KIHGS FARMEHE AND TOWHE
= AF Z;*Y STATES AND ECONOMIES
(c. Eaﬂ ase&ga cE)

There were several developments in different paris of the
subconiinent during the long span af 1,500 years following
the ¢nd of the Hamappan civillsatlom. This wis also the
perind during which the Rigreda was comppsed by peaple
living along the Indus and its tributaries. Adriculiural

., setilements emerged in many paris of the
subcontinent, including north India, the
Deccan Plateau, and paris of Karnalaka.
Besldes, there Is evidenoe of pastoral
populatiens in the Decean and further
gouth, New modes ol disposal of the dead,
including (he making of elabarale stone
stmu.tuﬁ lmuwn Hs mt:n?alllhb, emerged in
central and south jndia from the first
millepnium pee. In many cases. the dead
were buried with.a rich range of fron tools
and weapons.

F-i‘g 2] : \ From e. sixth cenlary sce. Lhere Is
An nscriplion, Sanchl evidence (hat there were other trends as well, Perhaps
Madhija Prodesh, the most visible was the emerdence ol early stales, emplres
e secoful cenluny nex and kingdoms. Underlying these political processes were

olher changés, evidenl in the ways In which agriculiural
production was organised. Simullaneously, new lowns
appeared almost throughout the subcontinent.

Histortans attempt to understand these developments
by drawing on a3 range of sources — inscriptions. texts.
coins and visual matertal. As we will see. this Is a complex
proeess. You will also notice that these sources do not
Lell the entire story.

1. PRINSEP AND PIYADASSI
Some of the most momentous developments in Indian
epigraphy ook place in the 1830s. This was when
James Prinsep. an olficer in the mint of the East
[ndia Company, deciphered Dralimil and Kharosthi,
iwo scripls used In the earliest inscriplions and
o — coins. He lound (hat most of theése mentioned a king
Epigraphy i1s the study ol ;o(erred 1o as Pivadassi — meaning “pleasanl Lo
tascrplions. behaold™: there were a few Inscriptions which also
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referred (o the king as Asoka. one of the most famous
rilers known from Buddhist texts.

This gave a new directlon Lo Investigalions nlo
early Indian political history as European and
Indlan scholars used inscripllons and (exis
composed In a variety of languages (o reconstruct
the Uneages of major dynasties that had rled the
subcontiment. As a resull, the broad contours of
political history were in place by the early decades
of the tweniieth century.

Subsequently, scholars began o shift their focus
to the context of paolitical history. investigating
whether there were connections belween political
changes and economic and social developmenis. [L
was soon reallsed that while (here were lUnks, these
were nol always simple or direcl

2. THE EARLIEST STATES

2.1 The sixteen mahajanapadas

The sixth century scy is often regarded asa major
turning point In early Indlan history. 11 is an era
assoclaled with early siales, cilies, the growing
use af fron, the development of colnage, ele, I
also witnessed the growth of diverse systems of
thought, including Buddhism and Jalnism. Early
Buddhist and Jaina lexts [see also Chapler 4)
menilon, amongst other things, sixteen stales
known as mahajanapadas, Although the lists vary,
some names such as Vajji. Magadha. Koshala,
Kuru, Panchala. Gandhara and Avantl oceur
[requently. Clearly, (hese were amongst the mast
limporianl malglanapodas,

While maost mahajanapadas were muled by Kings,
some, known as ganas or sanghas, were oligarchies
(p. 30), where power was shared by a number of
men, aften eallectively called rafas. Both Mahavira
and the Buddha (Chapter 4} belonged to such ganas.
In some Instances, as In the case of the Vajjl sangha.
the rajas probably controlled resources such as land
collectively. Although their histories are often difficult
1o reconstriet due o the lack of sources, some of
these states lasted lor nearly a thousand years.

Each nuahafanapaca had a capilal city, which was
often lortified. Maintaining these fortified cltiés as
well as providing for Inciplent armles and
bureaucracies required resources. From ¢ sixth
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_————————
Inscriptions

Inseriptions are wrillngs
engraved on hard surfsces
siich- 25 stone, metal or
pottery. They ususly record
the schisvements, actvinss
or ideas of those who
commissioned them ansd
melude the axploits of kngs,
or donanuons mads by
women and man 0 sehimious
institutons. mﬁgmm are
virsaliv permanent recands,
some of which carry datss
QOthars are dated on the
bazis of palzeography or
styies of wrinng, with 2 fair
amount of precision. For
nsange, n o 230 B3
the letter “37 was written Ik
this= % . By c 500 &= T wes
writien hika thie: M.

i The zarliest inscripuions
werg in Prakrit, 3 name for
langusges ussd by ordimary
people. Names of rulers zuch
23 Ajstazaniu and Ascia,
inown from Prakmt texis and
mecripnors have besnpellin
their Prakrit forms m this
chapter. You will also find
termein languapges sych 33 Pali,
Tamil and Sanskrit. which
oo were ussd 10 wrike
mscriptions and texts. It is
possible that people spoka in
other lsnguagss as well, even
though thess were noi us=d
orwrithg.

mapadd means the kand
whiere a1 Jana (s peaple. clan o
tribej sels 1is fool orsetiies. It
15 a word used tn both Prakrtt
el Sanskrit.




began composing
w7 MmMmmmmmm
e —— 2 laid down norms for rulers {as well as for other

“'x. snﬂ&]cat&gnrtw} who were Ideally expected Lo be
’ rivas [see alse Chapter 3). Rulers were advised
N, tﬂﬂﬂmtﬂmﬂmmﬂnﬁmmuﬂﬂm

