yuezhis, 
according to Liu, were the initiator of the horse for silk transactions. The 
Yuezhi participation in the overland trade of horses with the Chinese empire 
points to the continuation of their nomadic associations and practices. As 
the vital supplier of the coveted war-animals to China the Yuezhis had to 
encounter the challenges from their traditional adversaries, the Xiongnu, 
who retained their nomadic way of life and continued raids on the Chinese 
empire for procuring booty. The Xiongnu thus stood as the common threat 
for both the fully sedentary Chinese state and also the Yuezhi realm, the 
latter in a crucial stage of transition from nomadic to sedentary life. A newly 
discovered site on the border fortress near Dunhuang has yielded Chinese 
documents recording the supply of food to the Yuezhi envoy. Moreover, wood 
slips from Niya (Chinese Central Asia) records the Yuezhi wish to receive 
a Han (Earlier Han) envoy and the Yuezhi complaint of being harassed by 
other people (Xiongnu?). Interestingly enough, it was the chief of Dawan (in 
Ferghana) who helped the Da Yuezhi envoy write the letter which is recorded 

in the wood slip from Niya. 
37 

The eventual transformation of the Yuezhis to a sedentary polity took 
place at the time of the powerful ruler, K.'iu-tsiu-k'io of the Chinese sources, 
identified with the Kushal).a king Kujula Kadphises from his coins and 
inscriptions. To him belongs the credit of, on the testimony of the Chinese 
accounts, subjugating the four other Yuezhi yabgus.

38 
The Hou Han-shu noted 

his conquest of Bu'ta which is usually identified with Bactra, the capital 
of Bactria, located near modern Majar-i-Shariff in Afghanistan. He also 
invaded Anxi (or the imperial Parthian ruler of Iran) and conquered Gao
fu or Kabul.39 It is quite clear from this account that for the first time the 
Kushal).a power, now firmly entrenched in Bactria, crossed the Hindukush 
and annexed the Kabul region to its growing realm. The Hou Han-shu noted 

that 
Gao-fu is a large country, (but its) people are weak and easily conquered. They 
excel in commerce and internally (privately) they are very wealthy. The (political) 
allegiance has never been constant; the three countries of Tienzhu, Jibin and Anxi 
have possessed of it when they are strong and lost it when they are weak.

40 

The above quote demonstrates that the Kabul region had been a bone 
of contention among the rulers of South Asia, northern Kashmir and the 
Parthians. It was an area coveted by the contending powers who seem to 
have been eyeing the region for its commercial significance. For the Kushal).a 
ruler Gao-fu or Kabul would, therefore, be judged as a resourceful area, 
particularly in view of the sustained interests of the Kushal).a/Yuezhis in 
long-distance trade along the Silk Road. Kujula is possibly the same as prince 
Kapa figuring in the Takht-i-Bahi inscription,

41 
which may suggest that in 

the Taxila area the emergent Kushal).a king served the lndo-Parthian ruler 
Gandophares as a subordinate prince. Kujula also minted coins, mostly 
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in c~pper, where bilingual legends in Gr 
and m Prakrit (Kujula-kasasa K h- eek ( Koshano-Kouzulo_Kadphizou) 
script) were used. 42 The bilin u~ 1:µ:-yabugasa dhra_ma-thidm;a: Kharoshti 
were meant for circulation i·ng a gbndhs dearly pomt out that his coins 
ff d k reas ot to th h 

m u ush mountains. A hoard f h. . e nort and south of the 
Taxila. If this speaks of h1·s o o _ is rare silver coins have been found from 

h ccupat10n of T ·1 h 
as t e Indo-Parthian ruler G d h ax1 a, t at must have been brief 
T ·1 an op ares seem t h ' 

ax1 a, advancing from Arachosia (K d h s o ave taken control over 
copper coins were obviously bo :~ a ar) through Drangiana. Kujula's 
of the Roman emperor Augustu:r;~eBc rom and modeled on the gold coins 
the obverse of his coins bore remarkabl -~~ ~4 ), as the figure of Kujula on 
emperor.43 The long reign of K . I ea imty to the image of the Roman 
t .c . UJU a who lived d" 
exts ior eighty years, seems to have d' . d accor mg to the Chinese 

Roman empire's trade with th E enve economic advantages out of the 
Th h e ast. 

at t e Kushaµa occupation of Ba t . 
Oxus paid rich dividends in te fchna and the areas to the north of the 

·t rms O t e sedent · · qu1 e unmistakable. But the t .c . anzat10n of their polity is 
I" d" rans10rmat10n of th K h 

po ity id . not preclude the possibilities of I e ~s aµas to a territorial 
the consolidation of territorial t t ong-d1stance trade towards 
K h - s a e system Th . 

us aµa rulers and royalty are w ·t I . e immense riches of the 
excavations yielding 20 000 gold n_ arg~/rom the Tilliya Tepe (Afghanistan) 
BC t th f" ' pieces. Ranging in d t f 0 e 1rst century AD th . a e rom first century 
numbering 6 of the Kush'- e excalvat1ons reveal fabulously rich tombs 
b ' ana roya ty c . . ' 

uckles and small decorativ~ i f ons1stmg of gold plates, vessels 
excavated tombs are bronz P_ eces o clothing. Also available from th; 

. e mirrors of Chin k 
carvmgs of Indian origin. 4s Th . . ese wor man ship and ivory 
go d ese exotic prec10us ob. t 

o s, were dearly procured by th K h - Jee s, interred as grave 
distance trade. The inherent com:e ~sl ak~alls through the burgeoning long-
ing d d .c rCia s 1 s of then d. y oo stea wr consolidating th oma Ic uezhis stood 

e resource base of the Kush - 1· aµapo 1ty. 

IV 

Growing Kushana Power· Kuiula's S · · , uccessors 

In terms of tracing the genealo of -
present obstacles and uncertai~i t;~ Kus:aµas after Kujula the sources 
t?at V'ima Kadphises succeeded K~~~Ia o~g. th~ widely accepted view is 
cited an early first century AD Kh;ro h t~1~ ide~ IS. now questioned. Bailey 
the name of Sadashkana as Kujul ' s t~6Inscnpt10n from Odi recording 
the title devaputra (son of god) th a~ son. . As Sadashkana appeared with 
difficult not to consider him a ' Ke hy~ast1c epithet of the Kushanas it is 
f h. s a us ana pr. I . . ' 
rom t Is record if Sadashkana d"d II mce. t is, however, not dear 

Kujula; if he at all did it app I actuha y ascend the Kushaµa throne after 
Th . ' ears to ave be £ 

e mscription, dated in the 14th re I en or a very short duration. 
gna year of Senavarman of Od· 1, son 
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of Adiyavarman (possibly a local ruler around Swat in Pakistan), seems to 
have given greater prominence to Senavarman than to the Kushaµa prince. 
This naturally raises doubt about the actual political status of Sadashkana. 
The very important Rabatak inscription- discovered from the Puli Khumri 
area of Afghanistan- mentions one V'ima Taktu as the immediate son 
and successor of Kujula Kadphises, according to Sims-Williams and Cribb, 
who first edited and translated this record.47 V'ima Kadphises also figures 
in the same record, but as succeeding V'ima Taktu and not Kujula directly. 
The reading of the name V'ima Taktu by Sims-Williams and Cribb has been 
challenged by Mukherjee;48 Fussman49 and MacDowall50 also disagree with 
the reading of the name V'ima Taktu by Cribb on a unique copper coin with 
the tamgha of Soter Megas and Greek legend (obverse) naming OOHMO 
TAKTI or Ooemo Takti. This Ooemo Takti is sought to be identified by Cribb 
with the name V'ima Taktu in the Rabatak inscription. Cribb's reading of 
the name Vima Taktu finds a major critique from Fussman who thought 
that the reading was a conjectural restoration of a damaged inscription 
and coin. Mukherjee's subsequent editing and translation of the Rabatak 
record reads the name Sadashkana, whose name had first been read in the 
Odi inscription of Senavarman.51 Mukherjee, therefore, seems to uphold 
Bailey's original suggestion of Sadashkana being the direct successor of 
Kujula Kadphises. In a subsequent and fresh examination of the Rabatak 
inscription Sims-Williams has opposed his critiques and retained the original 
reading of the name V'ima Taktu.52 Mukherjee suggested that the throne
name of Sadaskana could have been V'ima Taktu. Put differently, Mukherjee 
considers Sadaskana and V'ima Taktu as identical ruler who had a very brief, 
if any at all, reign period. 

