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At the beginning of the year 1919 I submitted a printed thesis entitled "Corporate Life
in Ancient India" for. the Degree of Doctor of
Philosophy of the Calcutta University. When
the thesis was approved, about three hundred
copies which still remained with me were
offered for sale. This is the short history of
tl-ie first edition of this work.
The favourable recepticn by the public and
the encouraging reviews and letters of lea rn
scholars have induced me to bring out a revised
edition of the book. In doing so, I had necessarily to make some additions and alterations,
but these have not modified the general scope
and plan of the work. I need only specifically
mention the additional data from South Indian
inscriptions which have been utilisedin Chapters
I and 11, and the re-arrangement of the last
part of the Second Chapter dealing with village
institutions of Southern India. I have, besides,
added English translation of the more
important German and Sanskrit passages in
the text.
I shall fail in my duty if I omit to express
my obligations to the late lamented scholar
Dr. V. A. Smith, Mr. F. E. Pargiter, Dr. A. B.
Keith, Dr. E. W. Hopkins and Dr. L.G.Bainat\,

for their favourable views about the book and
suggestions for its improvement, expressed in
private communications as well as through the
medium of public press.
Above all, I wish to record my deep obligations to Sir Asutosh Mookerjee, the Guardian
Angel of the Calcutta University. To him
I owe the leisure and opportunity that enabled
me to carry on researches in the field of ancient
Indian History, and I am fortunate in securing
his permission to associate the first product of
my labour with his hallowed name.
In conclusion I take this opportunity of
thanking Professors D. R. Bhandarkar, M. A.,
Radhagovinda Basak, M. A., Ramaprasad
Chanda, B. A., and Dr. I. J. S. Taraporewalla,
B.A., Ph.D., for the occasional help they have
rendered me as noted in the text, and also Mr.
Surendranath Kumar, Superintendent, Reading
Room of the Imperial Library, for his kind
help in supplying me with books and magazines which I required for this work.
Calcutta,
The 28th August, 1920

R. C. MAJUMDAR.

To
SIR ASUTOSH MOOKERJEE,
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INTRODUCTION
T h e spirit of co-operation has contributed more
than anything else to the present highly developed
stage of civilisation. The gigantic experiments in popular
government and the huge economic organisations
spreading over the whole world, such as we see to-day
all around us, have made the modern age what it is.
The corporate activity to which they owe their origin
and the present high level of success, may therefore
be justly looked upon as the distinctive element in
the culture of the day. I t is rightly believed that no
nation that lacks in this essential element of culture
can hope to keep pace with the progress of the
world.
In consideration of this high importance of corporate life to a nation, I need scarcely offer any
apology for the subject matter I have chosen. India
at present is very backward in this particular aspect
of culture, but the following pages are intended to
show that things were quite different in the past.
The spirit of co-operation was a marked feature in
almost all fields of activity in ancient India and was
manifest in social and religious as well as i n political
and economic life. The well-known 'jziti' (caste) and
the Samgha (the community of the Buddhist monks)
are the most notable products of this spirit in the
first two spheres life. The same spirit, however, played
an equally important part in the remaining ones, and its
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effect may be seen typified in Gana (political corporation) and S'regi (guild).
Besides throwing light upon the corporate activities
in public life in ancient India, the following study is
also calculated to broaden our views in another respect.
T h e account of the remarkable achievements in various
spheres of life will enable us to take a true perspective view of the activities of the people in ancient
India. It will establish beyond doubt that religion
did not engross the whole or even an undue proportion of the public attention and that the corporate
activity manifested in this connection was by no means
an isolated factor, but merely one aspect of that
spirit which pervaded all other spheres of action.
So far as I am aware, the subject as a whole
has not bzen hitherto treated by any writer. Separate
topics like Safigha and Gaga have no doubt been
dealt with by scholars, but their mutual relation,
from the point of view I have indicated above, has
wholly escaped them. Very little has, however, been
done even with respect to these isolated subjects. A
brief, though valuable, account of the ancient S're~is
has been given by Hopkins in his latest book. India,
Old and New, but a detailed historical account of the
institution has been attempted, probably for the first
time, in the following pages. So far as I know, the
other forms of corporate activity in economic life
described in Chapter I have not been dealt with by
any scholar. In regard to Chapter 11, I have availed
myself of incidental notices of different items of information to which full reference has been given in
the footnotes. The systematic treatment of the subject,
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and specially the study of the village institutions in
southern India, is, however, entirely new and original.1
A general view of the non-monarchical States, which
forms the subject matter of the third chapter, was
furnished by Mr. Rhys Davids and Mr. K. P. Jayaswal and I have freely acknowledged my indebtedness
to them in the footnotes. But I have attempted to
furnish a historical account of the rise and development of these institutions from the earliest to the
latest period.
The characteristics of the Buddhist church organisation have been noticed by several scholars, specially
Oldenberg. But a detailed account of this institution
with special reference to its corporate character, and
a general view of the religious corporations of ancient
India such as has been attempted in Chapter IV, are
not to be found in any other work. Much has been
written about the origin of caste system, and various
theories, too numerous to mention, have been propounded on the subject ; but the study of the 'caste' as
a social corporation, and a historical account of the
rise, growth and development of the institution, from
this point of view, is attempted for the first time
in Chapter V of this work. I have derived considerable help from the collections of original texts on
the subject contained in Vol. X of Weber's Indische
Studien ( Collectanea liber die Kastenverhaltnisse in den
Br~hmaga und Stitra ), Senart's illuminating article
Les Castes Dans L'inde, and the two German reviews