{ ) - and arllsans. Were resources also procured
o, M from pastoralists and forest peoples? We do not
L Y mni]y ltnnw What we dﬁ imnw is that taids on

na!ghhummg states were as a legitimate
means of acquiring wealth. Gradually, some states
acquired standing armies and maintained r

bureaucracies. Others continued ta ﬂn;mnd on
militla, recrulted, more oflen than not, from the

peasaniry.
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2.2 First amongst the sixteen: Magadha

Between the sixth and the fourth centuries nce,
Magadha [in present-day Blhar) became Lhe mast
powerlul mahajanapada. Modern historians explain
this developmeni in a variely of ways: Magaidha was
a reglon where agriculture was especlally productive.
Bestdes, fron mines (in present-day Jharkhand) were
accessthle and provided resources for tools and
weapans. Elephants, an important component of the
army, were [ound tn forests in the region. Also, the
Ganga and Its iributaries provided a means of cheap
and convenient communicalion. However. early
Buddhist and Jaina writers who wrole aboul
Magadha attribuled Its power o Lthe polleles df
Individuals: ruthlessly ambilous kings of whem
Bimbisara, Afalasatiu and Mahapadma Nanda are
the best known. and thelr ministers, who helped
implement thelr policles.

Inttially, Rajagaha {(the Prakrit name for present-
day Ralgir in Bthar) was the capiial of Magadha.
Interestingly, the old name means “honse of the
king". Rajagaha was n lortified seitlement. localed
amongst hills. Later. in the fourth century sce, the
capilal was shilted Lo Palallputra, prc&cnl.—ﬂa?
Paina. commanding routes of communication along
the Ganga, ' 7
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= Discuss...

What are the different
explanations ollered by carly
writers and preseni—day
historians for the growth ol
Magadhan power?

[ = Why were these walls buth? |

L e e e e e  — — — — — ]
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Languages and scripts
Mist Asckan wers m
the Prekni langusge whils
those I the northwest of
the subcontinst were i Aramsic
and Gresk Most Prakrit
HISCrIphonS were writtsn in the
Brahmi scnpt: hotwwevet, some.
the northwest, were writisn in
Kharosthy  The Aramaic and
Gresk scripts warse used for

mseTipons in Afghamstan,
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3. AN EARLY EMPIRE

The growth of Magadha culminated in the emergence
of the Mauryan Empire. Chandragupta Maurya, who
lounded the empire fc. 321 #eE), extended control as
far northwest as Afghanistan and Baluchistan, and
his grandson Asoka. arguably the most famous ruler
of early India, conquered Kallnga [present-day
coastal Orissa).

3.1 Finding out about the Mauryas

Historians have used a variety of sources lo
reconsiruct the history of the Mauryan Emplre.
These inclnde archaeological finds, espécially
sculpture. Also valuable are contemporary works.
such as Lhe account ol Megasthenes |a (Greek
ambassador to the courl of Chandragupta Maurya),
which survives in fragments. Anolher source that
Is ollen used Is the Arihashasira, paris ol which
were probably composed by Kaulllya or Chanakya.
traditionally belleved (o be the minisier of
Chandragupta. Bes(des, the Maurvas are mentoned
in later Buddhist, Jaina and Puranic leralure, as
well as In Sanskrit Nterary works. While (hese are
itseful the mscriptions ‘of Asoka (¢, 272/268-231
scE) on rocks and pillars are often regarded as
amongsi . the most valuable sources,

Asoka was the (irst ruler who inscribed his
messages Lo his subjects and oflicials on slone
surfaces — patural rocks as well as polished plllars.
He used the Inscriptions tb proclaim whal he
understood 1o be dhamma This tncluded respect
towards elders, generosity towards Bralimanas and
those who renounced worldly e, trealing slaves
and servants kindly, and respect for religlons and
traditions other than one's own.

3.2 Administering the empire

There were five major political centres in the
empire — lhe capital Pataliputra and the provincial
centres of Taxila, Ufjavinl. Tosall and Suvarnagiri.
all menttoned Iln Asokan inscriplions. I we
examine the conlent of these Inscriptions, we find
virtually the same message engraved everywhere

FfT;"-:. i‘i cailil - from the present-day North West FronUer
________________ Provinces of Pakistan, to Andhra Pradesh, Orissa
|' £ Why Is Ll lion capital and Utarakhand in Indie. Could this vast empire
| constdersd impartant today? | have had a unliorm adminisirative system?
S e e e 4 Historians have Increasingly come to realise that
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this s unlikely. The redlons included within the
empire were just lao diverse. Imagine the contrast
between the hilly: lerrain of Afghanistan and the
coasl of Orissa.

It 15 likely that administrative control was
sirongest In areas around the capltal and the
provincial centres, These cenires were carefully
chosen. both Taxila and Ujjayini being situated
on important long-distance trade routes. while
Suvarnagiri (llterally, the golden mountaln) was
possibly Imporiant for tapping the gold mines
ol Karnalaka.
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What the king's
officials did

Hers is an excerpt from the

iﬂme = sﬂ,p.ﬁn:mﬁmi 'thﬂ
mm-smmﬁmﬂ %m a3
R s Egyps. and mspect
‘the shicas by which water is
er our from the mam canals
into their branches, 5o that
2 ene may have Bn
e;mmpp}} pofil: Thesame

persens have charge alse
nf the huntsman. and sre

of tha waudmusa'rs. the
carpansers: iie biacksmiths,
anid the mmars.

Iaﬁ:ﬂmnted Iﬁsﬁpﬂﬂse these: .
Iumupauma! groups? I

= Discuss,.,

Read the exceppls droam
Megusthenes amd the
Arthashastm [Sowumces 1 mnd
2}. Ta what extent do you
think these fexis are useful in
reconstructing a history of
Mauryan administration?