Numismatically speaking the most important coin series following the 
death of Kujula belongs to a nameless king adorning the grand title in 
Greek, Basileus basileon Soter Megas, showing him as king of kings, the great 
saviour. Three Kharoshti inscriptions from the north-west, viz., Panjtar 
Stone inscription of year 122, Kalwan copper plate of the year 124 and the 
Taxila Silver Scroll inscription of the year 136 referring to the Azes era of 57 
BC, belong to the period after the mid-first century AD.53 These inscriptions 
do not name a Kushaµa king, but introduce the ruler as a Kushaµa, as the 
son of god (devaputra) and as the king of kings (rajatiraja). The unnamed 
Kushaµa ruler in these records, evidently powerful and in control over the 
northwestern frontier of the subcontinent, seems to have been the same as 
the unnamed Soter Megas of the Kushaµa coins. Cribb attempts to identify 
the Soter Megas of the Kushan coins with his V'ima Taktu by combining 
the Soter Megas of the post-Kujula Kushaµa coins with (1) the name 
Ooemo Takti in one unique copper coin and (2) finally with the unnamed 
formidable Kushaµa king of the three Kharoshti inscriptions of the north
west frontier areas, Cribb argues for the presence of a powerful Kushaµa 
ruler as a successor of Kujula.54 The certainty of the existence of one V'ima 
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Taktu is still not decided in view of the sch I I . 
and interpretation That th K h - . o ar y doubts on Cnbb's reading 
established themse.lves in the us hai;ias m the post-Kujula days had already 
h e nort -western regions of th b 

owever beyond any di·s t . . e su continent is 
' pu e m view of the i · · ' 

anonymous but formidabl K h - I nscnpt1ons referring to the 
(with Kharoshti script) lane us ai;ia ru er who used both Greek and Prakrit 

guages. 
In the light of the Rabatak inscri tion h . 

dynasty was V'ima Kadphises Th f~ Kt eh~hird ruler of the Kushai;ia 
d • h · e irm us ana hold O Af h · unng is reign is evident fr th D h . . . ver g amstan 

om e as t-1-Nawur m · t· . . 
record written in Bactrian p hl . d . scnp wn, a tn-lmgual 

' a av1 an m an as yet unid t. f d I 
script.ss Dated in the year 279 ( f th G k en 1 ie anguage/ 
association with Bactria and th o ~ ree era of 174 BC?) the Kushana 
writ large herein V'ima f ~ reg10_ns a~ound northern Afghanistan .is 

. igures m an mscnption fro M 
as a son of the Kushana famil (kush - . m at near Mathura 
the Ganga-Yamuna d~ab is f yth a~adputra). His control over Mathura in 

ur er ev1 ent from h· · f 
showing him seated on the th . f II is image rom Mathura 

rone m u regalian fa h. d 
typical Central Asian attires- . s wn an wearing 
light of the Ch· trousers, tumc, shoes and a belt.s6 In the 

mese account he seems to have c d. 
country of Sa-chi or Saketa in th h.l K onquere m north India the 
f . e erstw 1 e osala mah . d Th· . 
irst attempt on the part of K h- a;anapa a. 1s 1s the 

b • us anas to penetrate into th · 
asm. His reign also marks th b : . f h e expansive Ganga 

control over and association ;it~g:~:g o s; T:protracted Kushai;ia political 
his conquest of the Shen d a I ura. e Hou Han shu informs us of 
a large river of the same ~a:~o~r;:r~h~cated close to the sea and watered by 

from the Indian river Sindhu: Th: s~::~;un;me Shen-du is clearly derived 
mighty river Sindhu or the I d A h· ountry was named after the 
• n us. s t 1s country ·d h 

situated close to the sea wh. h h was sa1 to ave been 
' ic seems to ave denoted th A b. 

area probably stands for the lo I d e ra ian Sea, the 
The Kushana ruler as the Hou Hwer hn us country, including the Indus delta. 

. h · ' ans u narrates began t . 
wit the Da-chin (the Rom . ) f ' . o engage in commerce 
b an empire a ter his conquest f Sh d 

ecame extremely rich thereafter ss W h I o en- u and 
du corresponded to the lower I d. lel av~ a ready pointed out that Shen-
Th n us va ey situated close t th A b. 
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for long-distance trade. The burgeoning economy of the Kusha:r;ia realm 
is best indicated by the minting of gold coins for the first time by V'ima 
Kadphises.61 With this began the striking of gold coins in the subcontinent. 

V 

Kanishka and His Era 

The maximum territorial expansion of the Kushan empire took place in the 
time of Kanishka I, the greatest and the most powerful Kushan monarch. 
The Rabatak inscription, mentioned above, was issued by him. It records the 
instructions and events of his very first regnal year and also up to his fifth or 
sixth regnal year.62 The record clearly states that there was an unbroken line 
of dynastic succession from the days of Kujula to the accession of Kanishka. 
This removes all doubts whether there existed two separate groups ofKusha:r;ia 
rulers, namely the Kadphises group and the Kanishka group. The inscription 
also shows that Kanishka was the fourth, and not the third, ruler of the 
Kusha:r;ia house. Before studying the Kushai;ia expansion during Kanishka's 
reign, one needs to take up here perhaps the most controversial issue in the 
Kushai;ia political history: namely, determining the date of Kanishka's reign 
and the initial year of an era which was started by Kanishka I. Inscriptions 
demonstrate that Kanishka I ruled for 23 years. That Kanishka I established 
an era is best shown by the fact that his regnal reckoning was continued 
by his successors for at least a century, if not for an even longer period. 
The issue is not merely to identify an era named after Kanishka I and/or 
Kushai;ia, but to this is related the chronology of the Kushan rule. While the 
advent of the Kushai;ia/Yuezhi rule goes back to the first century BC, it is 
difficult to push the end of the Kushai;ia rule beyond mid-third century AD 

when the Sassanids of Iran ousted the Kushai;ias from Bactria and adjacent 
regions.63 There is a strong belief, mostly among Indian historians, to 
identify the Kanishka/Kushai;ia era with the Saka era of AD 78 . The Saka 
era, obviously associated with the memory of a non-indigenous ruler(s), can 
logically be attached to the name of Kanishka I, the most powerful monarch 
among the non-indigenous ruling houses in early India. 

The beginning of Kanishka I's reign in AD 78 implies that the Kujula's 
rule-supposedly a long one-should have begun in the second half of the 
first century BC. It is difficult to assign precise dates for the immediate 
successor of Kujula. If V'ima's gold coins were based on the gold coins of 
the Arsacid (Imperial Parthian) ruler Gotarzes I ( AD 38-51 ), V'ima could 
have therefore belonged to the third quarter of the first century AD. The 
last quarters of the first century AD and the first year of the second century 
AD would witness the rule of Kanishka I (AD 78-101), since he is credited 
with founding the Saka era of AD 78.64 The immediately succeeding date 
in Kushai;ia inscriptions is the year 22 (of the Kanishka/Saka era) which 
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more Kushal).a rulers known mostly from coins, but also from inscriptions 
and texts. To accommodate the reign-periods of these successors of 
Vasudeva I one has to then stretch the political existence of the Kushai;ias 
far beyond mid-third century AD when the Kushal).a rule became extinct 
largely on account of their defeat in the hands of the Sassanids of Iran. This 
idea of fixing the initial year of Kanishka's reign in AD 144, of late, has few 
takers. 