1. This was true when this book was first published in 1919.
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on the latter work by Jolly and O1denberg in 2. D.
M. G., Vols. 50 and 51. My indebtedness is, however,
confined merely t o the data they supplied on the
subject, for my conclusions are different, and the treatment of the subject, as already indicated above, is
entirely new. I have similarly used Fick's work, Die
Sociale Gliederung I m Nordostlichen Indien Zu Buddha's
Zeit, as a source of information for the Buddhist
period, but I have also gathered fresh data, and the
collection of Buddhist texts on the subject of 'caste,'
included in the last chapter, may claim to be the
most comprehensive of its kind. My theory of the
origin of B r ~ h m a ~caste
a
may appear to be singular
in some respects, and although I do not claim that
it can be said to be a conclusive one, it appears to
me to be the best, with regard to the evidence at
present at our disposal. The acceptance or rejection
of the theory does not, however, affect the general
development of the subject, which is the more irnportant point at issue. I have refrained from all
d~scussions on the merits or defects of the caste
system, as that would have involved me in one of
the most controversial questions of the day which I
have, as a rule, tried to avoid as far as possible.
There can be hardly any doubt that the caste organisation assured the advantages of corporate life to its
members, although it may be difficult to support the
system as it exists at present. I have not offered
a i y suggestions for its modification as I have avoided,
on principle, all philosophical disquisitions throughout
&is work. It has been my aim rather to simply
present the facts in a connected manner, with a view
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to illustrate, as far as possible, the gradual development of the various institutions from the earliest
to the latest period. In doing so, I have always
indicated the sources of my information in order
that my conclusions may be tested with reference
to the original authorities on which they are based.
A few words must be said regarding the dates
of the various literary authorities which have supplied
the materials for this work. I have avoided all discussions about it in the body of the book, as that
would have disturbed the harmony of the subject
matter dealt therein. As will be noticed, I have principally relied upon two classes of works, Brahmanical
and Buddhist. The principal Brahmanical texts, besides
the Samhitzs and the Br~hmaqas, are the Dharmastitras and the Dharma-kistras. No specific dates can
be proposed for the first two which command general
acceptance, but they may be roughly placed in the
second millennium before the Christian era. As regards
the relative chronology of the last two I have been
guided by the latest pronouncements of- P. V. Kane.1
His ideas on the subject may be summed u p in the
following tabular form :Texts arranged
in order of antiquity
Dharmasiitras
1. Gautama
2. BaudhZyana
3. Apastamba
4. VBslshIha
DharmaiZstras
5. Manu-Smyiti

I

1.

Probable date

5C0 B. C.
to
300 B. C.

200 B. C.-l00 A. D.

History of ~hnrrna66stva, Vol. V, Part 11, pp. xii-xiii.
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Of the other Brahmanical texts, the ByihadAranyak-opanishad has been placed before 600 B. (2.1
Although opinions widely differ on the date of Kautilya's
ArthaSiistra, it has been referred by competent critics
to the time of Chandragupta Maurya2 ( c 320 B.C.).
The kernel of the Riimiiyana was composed before
500 B. C., although the more recent portions were
not probably added till the second century B. C. and
later,3 while the Mahiibhiirata, very much in its present
form, existed at about 350 A. D. As regards the
date of P21;lini Dr. Bhandarkar places him in the 7th
century B. C. but Kane refers him to 500 B. C.300 B. C.4 Of the Buddhist texts, the Jntaku
stories have been laid most under contribution. T h e
allusions which they contain to political and social
conditions have been referred by Fick to the time
of Buddha and by Rhys Davids, even to an anterior period.5 O n the authority of these two scholars, I have assumed 7th and 6th century B. C. to
1. Macdonell, History o f Sanskrit Literature, P . 226.
2. See Jolly's article in Z. D. M. G . , Vol. 67, pp. 49-96; specially c f . pp. 95-96.

loo A. r).