Tremes (N [Nowan HisTosy

Communication along both land and riverine
roules was vital lor the existence of the empire.
Journeys from the centre Lo the provinees could have
taken weeks I nol months, This meanl arranging
for provisions as well as proleclion lor (those who
were on the move. It Is obvious that the army was
an important means lor ensuring the latler.
Megasthenes mentlons a commities with six
subcommillees [or coordinating milllary activity. Of
these, one looked afier the navy, the second managed
iranspori and provisions, ithe third was responsibie
for foot-soldiers, the fourth for horses, the lifth for
chariots and the sixth for elephanis. The activities
of the second subecommillee were ralher varied:
arranging for bullock caris lo camry equipment,
procuring food for soldiers and fodder for animals,
and recrullng servants and artisans (o look alter
the soldiers, . .

Asoka also tried to hold his empire (ogether by
propagating dhamma, the principles of which, as we
have seen, were simple and wvirtually nniversaily
applicable. This. according to him. would ensure the
well-being of people in this world and the mext.
Special officers, known as the dhammg moalamatio,
were appointed o spread the message of dhanime.

3.3 How Important was the empire?
When historians began reconsirucling early Indian

history in the nineteenth century, the emergence
of the Mauryan Emplire was regarded as a major
landmark. India was then under colontal rule, and
was part of the British empire. Nineteenth and
early twentieth century Indian histordans found
the possibility that there was an empire in early
India both challenging and exciting. Also, some of
Lthe archaeologleal nds associated with the
Mauryas, Including slone sculplure. were
cansidered 1o be examples of the speclacular art
typical ol empires. Many of these historians found
the message on Asokan InseripUons very dilferent
from that of most other talers, suggesting thal
Asoka was more powerful and industrious, as also
more humblie than later rulers who adopted
grandiose titles. So 11 i1s nol surprising that
nationalist leaders in the twentieith century
regarded him as an inspiring f{igure.
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Yet, how imporiant was the Mauryan Empire? It
lasted for about 150 years, which is not a very long
time i the vasi span of the hilstory of Lhe
subcontinenl. Beslides, 1 you look at Map 2, vou will
nollee thal the smpive did ool encompass (the enlire
subcontnent. And even within the frontiers of the
empire. conirol was not uniferm. By the second
century see, new chiekloms and kingdoms emerged
in several paris of the subcontinent.

4. NEw NoTionNs oF KINGSHIP

4.1 Chiefs and kings in the south

The new kingdoms that emerged in the Deccan and
further south, including the chieldoms of the Chalas,

Cheras and Pandyas in Tamilakam (the name of the
anctent Tamil commtry, which ncluded parls of
present-day Andhra Pradesh and Kerala: in addition
to Tamil Nadu). proved to be stable and prosperous.

—— o ———_— _— _— __———~
Chiefs and chiefdoms

A chief 15-a ppwerild man whose position: may or may
not be nereditary, He derives supportirony us lanfolic
His funcnons may inciude performmng speaal nuals;
legdership in warfare, and arbstrating disputes. He
recerves oits from his subordmanss (unhke krgs-who
usually collect taxas) a!ﬂﬂﬁnn{hstrhmmesaam‘m“ngm
lus supporters: Generally, there are noregular armies
and officialsn chitefdoms.

p—

We know aboul these statés [fom a variely of
sources, For instance, the early Tamil Sangam texis
(see also Chapler 3) coilain poems deserihing chiefs
and the ways in which they acquired and
distributed resources,

Many chiefs and kings. including the
Satavahanas who ruled over parts of western and
central India (c. second century sce-second century
ce] and the Shakas, a peopie of Ceniral Asian origin
who established kingdoms in the north-western and
western parts of the subcontinent. derived revenues
[rom long-distance trade. Their soclal origins were
oflen obscure, bul, as we will see In the case of the
Satavahanas {Chapier 3), once they acquired power
they attempled lo claim soclal status In a varlely
of ways.
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Capturing elephants
for the army
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iiﬁrﬂs of elephants by

the Mauryen ruler had =
-sranding army of 600.000
foolisoldiars. 30,000 cavalry
=nd 6.000 elephants. Some
histerian: consider thase

[- If the Greek accounis ]
|mm:enﬂmhtmm‘ |
} resources do you think the |
Mam:;a:u ruler would have
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Souree 3

This is an excarpt from the
Sﬂappadﬂarm, nepicwhittEn
inTamil

(Whan he visited the forest)
pEﬁ-plE came down the
‘mountain,- singing,  and
dancing .., just 2s the defested
zhow regpect 1o the wiciorious
‘king: =oodid they bring gifis —
:i'f__ the -_1_:-‘1_?1 o deez, -hopey,
sandshwood,. red ochra,
ARTMOnY UTRene. CArdamony
pepper, sic. .. they brought
cocenuts, mangoes, medicingl
!ﬁmmtanhw.sim
sgars llons elephante monksys.
Besr, deer, miusk deern fox.
paavocks, musk &3, wild cocks,
Spesiing parrois e, ..

| & Why did people bring |
| these gifis? What wonld the |
| chielhave used these for? |

r=ms—t= S}

Fig, 2.4
A Kushirne ooin
Obnvsrses: Kimg Kanishka

j mﬂmyrd?

e = Tt e Bt W At Tt
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4.2 Divine kings

One means of claiming high status was to Identify
wilh a variely ol deitles. This sirategy Is besl
exemplified by the Kushanas (e, firsl century noe-
first century ck), who ruled over a vasi kingdom
extending fom Central Asla to northwest India. Their
history has been reconstructed Irom Inseriplons and
textual traditions. The notions ol kingship they
wished to project are perhaps best evidenced in their
coins and sculpture.