In the recent years Falk's suggestion of locating the first year of Kanishka 
I's reign in AD 127 has gained considerable currency. In the astronomical 
text, the Yavanaja.taka of Sphujidhvaja, Falk found the following the clue 
to determine the initial year of Kanishka I's rule in terms of the Christian/ 
Common era. 

The elapsed years of the Kushai;ias in combination with 149 (changed 
into) the time of the Sakas. 71 

Falk points out that the passage means that the beginning of the 
Kushai;ia era, obviously started by Kanishka I, is to be placed 149 years after 
the era of the Sakas. As the Saka era started in AD 78 , 149 years after this 
time takes one to AD 227. Falk suggests that this is too late a date in view 
of the waning of the Kushal).a power around the mid-third century AD. So, 
following the suggestions of van de Leeuw,72 he considers that the date 227 
actually speaks of the second century of the Kushal).a era. The beginning 
of the Kushai;ia/Kanishka era should, therefore, be placed 100 years before 
227, i.e. AD 127. The significant point which emerges from the Yavanajataka 
is the distinction of the Saka era from the Kushal).a era. This questions the 
widely held notion that Saka era was established by Kanishka himself and 
the Saka era was identical with the Kanishka/Kushal).a era. Falk is acclaimed 
for solving the riddle of the beginning of the Kanishka/Kushal).a era; this 
solution is considered a 'definitive one (which) should henceforth provide 
the basis for converting epigraphic dates'. 73 

Based on Falk the Kushal).a chronology from Kanishka I's accession 
appears like the following: 

Kanishka I (yrs. 1-23) = AD 127-149-50 
Huvishka (yrs. 28-60) = AD 155-187 
Vasudeva I (yrs. 64/67-98) = AD 191/194-225/227 

This seems to have accounted for the uninterrupted use of the Kanishka 
era for the first century since its inception in c. AD 127 . With the beginning 
of the new (second) century of the Kushal).a/Kanishka era, the practice of 
recording the date in inscriptions was to drop the hundred. Van de Leeuw 
was the first to suggest this omitted hundred theory. The ruler Vaskushan/ 
Vasishka had the reign period from 24 to 28 which are interpreted as standing 
for 124 and 128 years since Kanishka's reign . There was a ruler known from 
coin legend, bearing the name Kanishki. His coins show the figure of Ardoxo 
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kings figure in the Puranic dynastic lists, but more importantly some of their 
names did figure in the coins. Some of the Naga rulers were ousted from 
Mathura and Gwalior during the north Indian campaign of Samudragupta 
in the first half of the fourth century AD. 78 It is almost impossible to brush 
aside at least four decades, if not more than half a century, of the rule of the 
Na.gas in and around Mathura. The Kusha:r;ia chronology proposed by Falk 
does not factor in the Naga presence at Mathura for a considerable length of 
time after the Kusha:r;ia rule ended at Mathura and before Samudragupta's 
reign began. If the Kusha:r;ias were ruling over certain parts of north India 
well after c. AD 250 , it also does not take into account the presence of a 
few non-monarchical clans (gm:,.arti.jyas like the Ma.lavas and Yaudheyas) who 
dominated the Punjab-Haryana-Rajasthan tracts during the second half of 
the third century AD and who were mentioned in Samudragupta's Allahabad 
pillar inscription. These non-monarchical clans rose to power only after the 
exit of the Kusha:r;ias. If the Kusha:r;ia rule is extended to the last quarter of the 
third century, then it is extremely difficult to locate these non-monarchical 
groups' presence in northern India before they accepted Samudragupta's 
suzerainty sometime after AD 335 . So, Falk's new dating, however exciting 
and scholarly, does not appear as 'definitive' as Bivar claims. The question of 
conclusively determining the beginning of Kanishka's era does not appear to 
have been decided yet, though it seems to have begun somewhere between 
the late first century AD and AD 128 . 

VI 

The Kusha,:,.a Empire at Its Zenith: the Reign of Kanishka I 

From the discussions on the controversial issue of the beginning of the 
Kanishka/Kusha:r;ia era one can once again pay attention to the political 
expansion of the Kusha:r;ia realm during the reign of Kanishka I, the most 
famous and formidable of the Kusha:r;ia rulers. The Rabatak inscription, 
recording an official instruction in the very first year of his reign, informs us 
his commands were being obeyed in the following cities: Sagido, Kosmobo, 
Palibothro and Srotchompo.79 The four cities are identified respectively with 
Saketa in the former mahti.janapada of Kosala (in present Uttar Pradesh to 
the north of the Ganga), Kausambi (the famous city near Allahabad, Uttar 
Pradesh), Pataliputra (Patna in Bihar) and Champa or Sri-champa (near 
Bhagalpur in Bihar). 80 Saketa could have come under the Kusha:r;ia occupation 
already by the time of V'ima Kadphises, Kanishka's immediate predecessor. 
Kanishka's sway over this area will also be evident from his two inscriptions 
from Sahet-Mahet, where stood the famous Kosalan city of Sravasti.81 

Kanishka I's hold over Mathura is beyond any doubt, especially in view of his 
famous headless statue from Mat near Mathura. That he expanded the Kusha. 
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Afghanistan has yielded Bactrian records mentioning the construction of a 
dynastic sanctuary or a god house90 (bogolagno/ bogopouro in Bactrian and 
equivalent to devakula in Sanskrit/ Prakrit) at Surkhkotal under the orders 
of Kanishka I.91 Surkhkotal is also famous for its statue of Kanishka I, who 
in this image wore an attire like the loose salwar, ubiquitous in Afghanistan, 
and not the usual coat, trousers, boot of the Kusha:i;i.as, commonly depicted 
in statutes and coins. 92 The Chinese texts give him the credit for controlling 
Niya and Khotan in the Xinjiang area of China; this indicates his control over 
parts of the southern Silk Road.93 

Some other areas within the subcontinent could also have come under 
Kanishka I's possessions. If the year 22 figuring in a Sanchi inscription of 
Vaskushana is considered as the actual date of the record and not referring 
to the 'omitted hundred' system, then it probably suggests the Kusha:i;i.a 
occupation of eastern Malwa during Kanishka I's reign whose latest known 
regnal year is 23.94 In that case Vasishka or Vaskushal).a was ruling over 
eastern Malwa as a junior co-ruler of Kanishka I. It is interesting to note 
that from AD 130 to sometime before AD 150 the area around Ujjaiyini in 
western Malwa was under the rule the Western Kshatrapas. The Andhau 
inscription (c. AD 130) refers to the rule of the Saka Kshatrapa Chashtana95 

who figures also in the Geography of Ptolemy (c. AD 150 as regia Tiastenes) 
ruling over Ozono or Ujjaiyini in ancient Avanti. That the title Kshatrapa 
generally signified a subordinate political position (ofte:n as a provincial 
governor in a large realm) is beyond doubt from the epigraphic mentions 
of the Kshatrapas Vanasphara, Kharapallana and Vespasi serving Kanishka 
I in dispersed areas of the Kushal).a realm. There is a distinct possibility 
that Kshatrapa Chashtana too was a subordinate ruler under Kanishka 
I in the Avanti area, if Kanishka's year 1 is considered to have begun in 
AD 127. Around AD 150 Chashtana's grandson Rudradaman I assumed on 
his own accord the higher title of mahakshtrapa, implying thereby that he 
threw away his allegiance to the Kusha:i;i.as around AD 150.96 The extensive 
areas of western India under Rudradaman I's rule, including Gujarat and the 
Kathiawad peninsula, and over eastern and western Malwa, could well have 
been wrested by him from the Kusha:i;i.as soon after the end of Kanishka I's 
regin ( AD 150-51 ). Kanishka I thus could have held sway over a massive 
area in northern India, in addition to Bactria and other parts of Afghanistan 
touching the southern borders of Uzbekistan during his reign of nearly a 
quarter of a century. His conquest and occupation of sizeable areas to the 
east of Mathura paved the way for the Kusha:i;i.a expansion into the Ganga 
valley. We have already indicated the strong possibility of his control over 
eastern and western Malwa, 97 if not over certain areas of Gujarat also. Going 
by the Chinese accounts it appears that Kanishka I suffered a defeat in the 
hands of his Han counterpart who is said to have sent a successful expedition 
under general Pan-chao against the Kusha:i;i.as. 
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VII 