Kane

places it between 300 B. C . -

3. Macdonell, op. cit., p . 309.
4. Bornbay Gazetteer ( 1896 ), Vol. 1, Part 11, p. 141 ; Kane, op.
cit.
5. Fick pp. vi-vii ; Buddhist India,p. 207.
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be the period represented by the Jtitakas. The canonical Buddhist Texts, like the Vinaya and the Sutta
pitakus, have been referred by Oldenberg and Rhys
Davids to about 4th century B. C.1 I have not
thought it necessary to reproduce the arguments by
which these different opinions are sustained but have
merely adopted the conclusions, which, I believe,
command general acceptance.2
I beg to remind my readers that the various
topics in this book have been treated from a single
point of view alone, viz., the light which they throw
on corporate life in ancient India. Institutions like
J ~ t iand Saritgha, for example, have many important
1. S. B. E , , Vol., XIII, p. xxiii ; ibid, Vol. XI, p.

X,

2. Dr. A. B. Keith kindly communicated to me that he found
no reason for accepting the dates of ~rthaiiistra and the
Jiitakas as proposed by me. Dr. Hopkins also wrote to the
same effect with regard to the Jiitakas, but he seems to have
had an open mind as t o the date of Arthaiiistra.
I have reconsidered the whole question very carefully and
have come to the conclusion that there is room for honest
difference of opinion in this matter. One might legitimately
refuse to accept the view that either the JZtakas o r the Arthaiiistra were actually composed in the periods named, but
it may, I think, be conceded that the general picture of
society and administration which we meet with in them is
true of periods not far distant from the proposed dates.
The arguments of Biihler, Rhys Davids and Fick about the
Jiitakas, and the discussions of the German scholars with
regard to the Arth aiiistra, from the point of view I have just
indicated, cannot be lightly set aside. I t is probably too
early yet t o pronounce the final judgment o n the whole
question and I would have gladly avoided it altogether if
that were not incompatible with the plan of the work.
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characteristics besides those referred to in the text,
but these have been entirely omitted as they do not
throw any light on the point at issue. Many other
apparent omissions in other instances will, I hope,
be found, on closer examination, to be due to similar
causes.
In conclusion, I beg to point out that l have indicated in footnotes my indebtedness to all previous writers,
and if there is any omission in this respect, it is due
to oversight. As a general rule, I have not referred
to the standard translations of the following works,
although I have reproduced verbatim or nearly verbatim
quotations from them.
I wish it to be distinctly
understood that English renderings of passages from
these works, unless otherwise stated, are to be attributed to their learned translators. These works are :
1. The Translation of the Jztakas by various
scholars published by the Cambridge University Press.
2. The Translations of ~ ~ a s t a r n b aGautama,
,
Vzisish.tha, Baudhii~ana, Martu, N ~ r a d a and Brihaspati
Samhitzis in S. B. E., Vols. 11, XIV, XXV. and XXXIII.
3. T h e Translations of the Vinaya Texts and the
Buddhist Suttas in S. B. E., Vols. XIII, XVII, XX,
and XI.
4. The Translation of Kautilya's Artltajdstra by R.
Shamasastry, B. A.
The method of transliteration followed in the Epigraphia Indica has been adopted in this work.