Colossal statues ol Kushana rulers have been
lound installed in a shrine at Mat near Malhura
(Uttar Pradesh). Simllar statues have been found in
a shrine In Alghanistan as well. Some Historians
feel this Indicates (thal the Kushanas eonsidered
themselves gndlikc Many Kushana rulers also
adopled the Hile devaputra, or “son of god”, possibly
inspired by Chinese rulers who called themselves
sons of heaven.

By the fournth century there is evidence of larger
states. including the Gupta Empire. Many of these
depended on samantas. men who mainfatned
themselves through local réesources including control
ever land. They oflered homage and provided military
suppart to rulers, Powsrful samantas could beeome
kings: conversely, wicak rulers might lind themselves
belng reduced (o positions ol subordinatinn.

Hislories of the Gupta tulers have been
reconsirovied from litermsture, colns and inscriptions,
including prushasts. composed In pralse of kings in
particular. and patrons in general. by poets. While
histortans ofien attempt to draw faciual information
from such compaesitions. those who composed and
read them often (reasured them as works of poctry
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rather than as accounts that were literally true. The
Prayaga Prashast [also known as the Allahabad Pillar
Inseription) composed in Sanskril by Harishena, the Fig. 2.5

courl poel of Samudragupta, arguably the mosl  Sadsione sodpture of a
powerful of the Gupla rulers (c. lourth century ci),  Kushana king

Is a casc In polal
Sourpe &

In praise ol Samudraguptia

Frazhasn

Hewsswithout ah srisgonistoneartly
he. by the cverflowing of the tiultnide
of (hes) many good qualities sdorned
by hundreds of good sctions, hes
wsperlu&thetama of other kmgs=ath.
the soles of (M=) fast (he i) Purushs
{the'Suprems Bema), being the cause
of the prosperity of the good and the
destruction of the bad (hes is)
incomprehensble; (he is) one whose
1enderhean can be captured onlt by
devonen and humilisy: (Hawis),
pammd of compassion: (he'is), ;ig
giver of many hundred-fhousands of

cows: (His) mind Has recerfed
ceremorial lmnmmfﬁrﬁe uplift of

kindnisss to mankindf (he 5).
etitisl to (the gods; Kubeta {ﬂwgnqnf
meﬂth'i Varuna {the gad of the
ocean), Indra ithe god afram&} gnd
Yama (the god of dﬂd&ﬁ

= Discuss. ..

Why do vou think kings
clatmed divine siatus?

This 1= an sxcerpt from the Pravaga |

ﬂ:emwmhlﬂ.ﬁzem!hﬂim{mmﬁ. ‘
the suffering; (Ts 1s) résplendent end|
emibodisd 1

[ = What are mc elements in |

| e scutpture that suggest I
| that this Is an lmage of @ King? |

e e R i T e L et
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Source b

The Sudarshana
{beautiful) lake in Gu]arat

Fmﬂ Girnar on Map 2. Ths
Sudarsharis lake was an arificial
‘reservolr. We know about
1t from & rock-inscriphon
(= sscond century ce) an
Sansknt, compossd to record
.the achievements of the Shaka
ruler Rudradaman.

The inseriphon mentions that
theleks, it smbarskments and
waler channels, was bult by a
local governor during ths
rule of the Marvas. However,
‘s’ terrible storm broke
the embankments ahd water
gushsd out of the laks.
Rudradaman, who was ther
ruling 'in the ares; clsimed to
his owm resburces, witholt
wmmhwﬁﬂgm

Transplaniatfon ts used for
paddy cullivallon in areas

where water ts plentful. [ere,
mﬂs mﬁmtmm.
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5. A CHANGING COUNTRYSIDE

5.1 Popular perceptions of kings
What did subjects think about theilr rulers?
Obviously, tnscriptions donol provide all the answers:
In fact. ordinary people rarely left acrounts of their
thoughts and experiences. Nevertheless, historians
have iriedd to solve this problem by examining stories
contained In anthologics such as the Jalakas and
the Panchatantra. Many of these stories probably
originated as popular oral lales that were later
committed to writing. The Jatakas were wrilten In
Pall around the middle of the first millennium o=,

One story known as the Gandatindu Jataka
describes the plight of the subjects of a wicked king;
these inclnded elderly women and men. cuoltivators.
herders. village boys and even animals. When the
king wenl In disguise o [ind cul what his subjecis
thonght about him, each one of them cursed him for
Ihelr miserfes, complainiing that they were altacked
by robbers al night and by tax collectors during the
day. To escape from this situation, people abandoned
their village and went (o live 1o the forest,

As this story indicates, the relationship between
a king and his subjects. especially the rural
population, could often be strained - kings
Irequently tried o [ their coffers by demanding
high taxes. and peasanis particularly found such
demands oppressive. Escaping Into the lorest
remained an option, as reflecied in the Jataka siory.
Meanwhile, other strategics almed al Increasing
producilon o meel growing demand [or laxes also
came o be adopted.

5.2 Strategles for Increasing production
One such strategy was the shift o plough
agriculture, which spread tn fertile alluvial river
valleys such as those of the Ganga and the Kaveri
from o¢. sixth century sce. The iron-tipped
ploughshare was used o turn the alluvial soil In
areas which had high rainfall. Moreover, in some
parts of the Ganga valley, production of paddy was
dramallcally Increased by the Introduction of
transplaniation, although this meanl back-breaking
work for the producer.

While the fron ploughshare led to a growth in
agricultural productivily, Its use was restricied (o
certain parts of the subcontinent — cultivators tn
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areas which were semi-arld, such as paris of Punjahb
and Rajasthan did not adopt it Ull the twentieth
cenlury, and those living In hilly tracts in the norih-
castern and central parls of the subcontinent
praciised hoe agricullure, which was mueh beller
suited Lo the lerrain.