Post-Kanishka I Rulers 

Recent historiography prefers to place Huvishka (year 28- 60) as the direct 
successor to Kanishka I. This suggestion does not clearly explain the gap in 
the Kushal).a genealogy, chronology and political history since there remains 
a gap of five years between the latest known date of Kanishka and the earliest 
one of Huvishka. Huvishka was indeed a worthy successor to Kanishka as his 
inscriptions and coins leave clear impressions of his power and authority. But 
if Vasishka's regnal years are considered in terms of the omitted 100 theory, 
his reign is placed from AD 251 to 255 . Vasishka's inscriptions are found 
from as dispersed areas as Isapur near Mathura, Sanchi in Madhya Pradesh 
and Kamra in the north-west.98 It is not very easy to visualize a KushaJJa 
king holding sway over so extensive a territory, as is evident from the 
distribution of his epigraphic records, in the mid-third century AD, precisely 
at the time when the very core of the Kushal).a control was seriously 
threatened by the Sassanid rulers of Iran. The logic of political geography and 
political history may still have the ground for placing Vasishka immediately 
after Kanishka I. 

Of the successors of Kanishka I the most powerful and prominent was 
Huvishka who ruled for more than three decades. Several inscriptions of his 
reign came from Mathura, but none to the east of that city. His control over 
the areas to the west of Kabul will be evident from his inscription at Wardak 
(year 51).99 His Bactrian records from Surkhkotal leave no room for doubt 
about the firm KushaJJa hold over Afghanistan.100 The remains of Kushal).a 
dynastic temples at Dalverdjin Tepe and Airtam are obvious markers of the 
Kushal).a sway over Afghanistan and southern Uzbekistan. Huvishka also 
issued the maximum varieties of gold coins, accommodating an impressive 
number of the images of divinities from the Indic, Iranian, Central Asian 
and Hellenistic pantheons.101 The excellence of his gold pieces also bear 
testimonies to the wealth of the empire, derived, to a considerable extent, 
from long-distance overland trade. 

The next ruler Vasudeva also enjoyed a long reign of more than three 
decades (yrs. 64/67 to 98). He is the first ruler of the dynasty to have 
assumed a purely Sanskritic name, suggesting the importance of the South 
Asian factors in the Kushal).a polity. His epigraphic records demonstrate the 
continuity of the Kushal).a control over Mathura.102 

The Ara inscription (near Attock, Western Punjab, Pakistan) of Kanishka 
(III?), son of Vashiska, indicates the political sway of the Kushai;ias over the 
Punjab of Pakistan.103 The last possible ruler of the dynasty was Vasudeva 
II, probably corresponding to Po-t'iao of the Chinese texts. If Mukherjee's 
reading of the year 140/170 (of the Kushal).a/Kanishka era) in a late 
Kushal).a inscription104 is taken into consideration, then the Kushai;ias were 
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and wide, these began to serve as tools of political propaganda-in addition 
to their primary function as the metallic medium of exchange-for showing 
the might and right of the Kusha.1;1a emperor. The construction of the 
bogolagno/bogopouro/ devakula ( dynastic sanctuaries/ god-houses) immensely 
contributed to the making of the cult of the emperor, so far unprecedented 
in South Asian political experience. The Kushai;ia emperors were also able 
to design a distinct political iconography by dint of their visual depictions 
in the form of royal statues and figures of kings on coins as well. The cult of 
the emperor acted as the ideological bonding and an element of integration 
amidst a variety of cultural practices. Retention of these cultural practices 
did not stand in the way of political integration, but contributed to it instead. 

In South Asia the Kusha.1;1a power took roots in two core areas of the 
Punjab including Gandhara and the region of Mathura in the western 
portion of the Ganga valley. Both these areas in the post-Mauryan times 
underwent the process of what political anthropologists would mark as 
'secondary state formation'. Both these zones in the pre-Mauryan times 
had already experienced the mahti.janapada-like territorial polity; both the 
areas became parts of the Mauryan empire. 108 The demise of the Maurya 
empire did not create any political crisis in these two areas which once again 
emerged as important political zones drawing upon the political features of 
the erstwhile empire. The process of secondary state formation often goes 
in tandem with the process of secondary urbanization. While primary urban 
centres had first emerged mostly in the middle Ganga plains, which acted as 
the epicenter for emitting urban impulses elsewhere in the subcontinent, 
the blossoming of both Purushapura and Mathura replicated many features 
of primary urban formation. Trade, particularly long-distance trade, is 
suggested to have played a crucial role in the making of the secondary 
state society and also the secondary urbanization. 109 This once again has 
a bearing on the Kusha:i:ia politics which derived immense mileage out of 
the-then far-flung commerce. The Kusha:i:ia realm thus first experienced in 
Bactria a major transformation to sedentarized politics from their original 
nomadic pursuits; the second transition arrived as and when the Kusha:i:ia 
polity became involved in the process of secondary state formation in the 
South Asian context. The sedentarization of the Kusha:i:ia polity and the 
formation of the empire were not entirely rooted to agrarian experiences and 
resources-as many ancient states did so- but was considerably oriented 
to the gains out of controlling vital trade routes in the vast territory. The 
Kusha:i:ias certainly founded and maintained an empire of considerable 
duration. However, the Kusha:i:ia polity and politics were neither modeled on 
the Mauryan system, nor was it emulated by the Gupta rulers (c. AD 320-550), 
both being prime exemplars of early Indian empires. The foundational flaws 
in, and the inadequacy of, the perception of the periodic alterity between the 
forces of extroversion and those of introversion, as argued by Falk, are quite 
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Epigraphic Evidence 
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the appellation Gangetic Gulf, identified with the present Bay of Bengal. The 
Arabic and Persian geographers from ninth to the fourteenth centuries AD 

knew this space as the sea of Hind (bahr al Hind), incorporating in it Bahr 
Larvi ( the Arabian Sea) and Bahr Harkal ( the Bay of Bengal). No less striking 
is the name Vangasagara, the sea ofVanga, found in a Sanskrit inscription of 
c. AD 971, clearly showing the indigenous base of the present name of the 
Bay of Bengal. In spite of the regular commercial and cultural networks 
with China, particularly from the onset of the second millennium AD, the 
Chinese accounts merely knew the Indian Ocean as Hsihai, or the Western 
Sea. In view of Ingo Strauch's erudite work on the island of Socotra, yielding 
intimate and in-depth images of seafaring in the Indian Ocean before 1500 
AD, the above overview of the historical nomenclatures of the Indian Ocean 
of the pre-modern times may help us situate the scenario in a more concrete 
and fruitful manner.2 

The stage may now be set to familiarize readers with the path-breaking 
researches by Ingo Strauch and his colleagues and collaborators (Christian 
Julien Robin, Mikhail Bukharin, Nicholas Sims-Williams, Maria Gorea, 
Bharati Shelat, Julian Jansen Van Rensburg and Hedi Dridi) on the Socotra 
island3 in the western Indian Ocean, situated 'at a distance of approximately 
300 km./186 miles from the coasts of Arabia (RasFartak) and 240 km./150 
miles from RasAsir (Cape Gardafui) in Africa'. 4 The Socotra Archipelago 
now belongs to the Republic of Yemen. Needless to say, Socotra stands at 
a crucial location at the opening of the Gulf of Aden, leading to the access 
to Aden and farther into the Red Sea. It also stands in close proximity to 
the Horn of Africa. From Cave Hoq on the Socotra island, Strauch and his 
team have found an astonishing corpus of epigraphic records: Indic, South 
Arabian, Aksumite, Palmyran and Greek. The diversity of languages and 
scripts as well the chronology of the inscriptions, ranging mostly from AD 

first century to fifth/sixth centuries (though there are Gujarati inscriptions 
from seventeenth century as well), cannot but underline that Socotra was 
functioning for at least five centuries as a hub of early maritime network in 
the western Indian Ocean, emerging, thereby, as a point of convergence of 
seafarers from disparate regions. To this, Strauch has admirably integrated 
the textual accounts of the island (called Dioscorides) in early Classical texts. 
To Strauch goes the credit of providing a literary lens to the epigraphic texts; 
the combined textual and epigraphic data remarkably enhance our visibility 
of this island, particularly from a South Asian perspective. Strauch's 
meticulous analysis of the available gamut of textual data also demonstrates 
that the name Socotra has nothing to do with the Sanskrit term Sukhadhara 
(stream of bliss), as is often erroneously assumed. 