Another strategy adopted to increase agricultural
production was the use of (rrigation. through
wells and tanks, and less commonly, canals,
Communities as well as individuals organised the
consiruction of trrigation works. The latter, usually
powerful men Including kings, olten recorded such
aclivilies In inscriplions.

5.3 Differences in rural society

Whille these technologies often led 1o an Increase In
production, the benelils were very uneven. Whal s
evident Is that there was a growing differenttation
amongst people engaged In agriculiure — storfes,
especially within the Buddhist tradition, refer Lo
landless agricultural labourers, small peasants, as
well as large landholders. The term gahapat! was
often used in Pali fexis to designale the second and
third categories. The large landholders. as well as
the village headman (whose position was often
hereditary), emerged as powerfil [igures, and ollen
exareised conirol over other cultbvators, Early Tamil
llerature [the Sangam texis) also mentions different
calegories of people Uving In the villages - large
landowners or vellalar, plonghmen or uzhavar and
slaves or adtmat. It s likely that these differences
were based on differential aceess to land, labour
and some of the new lechﬂulug!es in such a
stiuation. questions of control over land must have
become crucial. as these were often discussed In
legal texts.

e .
Gahapati

A gzhapaif'wat 'the owner, mastsr or haad of &
househald, who exercised control over the worien.
childrer, davesand worksrs who sharetd 3 commos
residence. He was also the gwnar of the resources —
land, arimals and ciher thimgs — that belonged 1o the
lhinuselold. Sometimes the e was ussd 3= & marker

of stards formen belongingte the urban elite. nicluding
wealthy marchants,
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5.4 Land grants and new rural elites

From the early centuries of the Common Era. we
[nd' grants ol land being made, many ol which were
recorded In inscripllons. Some of these inseriptions
were on stone, bul mosl were on copper plates
(Fig. 2.13) which were probably glven as a record of
the transaction to those who recefved the land. The
recardds that have survived are generally abont grants
to religlous Imstitutions or Lo Brahmanas., Most
inscriptions were In Sanskrit, In some cases. and
espectally from the seventh century onwards, pari
of the inscription was in Sanskrit. while the rest
was in a local language such as Tamil or Telugu.
Let s look al one such inscription more clasely.

Prablvatl Gupta was the davghter of one of the
mosl important rulers in early Indlan history,
Chandragupla I (. 375-415 cx). She was married
into another important rullng family. thal of the
Vakatakas, who were powerful in the Deccan (see
Map 3). According to Sanskrit legal texts, women
were not supposed to have independent access o
resources such as land. However. the inscription
indicates that Prabhavati had access o land, which
she then granted. This may have been beécause she
was a queen (one of the few known from early Indian
history). and her sliunion was therelore exceptional.
[t 1s also possible that the provisiocns of legal lexts
were nol uniformly implemented.

The inseription also glves us an ides about rral
populations — these Included Brahmanas and
peasanis. as well as others who were expected o
provide a range of produce to the king or his
representatives. And according 1o the inscoription.
they would have 1o obey the new lord of the village.
and perhaps pay him all these dues.

Land grants such as this one have been lound in
several paris of Lhe country. There were reglonal
variatlons in the sizes of land donated — ranging
from small plots to vast streiches of uncultivated
land — and the rights given to donees (the recipients
of the grant). The tmpact of land grants (s a subject
of heatpd debale among historians. Some feel that
land grants were part of a strategy adopted by ruling
lincages o extend agriculture to new areas. Others
suggest thal land grants were Indlcative al
weakening political power: as kings were losing
control over their samantas, they iried o win allles
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by making granis of land. They also feel that kings
tried (o projeot themselves as supermen [as we saw
In the previous seclion) because Lhey were losing
control: they wimted lo present al least a [Egade of
POWET.

Prabhavati Gupta and the
village of Danguna
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Land granis provide some insighi into the
relationship between cultivators and the stale.
However, there were people who were oflen beyond
the reach ol olflcials or samantas: pasioralists,
fisherfolk and hunter-galherers. moblle or semi-
sedentary artlsans and shilfling cultivators.
Gienerally, such groups did not keep detalled records
of their lives and transactions.
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’_l\ 6. TOwNS AND TRADE

The history of
Pataliputra

Each oty iad a Wisiory of its ovm
FPatzliputra; for instance.
began 253 willaga known =5
T & Then in th& !iﬁ;h
ﬁeniurvm the Mzgadhan
rulers dmdaﬂ 10 shft their
capital from Rajagahs w this
mﬂm and- mnameﬂ it. By
the fourth: Century o=. it was
the capitsl of the Maurj';n
Enipire snd one of the larges
cities in Ass. Submqumﬁz.
it5 imporanes apparently
dzclined, When the Chiness

major

6.1 New cities

Let us retrace our steps back o the urban centres
that emerged in several paris of the subconiinent
from c. sixth century sce. As we have seen, many ol
these were capilals of mahajonapadas. Virtually all
towns were located along routes ol
communication. Some such as Palalipulra were on
riverine routes, Others, such as Ufjayind, were along
land routes, and yet others, such as Puhar, were
near the coast, from where sea routes began. Many
citfes like Mathura were bustling centres ol
commercial, cultural and pelitical activity.

6.2 Urban populations:
Elites and craftspersons
We have seen thal kings and ruling elites lved in

Fiiﬁlﬁl‘l fortified ecities. Although it is dilficull to conduct
citvin ﬁrﬁiﬁ EEE extensive excavallons al most sites because people
hfﬂmnmmm&‘ﬁm Y live in (hese meas sven today (unlike the Harappan
wn‘mﬂﬁpﬁhﬁm cltles], a wide mnge ol HI‘I-E-E]L!S have heen recoversd
from. them. These include fine pottery bowls and
dishes, with a glossy linish. known as Northern Black
Polished Ware, probably used by rich people, and
ornamenis. tools, weapons, vessels, ligurines, made
of & wide range of materials — gold, silver. copper.

bronze, ivory, glass. shell and terracotia.

'. | -
: :%f-,—h i hjr‘ S
R, 2.6

Thee gill e cime fwcagyer

This is part of an lmbpge from
Matbitrs, On e pedestinl 18 @
Praknt mscription, mentioning
that n woman named Nagapiye
the wile of o goldsmilly [sovem ke
runnied Dhnrmnka, stalled Lhis
bmagte In oo shrine.
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| 2 Were there any ctites in the
By the second century sce, we lind short vollve | reglon where the Harappan
inscriptions In a number of clties, These mentlon |. civilisation flourished in the
the name of the donor, and somelimes specify his/ thire millenmium seie?
her occupation as well, They tell us about people S e s
who lived In towns: washing [olk, weavers, scribes,
carpenters, potters. goldsmiths, hlacksmiths,
offictals, reltgious teachers. merchants and kings.
Sometimes. guilds or shrenis, organisations of
crall producers and merchanls, are menlloned as
well. These gullds prebably procured raw
malerials, regulaied production, and markeied the
finished product. It Is Ukely thal cralispersons
used a range of iron lools o meet the growing Vol inscriptions recornd wifts
demands of urban eliles. made (o eliglous Instiiutions,
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The Malabar coast
(present-day Kerala)

Hers is an excerpt from Penplus
of the Erythraean Sss,
composed by an anonymols
Gresksailor (e firtcentury =)

They (i.e; tradars Fom
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thaze markar-towns on
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| | Why did the author ']
tm!tplle this 1si?

“Periplus” Is a Greek ward
“moaning salling around and’

“Erythraean” was thie Greek
name for the Red Sea,
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6.3 Trade in the subcontinent and beyond

From the sixth eentury sce, land and river routes
eriss-crossed the subceontinent and extended In
various direclions — overland inlo Central Asia and
beyond. and overseas, Irom poris thal dotled the
coastline — extending across (the Arablan Sea 1o East
and North Alrica and Wesl Asla. and through the
Bay of Bengal 1o Southeast Asta and China. Rulers
often attempted to control these roules, possibly by
offering protection for a price.

Those who traversed these routes included
peddlers who probably travelled on foot and
merchants who (ravelled with caravans ol bullock
carls and pack-animals. Also. there were sealarers,
whose ventures were risky bul highly profllable.
Successful merchants, designated as masatiuvan
In Tamil and selthis and sathapahas In Prakrit,
could become énormously rich. A wide range ol
goods were cartted from one plade to another —salt,
grain, cloth. metal ores and [(inished produets,
stone, dmber, medicinal planis. to name a few,
Spices. especially pepper. were in high demand in
Lie Homan Emplre. as were textiles and medicinal
planils, and these were all lransported across the
Arablan Sea to the Medilerranean.

6.4 Colns and kings

To some exlent. exchanges were fcilitated by the
introduction of colnage. Punch-marked coins made
of siiver and copper [¢. sixth century sce onwards)
were amongst the earllest o be minted and used.
These have been recovered rom excavalions al a
number of sites throughout the subcontinent.
Numismaltists have studied these and other coins to
reconsiruct possible commercial networks.

Altempts made o ldentlly the symbals on punch-
marked coins wilth specifllc rullng dynastles.
Including the Mauryas, sugdesl thal lhese were
lssued by kings. 1l Is alse likely that merchants,
bankers and tovmspeople Issued some of these colns.
The lirst colns to bear the names and Images of
ralers were issued by the Indo-Greeks, who
estahlished control over the north-western part of
the subcontinent ¢. second cenlury se.

The kushanas. however, issued the largest hoards
of gold coins first gold coins c. lirst century ok, These
were virtnally identical In welght with (hose Issued
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by coniemporary Roman emperors and the Parthian
ritfers of Tran, and have been found [rom several
silies in norith Indla'and Ceniral Asia. The widespread
use of gold colns indicales the enormous value of
the iransaclions (hal were laking place, Besides,
hoards of Roman colns have been found [rom
archacologleal sites In south India_ Il s obwvious that
networks of trade were not confined within political
boundaries: south indita was nol parl of the Roman
Emptre, but there were close connections through
irade.

Coins were also issued by iribal republics such
as lhat of the Yaudhevas of Punjab and Haryana
le. lirst ¢entury cx), Archacologlsis have unearthed
several thousand copper colns Issued by the
Yaudheyas, pointing to the latler’s Interest and
participation in economic exchanges.

Some of the most spectacular gold colns were
Issued by the Gupla rulers. The eariiest Issues
are remarkahle for their purity. These colns
facilitated long-distance transactions from which
kings also benefited.

From c. sixth cenlury ce opwards. linds of gold
coltis taper ofl. Does this Indicate that there was
some kind of an cconomie erisis? IHislorians are
divided on this issue, Some suggesi thal with (he
collapse of the Western Roman Empire long-distance
irade declined, and this affecied the prosperity of
the states, communities and regions thal had
beneflled from it. Others argue thal new towns and
networks of trade staried smerging around this tme,
They also poini out that though finds ol coins ol
that tme are fewer. coins conlinue 1o be mentioned
in inscriptons and texts. Could it be thal there are
lewer linds because calns were ln circulatlon rather
than belng hoarded?