While seafaring activities from the Mediterranean world into the Indian 
Ocean zone loom large in the burgeoning historiography from textual, 
epigraphic and field-archaeological materials in recent decades, the most 
remarkable epigraphic corpus consists of the Indic inscriptions from 
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travellers to Socotra started their journeys from some western Indian 
port(s). This is plainly visible from the explicit epigraphic references to 
Bharugachchha or Barygaza, (the premier port on the Gujarat coast), 
celebrated in both Classical and early Indian literary sources. The port of 
Hastakavapra, identified with Astaca(m)prain in Ptolemy's Geography and 
also known from a large number of seals of the Maitraka times (thanks to 
the discoveries by Subhra Pramanik), also figures in the inscriptions from 
Socotra. The epigraphic mentions of Bhrigukachha and Hastakavapra in the 
Socotra inscriptions up to AD fifth century have other implications. As these 
Gujarati ports were certainly active till at least fifth century, if not longer 
for another century, their prosperity did not, therefore, stem merely from 
the maritime contacts with the Roman empire with which the South Asian 
linkages began to dwindle after c. AD 250. The importance of Hastakavapra 
in the seafaring in the western Indian Ocean may also question whether 
the material milieu in western India under the Maitrakas of Valabhi is to be 
studied only in terms of the land-grant economy.8 

This largest corpus of epigraphic records of seafaring in the Indian Ocean 
in the first half of the first millennium AD will be of outstanding value to 
take a stock of the trade and cultural contacts in the western Indian Ocean. 
Future research on Indian Ocean maritime history will certainly have to 
integrate the textual, numismatic and field-archaeological findings with the 
epigraphic treasures from Socotra. The maritime orientation of some of the 
visitors from the subcontinent to Socotra is writ large in the mentions of the 
navika and the niryyamaka.Both the terms, to my surprise, have been taken 
by Strauch in the sense of 'captain'. The two Sanskrit terms are perhaps not 
synonymous. While the navika should denote a mariner, the niryyamaka, in 
the light of the Buddhist and Jaina literature,9 is more likely to have been 
a navigator, maybe even a captain (comparable to the term stisaka in the 
Arthastistra), and therefore distinct from a mariner in general. Significantly 
enough, the presence of a shipowner at Socotra is furnished by a Greek 
inscription, thereby highlighting the significance of Socotra in the early 
maritime network. 

At Socotra not only are seen the epigraphic references to mariners and 
navigators/captains, but the Haq cave has also yielded etchings/drawings 
of ships. There are at least three such images of sea-going ships. These, of 
course, are not accurate representations of the actual vessels, nor are they 
done by qualified artists. These were drawn by visitors to underline the point 
that they reached their destination-Socotra-or left Socotra by ships. The 
images themselves are important visual sources for shipping technologies, 
since the portrayals of ancient sea-voyaging crafts are a rarity in South 
Asian sculptures and paintings. One image of the ship found in the cave Haq 
depicts a single masted ship. Strauch has ably demonstrated that there were 
two other images of ships with more than one mast; in one case at least there 
is a distinct possibility of the ship shown with three masts and double oars. 10 
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The last one must have been larger than the one-master and was apparently 
meant for overseas voyages. Following Strauch, one may search for parallels 
in the depiction of ships in near contemporary Indian art. The two obvious 
candidates for comparison are the ships depicted on the Satavahana and 
the famous painting of the sailing ship in Ajanta. The important point here, 
according to Strauch, is that all the above specimens are connected with the 
Deccan. The ships depicted in the Hoq cave in Socotra are likely to have had 
strong similarity with the ship-designs in Satavahana coins and the Ajanta 
paintings. The ships plying between western India/western Deccan and 
Socotra were most likely ships of Indian origin.11 This point gains greater 
credence in the light of their distinctiveness of shape and design from the 
representations of ships in the Red Sea area, as seen from the, one found 
from the excavations at Berenike and also another depicted on a pottery 
yielded by the excavations at Alagankulam in the Vaigai delta (Tamil Nadu). 

When contextualized in the broader situation of the maritime network in 
the Indian Ocean with the Mediterranean world under the Roman empire, the 
Socotra epigraphic corpus offers a surprise. There is no inscription recording 
a Tamil name among the visitors to the island, although Tamil names and 
Tamil-Brahmi inscriptions are known in context of the Red Sea network. If 
one puts together the very rich archaeological data from Berenike, the sailing 
practices in the Naturalis Historia and the sailing of the ship Hermapollon 
from Muziris to a Red Sea port (either Bernike or Myos Hormos), one gets 
the feeling that sailing between the Malabar coast and the Red Sea area did 
not require a stopover at Socotra, while those voyages to and from Barygaza 
or Barbaricum preferred to stop, sojourn or take provision at Socotra. In 
other words, the improved sailing with the southwestern monsoon winds 
could perhaps quicken a direct voyage between Muziris and Ocelis on the 
Red Sea in 21 days. 12 The very impressive foreland and hinterland of Muziris 
probably explain why it had already been celebrated by the time of Pliny 
(late first century AD) as the premier port of India (primum emporium indiae), 
perhaps overshadowing Barygaza.13 Socotra continued to be regularly visited 
by Indic seafarers up to fifth and sixth centuries AD. Strauch's masterly 
epigraphic research has indeed underlined the role of Socotra as a stopover, 
a sojourning and provisioning place. Interestingly enough Strauch seems to 
suggest that the maritime network between western India and Socotra can 
be seen as distinct from the trade between the Roman empire and India, the 
study of which has a dominant position in the Indian Ocean historiography. 
The possibility that ports on the western sea-board participated in maritime 
contacts with areas other than the Roman world has been indicated in the 
Periplus Maris Erythraei. This has now gained much stronger validity by the 
wonderful inscriptions from Socotra.14 Strauch's stupendous epigraphic 
discoveries and studies will surely 'broaden the knowledge about this crucial 
period in global history-a period which was characterised by an extremely 
high degree of intercontinental communication and exchange on cultural, 
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281,285,291,298,343,369-71, 
377 

Dhauli 138, 149, 172 
Dhaum (see Dharmapala) 
Dholavira 22, 30, 32 
Dhruva 324 
Dhruvadevi 256 
Dhruvamadhyamapratishthadis 58 
Dhruvavritti 335 
DidarganjYakshi 173-4 
Didda 382 
Didwana 6 
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Digambara 119-20, 238, 395 
Dighanikaya 84, 90, 109, 111, 116 

Diodorus 126,180 
Diodotus I 184 
Divinity of king 62, 204-6, 272 
Divya (Kaivartta chief) 327, 346 
Divyavadana 127,134,154-5,167, 

177 
Domestication of animals 8-13, 23, 

40-1 
Dravic;la architectural style 307, 391, 

405,409-10 
Dravic;ladesa 201 
Dravidian languages 33, 51, 81 

Dunhuang 427,431 
Dvija 72-3, 117, 370, 377, 385 

Early Pallavas 265-6, 300 
Eastern Chalukyas 320, 327, 330, 332, 

383 
Eastern Gangas 265, 271, 328 
Eight forms of marriage 229, 294 

Ekanga 335 
Ellichpur 263, 277 
Ellora 302, 409, 412 
Erythraean Sea 454 
Eusebia 135, 156, 158 