A Gupla ooin
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Flg. 2.10

Fig. 211

Asokzn Hrahimd wilth [egesnangars
equdieleriis
e kA = 1
| = Do some Devanagard letiers |
| appear stmilar to Brahmi? Are |
| there any thal seem different? |

7. BAcK TO BAsics

How ARE INSCRIPTIONS DECIPHERED?
So far. we have been studylng excerpis from

inscriplions amongst other things. But how do
historfans find ont what Is written on them?

7.1 Deciphering Brahmi

Most scripls used Lo write modern Indian languages
are derived from Brahml, the scripl used in most
Aspkan Inscriplions, From the late elghteenth
century, European scholars alded by Indian pandits
worked backwards from contempaorary Bengall
and Devanagari (the script used to write Hindi)
mamiseripis. comparing their letters with older
specimens.

Schiolars who studied early inscriptions someilmes
assumed Lthese were in Sanskrit, although the
carllest inscriptions were, In lacl. In Prakril. It was
only after decades ol painstaking investigatlons by
severil eplgraphists thal James Prnsep was able Lo
decipher Asokan Brahmi in 1838,

7.2 How Eharosthl was read

The story of the decipherment of Rharosthl, the scripl
used In inscriptions in the norithwest, (s different.
Here, finds of coins of Indo-Greek kings who ruled
over the area [c. second-lrst centuries nce] have
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facilitated matiers. These coins contain the names
ol kings written in Greck and Kharosthi seripts.
European scholars who could read the [ormer
compared the letters. For inslance, the symbal
for “a” could be found in both scripls lor writing
names such as Apollodotus. With Prinsep ldentifying
the language of the Kharosthl tnscriptions as Prakril,
it became possible to read longer inscriptions as well.

7.3 Historical evidence from inscriptions
To find oul how epigraphists and histortans work,
let us Iook at two Asckan mscriptions more closely.

Note that the name of the ruler. Asoka. is noi
mentioned in the inscription [Seurce 10). What is
used instead are titles adopted by the ruler —
depanampiye. oflen translated as “beloved of the
gods” and plyadasst, or “pleasant 1o behold™, The
name Asoka s mentioned in some other Inscriptions,
which also conlaln these Uiles, Alter examining all
these inscriptions, and fnding that they malch In
terms of content, style, language and palasography,
eplgraphists have concluded that they were issued
by the same muler.

You may alsp have noticed that Asoka claims thai
carlier rulers had no arrangements b receive reporis.
II' you consider (he polliléal history. ol Lhe
subconlinent prior lo Asoka, do you think this
slalement Is true? Hislorians have (o tonstantly
assess slalements made in inscriptions lo judge
whether they are tmue, plaustble or exaggerations.

Did you notice that there are words within
tracketls? Eplgraphlsts sometinies add these (o make
the meaning of sentences clear. This has o be done
carefully. 1o ensure that the intended meaning ol
the author is nol changed!

Saowree 10
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Thisspeaksking Devanampys
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Fig. 2.12
A com of the Indn-Greck king

Menander
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Inscriptions, o you notice
any patterns?
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Histortans have to make other assessmenis as
well. Il a king's orders were inscribed on natural
rocks mnear clles or Importanlt roules al
comnmuuutcation, would passers-by have siopped (o
read (hese? Most people were probahblv nol Werate,
Did everybody throughoutl the subcontinent
understand the Prakril used In Palaliputrma®? Would
the arders of the king have been followed? Answers
to such questions are not always easy (o find.

Some of these pmblems are evident f we look at
an Asokan inscription (Source 11), which has often
been interpreted as reflecting Lhe anguish of the
ruler. as well as marking a change in his attitude
lowards warilare, As we shall see. e siluatlon
becomes more complex anee we move beyond eading
the Inscriplion al face value. ;

While Asokan inscriptlons haye been found In
present-day Orissa, the one depleting his anguish
Is missing. In other words, the inseription has not
been found In the reglon thal was conquered. What
are we (0 make of that? sl that the anguish of the
recenl conguest was too painful in the region. and
therefore the ruler was unable (o address the issue?

8. THE LIMITATIONS OF INSCRIPTIONAL
EVIDENCE
By now It is probably evident that there are Bmits Lo
what epigraphy can reveal. Sometimes, there are
techrical limitations: letters are very faintly
engraved. and thus reconsitructions are uncertain.
Alsp, inscriptions may be damaged or jetters missing.
Hesides. it is nol alwavs easy o be sure:about the
exacl meaning ol the words used in Inscripllons,
some of which may be specific o a particular place
or Ume, If you go through an epigraphical journal
(some arc Usted o Timeline 2), vou will realise that
scholars are constantly debating and discussing
alternalive ways of rmdtng laseriptions. .
Although several thousand inscriptions have been
discovered, not all have been deciphered, published
and (ranslated. Besides, many more inscriptions
musl have existed. which have nol survived the
ravages of lime. So what is available al present is
probably only & fraclon ol what was Inscribed.
There Is another, perhaps more fundamental.
problem: nol everything that we may consider
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politically or economically significant was necessarily
recorded In Inseriptions. For instance. routine
agricultural practices ‘and the joys and sorrows ol
daily existence lind no mention in inscriptons, which
focus, mare oiften than nol. on grand, unique evenls,
Hesides, the content of inscriptions almost invariably
projecis the perspective of lhe person{s) who
commissioned (hem. As such. they need to be
Juxiaposed with other perspectives so as (o amive al
a better understanding of the past.

Thus epligraphy alone does nol provide a Mll
umnderstanding ol polltical arud economie history. Also,
histartans oilen question both old and new evidence.
Scholars In the lale nineteenth and early twentieth
ceniuries were primartly interesied In the hislones
of kings. From the mid-twentieth century onwards,
Issues such as economle change, and e ways In
whilch diflerent social groups emerged hdve assumed
far more Importance. Recenl decades bave seen a
much greaier precccupalion with histories of
marginalised groups. This will probably lead (o fresh
Investigatlons ol olll sources, atil e developman
el new Stralegles of analysis,

Fig. 213
A copperplate rmsoription from
Kamatake, ¢. sixth century «x
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" | N
TIMELINE 1
MAJOR POLITICAL AND ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENTS
cB00-500 wx Paddy transplantation; urhanisation in the
Ganga valley; mahafanapadas; punch-marked colns
e 500400 nee Rulers of Magadha consolidate power
c 327-325 new Invasion of Alexander of Macedon
c. 321 sae Accession of Chandragupta Maurya .
e 272/368-231 acx Retgn of Asoka.
e 185 neE Bud of the Mauryan empire U5,
c. 200-100 see Indo-Greek rule tn the northwest; Cholas. Cheras: |
and Panidyas in south India: Satavahanas tn the Deecan
¢ 100 #ee-200 cx Shdka [peoples from Contral Asia) fulers in
the northwest; Roman trade: gold colnage
€. 78 c8? Accesston of Kanishka L=,
e 100-200 o= Earlles| inscriptional evidence of land
grarnls by Satavahana and Shaki ralers
c. 320 cx B&ginn!lrﬁnfﬂl:pm rule
¢ 335-375 ¢k Samudragupla
& 875-415 ¢k Chandragupla Il; Vakatakas tn the Deccan
o B00-600 cx Rise of the Chalukyas in Karnataka and of the Paltavas
i Tamt Nadn
c. B06-847 cx Harshavardhana king of Kanauj: Chinese pilgrim
Xuan Zang comes In search of Buddhist texts
c 712 Arabs conquer Sind
(Notes It &5 <lffficult to eate coonmmic developments precisely. Also, there are enormtis
subconitnental tariatfons ihich. have not been indicated i the meline.
Ol the cartlest dates for spectfic developrients have been giver. The date of Kandéhko's

kmmnmmmﬂﬂ&shu%mﬁdmﬁaﬁ __)
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i TIMELINE 2 ™
MAJOR ADVANCES IN EPIGRAPHY
Elﬂxtmthmtmy
1784 Founding of the Asfatic Soctety (Bengal)
1810s Calts Mackenzie collects over 8,000 tascriplions i
Sanskiit and Dravidian nguages
1838 Dectphermertt of Asokan Brahmi by James Prinsep
1877 Alexander Cunningham publishes a set nrm
InsCriptions
1886 First {ssue af Eplgwhm Cmnuupn. a jgumaj -of seuth
Indian lnsmpﬁvg
1888 Fhﬂimmﬁwﬁmm
Twentleth century . . -l "
1965-66 D.C. Strcar publishes Indian Epigraphyj and Indian
g Epiaruphicnt Glassiy -

.| answsu IN ma—*:saﬁnna

Discuss Lthe evidenee ol eraft production n Early
Historic ciiles, [ewhat wave ts this different from
the evidence from Harappan cittes?

2 Describethe salient fertures of mahajanapadas,

3. How do historions reconstruct the lives af

ordinary people?

4 Compare and canlrasl Lhe lisl of things siven Lo
the Pandvan chitef (Source 3) with those prodierd
In the villspe of Danguna [Scource 8), Do you
notlce any stmillarilles or differences?

5. List sgine of the problems Eoed by epleraphitsts,
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If you would Hke to know
more, read:
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Manohsr New Dl

K Sslomon 19385

Indian Epigraphy Murshiram
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Mutans! Culture snd Sociad
Form=ztion in EarlyIndi=.
Maemllsn: Now Dalht

D/ Sucar 1975
Inscnptions of Asoka
Pubhcangns Division, hinisoy of
Infermstion snd Bresdoasting.
Government ofIndia, New Delhu

Romils Thapar 1907

Ascks and the Decline of tha
Mﬂu:rma Cxford Unsversitg Pregs.
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e

For mere information, 1
you could visit:

eduTrocs/ind=x homl

TrEmes I8 InDian Histoay

V WRITE A4 SHORT ESSAY (ABOUT

500 WORDS) ON THE FOLLOWING!

Discuss the maln features of Mauryan

admintsitation. Which of these elemenis are evideni
i1 the Asokan Inscriptions thal yon have stodted?

Thits 1s a slatement made by one ol the best-krown
epigraphisis of the wenteth cenmiry, D.C. Strear
“There 1s nio aspect of e, culture and activities of
the Indtans that 1s not reflected W inseriptions.™
Discuss:

Diseuss Lthe nottons of kingship (hal developed ithe
post-Mavryan petiod.

Towhat exient were agricultural practices
transformed inthe pertod under conslderaiion?

10.

Conmpane Maps 1 and 2, and sl the imahajanapadis
that mighl have been mcluded fn the Mauryan
Empire Are any Asgkaninscriptions {ound in these
areas?

Collecl nswspipers for onemonth. Cot amd pasle all
thit stalements made by government offictals about
publle works. Note what the reporis say ubout the
respuices required for such projects. how the

gesources are mobilised and the objective of the

project. Who lssues (hese stalements, and how and
why are they communicated? Compare and comirasl
thise wih the evidence from inscriptions discussed
m this chapter- Whiit are the stmilarites and
differences thal you notloe?

Caodiect five different kinds of coomency noles and colns
in ctrculation today. For each one of these. describe
whial you see on Lhe obverse aned the roverse (the front
and the back), Prepare a rwepont on the common
leatimes as well as the differences In lerms of pletures.
scripts and lanpuages, size, shape and any other
elemen| thal you find stgnificant. Compare these with
the cotns shown iz this chapter, discussing (he
malerials used. the techmiques of minting, the visaal
symbols and thelr signtficance and the possible
functions that coins may have had.