Fahien cave 7, 9 
Farming communities 13-14, 16, 24, 

32,41-2,80 
Faxian (Fa hsian) 247, 288-90, 294, 

302,313,379 
Feudaleconomy 333-6,345,348,366 

Feudal Polity 333-8, 350 
Fourth Buddhist Council 237 

Gahadhavalas 328 
Gahapati 100-1, 103, 115-17, 121, 

214,344,451 
Gajalakshmi 236 
Gama/Grama 111 
Gai;i.a 59,71,104,212 

Ganaka 386 
Ganapatinaga 251, 451 
Gai;i.arajya 87, 90-2, 269, 439, 455 

Gai;i.asarhgha 87, 269 
Gandarei 97 

Gandhara 86,89,95,97-8, 104,107, 
ll0,138-9,142,147,180,185-8, 

237,302,461 
Gandhara Sculpture 209, 236, 241-4 

Ganeriwala 31 
Ganeshwar 41 
Ganga and Yamuna Figurines 

(Ahichhatra) 310 
Gangaikoi;i.c;la 331 
Gangaikondacholapuram Temple 331 

Gangaridae 94-5, 98 
Gangetic Gulf 454 
Gangeyadeva 327,364 
Ganika 162,231-2,296 
Ga~da 318-19,322,325,328,392,403 

Gaudavaho 322,403 
Gautamiputra Satakari;i.i 198-200 

Gedrosia 132 
Ghaggar 21, 56 
Ghaghara (Sadanira) 57, 80 

Ghalighai IV 53 
Ghanaka 351,355 
Ghatana 381 
Ghatiyantra 353 
Ghatotkachagupta 250, 295 

Ghaznavid Raids 325-7, 389 
Ghurid Invasion 329, 389 

Gilgamesh 36 
Gilgit 217 
Gilund 41 
Gimar 164, 167, 283 
Gitagovinda 398 
Glauganikoi 97 
Godhuma 66 
Gomati 55 
Gondophares 187-8,235,431 

Gopati 59, 65 
Gotarzes I 435 
Gotra 65, 115, 162, 226, 248, 262, 292, 

294-5,371,373,390 
Govardhana 86,197 
Govinda III 324 
Gavishti 59, 65 
Greek (Coins) 107, 184-5, 187-8, 223, 

448-9 
Greek (language) 45, 50-1, 128-9, 

134-5,138-9,141,153,156,158, 
189,450,456,460,471 
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Grihyasutra 113 
Gulf of Aden 455 
Gm;1ac;lhya 89 

Gupta Era 249, 252, 262, 265 
Gufkral 40 
Gurjara 319 

Gurjara Pratiharas (see Pratiharas) 

Hakra 21, 56 
Halaf 12 
Hallur 41-2 

Haryanka Dynasty 90, 93 
Harappa 18-23,26,29-31,36,38 
Harappa civilization 13-14, 16-18, 

20-8,32-9,53-4,69,76,83,108, 
169 

Harappan seal 23-4, 27-8, 33, 35, 172 
Harappan urbanism 29-32, 36-8, 53, 

108,111 
Harirud (Sarayu) 55 

Harshacharita 94, 175, 181, 318-19, 
335,402 

Harshavardhana 318-19, 322 
Hassuna Samara 12 
Hastakavapra 457 
Hastinapura 68, 86, 109 
Hathnora 6 
Heliodorus 185, 235 

Hemachandra 130, 351, 394, 402-3 
Hermapollon 219,474 
Herodotus 84, 95-6 
Hinayana 120,237-8,302 
Hindukush 131-2,447-8 
Hippalus 21 7 
Homo Erectus 6 
Homo Habilis 4-5 
Homo Sapiens 2 
Homo Sapien Sapiens 6 
Hordeum distichum 13 
Hordeum vulgare 13 
Horn of Africa 455 
Hulas 39 
Hui;ias 258-60 
Hungsi valley 6 

Huvishka 192,435,437,440,442,453 

Ikshvakus 94,201,204,224,382 
Inamgaon 80 
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51-2 

Indo-Aryans 38, 53-4, 65-6, 71, 81 
Indo-European languages 44-6, 49-52, 

54, 76,188,444 
Indo-Greeks 180, 185 

Indo-Iranian 16, 46, 51-4, 66, 76,301 
Indrayudha 324 

Indus Valley Civilization (see Harappan 
civilization) 

Integrative Polity 338-41 
Iron 65-9, 80-1, 88, 102-3, 111-12, 

209,214,257,283,355-6,362,366, 
376 

Irrigation cess (uddakabhaga) 148, 164 
Irrigation 23, 80, 148, 152, 164, 201, 

209-10,282-3,345,350-l,352-4 
Irrigation projects (setu) 148, 164, 

209,283,352 
Itihasa 1-2 

Itihasa-Purai;ia 2, 61,403 

Jainism 83, 101, 105, 118-19, 123, 
125,133,141,175,183,223,238, 
291,302-4,377,392,394-5 

Jakheda 68,112 
Jalakara 352 

Jambudvipa 89, 111, 137-8, 155 
Jana 59-61, 71,85,227 
Janapada 61,85-7,99,151-2,163, 

195,203,250 
Janapadanivesa 163 

Jataka 84,89,104,180,211-12,214-
15,233,311 

Jaugada 138, 149 
Java 5,155,289,342,361 
Jaxartes 429 
Jayangondar 332 
Jericho 11 
Jetthaka 212 
Jibin (Kashmir) 428 
Jodhpura 41 
Jorwe culture 80 

Justin 96, 126, 130-1, 133, 185 
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Juzr 327, 365 

Kabul 55, 96, 98,107,184, 186-7, 
215-18,221,442,447,458 

Kadambas 256, 263-8, 283, 292, 295, 
350 

Kahapai;ia/Karshapai;ia 106-7, 129, 
213,365 

Kailasa Temple 409-10, 412 
Kaivartta 160, 327, 346, 352, 379 
Kakatiya 333, 374,383,400 
Kalabhras 266 
Kalachuri 264-5, 320, 325, 327, 332, 

351,400 
Kalakavana 58 
Kalhana (see Rajatarangii;ii) 
Kalibangan 23, 26, 29-31, 36 
Kalidasa 181, 255, 277, 282, 288, 

296-7 
Kalil).ga 94-5, 128, 133, 136-9, 147, 

150,163,176,182-3,208,211,225, 
238,253,264-5,271,328-9,331, 
341,361 

Kalil).ga war 136-7, 145, 154, 163, 176 
Kalii;igattupparani 332 
Kalpasutra 120 
Kalsi 138, 172-3 
Kalyani 331, 399 
Kamboja 86, 138-9 
Kampilya 86 
Kamasutra 291, 296, 298, 313 
Kanauj 260, 286-7, 302, 318-20, 322, 

324-5,328 
Kafichi (or Kafichipuram) 225, 253-4, 

266,268,299,302,321,357,362, 
385 

Kandahar 95-6, 126,132,138,158, 
184-7,190,448 

Kandariya Mahadeo temple 408 
Kanishka I 189, 190-2, 206, 235-7, 

439-41,444,449,451,453,455 
Kanishka II 192, 436, 438, 452-3 
Kanishka III 193, 436, 438, 442, 450, 

452-3 
Kanishka Era 435-9 
Kal).vas 182,439 
Kanyakubja (Kannauj) 286, 301, 319, 

325,328 

Kapilavastu 109, 172 
Karaikkal Ammaiyar 383-4 
Karapathi 166 
Karasasanas 349 
Karkota 322 
Karle 197,199,240,287 
Kashgarh 186,191,193,216,303,458 
Kashmir 5, 12-13, 40, 56, 138, 186, 

189,217,237,302-3,318,321-2, 
335,345,352,371,382-3,391, 
399-400,403,444,447,456 

Kasi 86, 89, 90-1, 94 
Kassites 52 
Kathaioi 97 
Kathiawad 139, 151, 164, 191, 198-

200, 207, 257-8, 283,287,289,319, 
326,457 

Kausambi 86, 103-5, 109-10, 112, 
122,191,224,302,355,439-40 

Kaveri 139, 201, 219, 225, 266, 289, 
299,329,331,344,368 

Kaveripattinam 219, 225, 289, 299 
Kayastha culture 41 
Kayastha (Scribe) 284-5, 356, 374, 378 
Kekayas 62 
Kalliene (Kalyan) 197,218 
Khairadih 80 
Khalchayan 426, 429 
Khal).<;l.ava 61, 112 
Kharapallana 441 
Kharavela 94, 137, 176, 182-3, 195-7, 

238 
Kharoshp 96, 128, 153, 184, 187, 217, 

220,448-50,456,460,472 
Khetri mines 27 
Khotan 191,216,441,443 
Khusru II 320 
Kili Gul Mohammed 16 
Kodumanal 213 
Koliyas 101 
Konarak 400,408,411 
Konkan 197,208,215,219,264,278, 

288,320,327,355,361,363,401 
Kosa 148,165,203 
Kosalas (clans) 62 
Kosala (mahajanapada) 86, 88-95, 104, 

142,190-l,434,439,450,455 
Kosala (south Kosala) 252, 264-5 
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Kosam 138,155,162,455,460 
Kot Diji 16-19 
Krishi;ia (river) 182, 196, 198, 201, 

220,253,264-6,268,320,332 
Krishi;ia (Vasudeva) 185, 206, 230, 

234-5,300-1,398 
Krishi;ia I 197, 409 
Krishi;ia III 330 
Krishi;ia-Guntur area 196 
Krummu (Kurram) 55 
Kshatra 61 
Kshatriya 62, 72-3, 78, 89, 94, 115, 

119-20,130,160,226,228,230, 
232,248,293,344,370,374-5, 
381-2 

Kshatrapa 96, 186-7, 194,197, 199, 
206,209,252,290,457,472 

Kubha 55 
KU<;lamukku-Paliyarai 368 
Kujula Kadphises (K'iu-tsiu-k'io) 189, 

431-3,435,449 
Kula 59-60, 70, 90, 115 
Kulli 16 
Kulottunga I 330-2, 339, 361-2 
Kumara 149-51, 272 
Kumaradevi 250, 272 
KumaraguptaI 258-9,272-3,301,311 
Kumaragupta II 259 
Kumarapala 394 
Kumrahar 129, 165, 168 
Kunindas 443 
Kuru 62,86,94,109 
Kurukshetra 58,61,65,94,105,231 
Kushai;ia 179-80,184,188-94,199, 

204,205-7,213,216-17,222-3, 
236-7,243,247,251,255,261, 
439-43,424-46,451-2 

Kusinagara 109, 121 
Kutumbin 275-6, 292-3 
Kuveranaga 256,451 

Laghman 138,151,156,166,184 
Lakshmai;iasena 328 
Lalitaditya 321-2, 345 
Lal-Qila 41 
Lata 264, 319 
Lauriya Araraj 138, 1 70 
Lauriya Nandagarh 138, 170-1 

Lichchhavi 91-2, 250, 268-9 
Lingaraja temple 407-8, 415 
Lokayatas 118, 302 
Lomasa Rishi Cave 169, 173 
Lothal 22, 28-30, 36, 67 
Lucy 4 
Lumbini 138 
Lumbinigrama 120, 148, 154 

Madhyamika 175, 181, 185 
Madhva 297 
Madras 62, 90 
Madraka 255 
Madurai 139, 183, 201, 225, 266, 291, 

304,321,329,330,332,333 
Maga 139 
Magadha 57,86,88-96,98,100,110-

ll,125,129,130-1,135-6,142, 
147,150,166-7,176,181-3,250, 
260,318-19,456 

Magan 27 
Mahajanapada 83-93, 95, 97, 99-101, 

103-4,108-112,123,125, 138,142, 
182,190,450,455,461 

Maghavan 63, 65, 72 
Mahabalipuram 219,307,321,409, 

412 
Mahabharata 61, 86-7, 109,112,203, 

207,226,228,230-2,234-5,296-8, 
398,412 

Mahabhashya 175,177, 180-1, 185, 
233,236 

Mahagara 10-11 
Mahakshatrapa 96, 187, 199-200, 207, 

283 
Mahamatra 145, 150 
Mahameghavahana (Chedi house) 182-

3 
Mahapadma Nanda 93-5, 154 
Mahaparinibbanasutta 91, 93, 109, 

111, 130, 239, 
Mahaparinirvai;ia 84, 121, 308 
Mahasanghikas 122, 237 
Mahasthan 129, 139, 165 
Mahattara 275-6, 292-3, 344 
Mahavagga 89, 91 
Mahavarilsa 127, 130 
Mahavira 83, 119-20, 123 
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Mahayana 120,232,237-8,302,305, 
393 

Mahadaha 9 
Mahendrapala (Pala) 324-5, 393 
Mahendrapala (Pratihara) 325 
Mahinda 155 
Mahipala I 327 
Mahishmati 86, 104, 198 
Mahishasuramardini 237, 301, 411 
Mahodaya (see Kannauj) 324 
Majar-i-Sharif 188, 44 7 
Majjhimanikaya 84, 194 
Majjhimapantha 122 
Makkhaliputta Gosa.la 119 
Makran 21, 27-8 
Malabar 219, 221, 278, 289, 351, 361, 

474 
Malwa 40-1, 87, 94, 110, 181, 191, 

197-200,213,215,226,252,256, 
259-60,264-5,270,292,318-20, 
322-5,333,355,366,457,459 

Malloi (Malavas) 97-8, 194, 255, 269, 
439 

Malavikagnimitram 181, 297 
Malla 86, 91 
Malwa Culture 40-1 
Manda 21, 65 
Mai;ic;lalas 47-8, 60, 65-6, 76 
Mai;ic;lapika 359-60 
Mandasore 197,260,269,284-6 
Mandasore Inscription 284 
Mangalkot 224 
Mangalapura 361 
Mai;iimekalai 299, 302 
Manasollasa 351, 355, 405 
Manu 114,203-5,209,226-7,231, 

370,373 
Manusamhita 58, 203, 207, 227, 229, 

371,376,385 
Manusmriti 205, 233, 294, 370 
Manyakheta 331 
Maritime Trade 217, 220, 226, 257, 

289,320,347,355,362-4,450,476 
Marriage 71, 73-5, 90, 113-14, 133, 

162,226-32,250,256,261-3, 
266-7,269,291,293-5,313,319, 
326,332,337,371,374-5,380-3, 
387,445 

Marudvridha 56 
Maski 41, 136, 139, 154 
Mason 103 
Massanoi 97 
Masunidesa 331 
Mathura 86,94,105,175,183,185, 

187-8,190-3,206,210,212,214-
15,218,223-4,226,228,232,235, 
238,251,301,303,326,355,426, 
438,439-40,442,444,447-8,451 

Mathura (Schools of Sculpture) 180, 
241-4 

Matsya 86 
Matsya Purai;ia 195-6, 373, 401 
Matsyanyaya 323 
Maukharis 260,301, 318-19 
Maurya Dynasty 83, 95, 125-77, 179-

81, 184-5, 194-5, 224,234,239, 
270,274,339,439,461 

Maues (Moga) 186-7, 235 
Mediterranean 51, 215-16, 218, 220-

1, 450,471,474 
Medium of Exchange 65, 70, 84, 104, 

106-8,221,347-8,363,365,460 
Megalithic Burial Culture 102-3, 112 
Megasthenes 126, 133, 142-4, 146-7, 

149,152,159-61,164,166,168 
Mehi 16 
Mehrauli 257, 283 
Mehrgarh 8, 13-16, 26 
Meluhha 27-8 
Menander 185-6, 223 
Mei;ic;laka 116-17 
Mesolithic 7-11 
Mesopotamia 19-20, 27-8, 36-7, 52 
Microliths 7, 9-11, 15 
Mihirakula 259-60 
Milindapanho 131, 186, 208-9, 223 
Mi-li-kia-si-kia-po-no 248 
Misrajati 227, 370 
Mitanni 51-2 
Mattiwaza 51 
Moggaliputta Tissa 155 
Mohenjodaro 17, 19-24, 26, 29, 30-1, 

34-8,54 
Monsoon Wind 217 
Mrichhakatikam 296-7 
Mudrarakshasa 127, 130-1 
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Musikanos 98 
Muziris 217, 219-20, 458-9 
Myos Hormos 217, 219-20, 458-9 

Nabhaka/Nabhaparhtika 139 
Nadistuti 55 
Nac;lc;lula (Nadole) 367 
Nac;lu 337,339,360 
Nagabhata II 324 
Nagara (City) 93, 99, 108-9, 123, 367 
Nagaraka 296, 313 
Nagaram 360 
Nagara (Temple Style) 307, 391, 405, 

407-10 
Nagarjuna 238 
Nagarjunakonda 198, 201, 213, 224, 

237,302 
Nagasena 186 
Nagapattinam 361-2 
Nahapana 197-8,209,211-12,218 
Nalanda 302, 342, 392, 394, 412 
Nanaghat 196,200,215,235 
Nanda Dynasty 93-4, 129, 137 
Naradasmriti 298 
Narhan 80 
Narmada 6, 10, 139, 197-8, 213, 218, 

265 
Nasik 196-200, 208-9, 211-12, 240, 

255,264-5,285 
Nasik Prasasti 198-9 
Nasten 449 
Nataraja 413, 416 
Navika 457 
Nearchus 146 
Nemakavai;iija 376 
Neolithic 7, 11-16, 38-42 
Neolithic-Chalcolithic 12-13, 16-17, 

38-42 
Nepalese Tarai 86, 120, 130, 138 
Nevasa 6, 196 
Nirayavaliya Sutta 91 
Nirgranthas 120, 156 
Nirvai;ia 121-2,155,393 
Niryyamaka 457 
Niya 441 
Niyoga 74,231,381 
Noh 69,103 
Northern Black Polished Ware 84, 102 

Index 

Nuruddin Firuz 390 
Nysa 96 

Ocelis 458 
Ochre Coloured Pottery 40 
Olduvai Gorge 4 
Oman Peninsula 27 
Ossadoi 97 
Oswal 376 
Oxus 55,189,191,440,445-6,448 
Oxydraki 97-8 
Oxykanos 98 

Paddy ll,22,42,66,68,99-100,164, 
208,277,348,350-2,354 

Painted Gray ware 58, 69 
Paithan 104, 196, 199, 212, 215, 221 
Palas 174, 318, 322, 324-5, 327, 343, 

346-7,394,400 
Paleolithic Phase 5-7 
Pallavas 196, 265-8, 300, 307, 320-1, 

327,329,336-7,350,361,409,413 
Pamir Plateau 186, 191 
Panchakrishti 59 
Panchala 62, 86, 94, 175, 185, 223, 228 
Panchajana 59 
Pan chao 441 
Pandurajar Dhibi 42, 102 
Pai;ic;lyas 159,183,201-2,266,321, 

329-30,332-3 
Pangurariya 138, 151, 155 
Pai;iini 45, 79, 84, 97, 99-102, 104, 

106-8,118,150,158,181,233,373 
Parantaka I 329-30 
Parisha 144-5 
Paropanisadae 131-2, 186 
Pastoral Economy 9 
Patalene 98, 186 
Patligama 91, 93, 111 
Pataliputra 86, 91, 93, 95, 111, 122, 

126,129,133,138,142-3,149,152, 
166,171,175,181,185,191,215, 
224,249-51,298,319,439-40 

Patanjali 175,177,180-1,233,235-6 
Pathivi 137-8 
Pattanam 219 
Pava (Pavapuri) 86, 120 
Peking/Chou ku tien man 5 
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Pei;itha 359-60 
Periplus of the Erythrean Sea (Periplus 

Maris Erythraei) 197, 201, 209, 
211-13,215,217-21,454,456,458 

Persian Gulf 27-8, 146, 167, 220, 
288-9,320,470 

Peshawar 110,187,193, 215-16, 223, 
456,458,460 

Petha/Peth (see Pentha) 
Peucalaotis (see Pushkatavati) 97, 215, 

223 
Phegelus 97 
Piklihal 41 
Pirak 53 
Pithecanthropus Erectus 5 
Pliny 180,207-9,217,220-2,454,458 
Plutarch 96, 126, 130-3 
Position of Women 73-5, 114,162, 

229-32,295-6,370,380-5,390, 
393,399,401 

Potwar Plateau 5 
Prabhavatigupta 256, 262, 272, 283, 

295 
Prabhiras 255 
Prachidis 58 
Prodyota 89,92-3 
Pragjyotisha 328 
Prai;iaya 208 
Prasenajit 89-91 
Parsioi 94-5, 98 
Pratibha 381 
Pratichidis 58 
Pratihara (Palace Guard) 273, 324 
Pratiharas (Gurjara-Pratiharas) 322, 

324-7,335,342-3,365 
Pratishthana 104, 196, 198, 212 
Prayaschitta 372, 385-6 
Pratiloma 73, 113, 227, 293-4, 371, 

379 
Pratyanta 139 
Pratyantanripati 255, 269 
Pravarasena II 261-3 
Prithvishei;ia I 262-4, 273, 282 
Prithviraja 329 
Ptolemy 180, 183, 196, 198-9, 201, 

213,218-21,454,456-7 
Puga 104,212 
Pulakesin I 268 

Pulakesin II 319-21, 324, 395 
Pulindas 139, 160, 380 
Pui;ic;lranagara 224 
Pui;ic;lravardhana 304, 392 
Pui;ic;lravardhanabhukti 274-6, 279-80 
Pur/Pura 38,53,93,99,108 
Purai;ia 83, 92-5, 127, 130, 137, 174, 

181-2,185,195-7,234,236,300, 
334,373,398,401,411,441,470 

Purai;ia (Silver Coins) 213 
Puri (Elephanta Island) 320 
Puru(Porus) 94,97-8,130,132,146 
Purus 60-1 
Purushamedha 69 
Purushartha 291 
Purushapura 440 
Purushasukta 70-1 
Parushi;ii 55, 60 
Pushkalavati 97, 215, 217, 223 
Pushkbur 193,458 
Pushyagupta 151,248 
Pushyamitra Sunga 146, 175-6, 181-2, 

204,297 

Qsyt 156 

Raja 59-64, 87, 135, 142-3, 194, 
203-4,292 

Rajadhiraja 330 
Rajagriha 86, 89-90, 92-3, 109-10, 

120,122,183 
Rajaka 104,115,356,379 
Rajanya 70, 72 
Rajaraja I 330-1, 339,367,389,410 
Rajaraja III 346 
Rajarajeswara Temple 410 
Rajasasana 143 
Rajasuya 62, 77, 143, 204, 234 
Rajatarangii;ii 127, 138, 318, 321, 335, 

345,371,382,403,456 
Rajatiraja 187-8, 190, 192, 204, 449, 

452 
Rajendra I 330-2, 367 
Rajendra II 332 
Rajghat 102-3, 110, 284 
Rajpur Dariba 40-1 
Rajuka 151-2 
Rajya 61, 87, 203-4, 274 
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Ramacharitam 318, 346, 402 
Ramapala 318, 327, 335, 352, 402 
Ramanuja 397 
Rampurva 138, 1 71 
Rangpur 21-2 
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Samgha 104,114-15,117,121-2,141, 
155-6,159,208-9,212,215,238, 
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Samhitas 46-9, 68, 233 
Rashtra 61, 85, 142, 151, 203 
Rashtrakuta 321, 323-7, 329, 330-1, 

342,346-7,382,389,394,402,409 
Rathikas 182, 194 

Samiti 63-4, 75 
Samkhya 118 
Samrajfii 74-5 
Samskaras 114, 394 Ratnins 64 
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