CHAPTER I

CORPORATE ACTIVITIES IN ECONOMIC LIFE

I
Corporate spirit, a hunzan instinct.
The spirit of co-operation is a social instinct
in man. From the most primitive period of which
we possess any record, it has been manifest in human
society in some form or other. Nevertheless, it is
brought into prominent activity, and lends itself to
some conscious organisation, according to the temper
of man and the circumstances in which he finds
himself. The nature of these circumstances dictates
the form of such organisation, but the character of
its development depends to a great degree upon the
peculiar genius of the society in which it is fostered.
Thus it is that we find in almsot all ages and countries co-operative organisation, howsoever rudimentary,
in different fields of human activity,-social, political,
religious and economic. The development of this
organisation has, however, varied in different parts of
the world.
Its early manifestation in India.
In ancient India corporate activity seems to have
been manifest, in a marked degree, first in the econo-
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mic field. This appears from a passage in the Byihad~ r a ~ y a k - o p a n i s h a d , lwhen read along with Salikargch8rya's comments thereon. W e are told that on the
analogy of the Br~hmagas, Kshatriyas, Vaiiyas and
S%dras in human society, Brahma created similar
classes among the gods. But he was not content by
bringing into existence the first two classes alone,
because they could not acquire wealth. Hence were
created the VaiJyas who were called gabaiah owing
to the circumstance that it was by co-operation and
not by individual effort that they could acquire
wealth.
The passage thus clearly refers to a fairly developed form of corporate activity in economic life as
early as the later Vedic period. It is to be observed
further that the author speaks of the ganu or corporate organisation only in the case of the Vaiiyas,
and in a manner which distinctly denies it to the
upper two classes. It is not unreasonable to infer
from this circumstance that the corporate organisation
among the Briihmacas and Kshatriyas, i.e., of religious
and political character, had not yet assumed as great
an importance as that in economic life.
1. Sa naiva vyabhavat, sa v i i a m a ~ ~ i j ayiinyetiini
t,
devajiitiini ganaia
iikhyiiyante.
T h e comment of SankarZchIrya elucidates the meaning of
this passage :
Kshiitra srishfopi sa naiva vyabhavat karmmane Brahma tathii
nu vyabhavat vittopiirjjayiturabhiiviit. Sa viian?asrijat karmmasiidhanavittopZrjjaniiya. Kah punarasau vif ? Yiinvetiini devajiitiini, sviirthe nishfhii ya ete devajiitibhedii ityarthah ganaiah
ganam ganam iikhyiiyante kathyatzte ganapriiyii hi viiah.
fiiiyena samhatii hi vittopiirjjanasanlarth71!~naikaikaioh.
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Corporate organisation of traders.
It is easy to understand how in ancient India
co-operation of a certain kind among traders was a
necessity forced upon them by the insecurity of the
times. Often having long distances and insecure roads
to traverse, they could individually be no match for
robbers or hostile tribes, but they could, when united
in a body, oppose a successful. resistance to the latter.
The existence of such dangers is specifically referred
to in later literature. Thus a Jiitaka story refers to
a village of 500 robbers with an elder at their head.1
Such organisation of robbers was met by the counterorganisation of traders to which, again, reference is
made in a number of Jataka stories.2 It is quite in
the nature of things that organisation of mercantile
classes was brought into existence by a similar process even in earlier periods of Indian history, and
evidences are not altogether wanting in support of this.
The term p a ~ iwhich occurs several times in
the Rigveda has been differently interpreted by different scholars.3 The St. Petersburgh Dictionary derives
it from the root pan, "to barter", and explains it as
merchant, trader. Zimmer4 and Ludwig5 also take
the word in the sense of merchant.
1. Sattigumba JBtaka; Jat. Vol. IV, p. 4 ~ 0 .

2. Jarudapana JBtaka; Jat. Vol. 11, p, 294.
3. See V. I., p. 471.
4. "Schon Von YZska Nir, 2, 16 wird das Wort (Vanij) mit
Pani, das ebenfalls H l n d l e r bezeichnet, in verbindung gebracht" '\. L., p. 257.
5. Der Rigveda, 3, 213. 215.
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Now, in a certain hymn, the gods are asked
to attack the payis who are referred to as being
defeated with ~laughter.1 Ludwig thinks that these
"references to fights with panis are to be explained
by their having been aboriginal traders who went in
caravans-as
in Arabia and Northern Africa-prepared
to fight, if need be, to protect their goods against
attacks which the Aryans would naturally deem quite
justified." If we accept this meaning, we shall have
necessarily to presume a corporation of merchants,
strong enough to defy their opponents, and carry on
fight against them. Thus the institution referred to
in the Jiitakas may be traced back to the period
represented by the hymns of the Rigveda.2
Corporate organisation of artisans.
T o the same class belongs the corporate organisation of artisans, althsugh probably somewhat
different in nature and origin. It is difficult to
determine, with any amount of definiteness, whether
these institutions, corresponding to guilds of Medieval
Europe, had developed in the early Vedic period.
At present the sole evidence on this point consists of
the use of the words Sreshthi3 and gaya4 in Vedic
literature.

It is well known that the word Sresh.thin in later
literature denoted the 'headman of a guild.'
Dr.
~ a c d o n e l l l remarks that the word may already have
that sense in the Vedic literature.*
Again, the word gana means any corporate organisation, although in later literature it is almost exclusively
used with reference to political and religious bodies.
Roth, however, points out that it is used in the sense
of a 'guild' in Vedic literature.3
In view of the passage from the ~ ~ i h a d - ~ r a y ~ a k opanishad quoted above, the views of Roth and Macdonell seem very probable, if not altogether certain.
It may thus be laid down, with some amount of confidence, that corporate activity in economic life was
a factor in Indian society, probably from the early
Vedic, and in any case certainly from the later Vedic
period. W e shall not probably be far wrong if we
refer the first stages of its development before 800 B. C.

The nature, organisation and importance of guilds.
This corporate activity seems to be quite a common
feature in the economic system of post-Vedic India.
V. I., p. 403.
Dr. R. K. Mookerjee (Local Governme~t in Ancient India, pp.
41 ff.) seems to contend that the word Sraishthya in the Vedic
literature always refers to the position of the head of a
guild, I am unable to accept this view and may point out
in particular that the word could scarcely have been used
in t*
sense in the passages quoted from Atharva-Veda
and Satapatha-Briihma~a on p. 42.
3. St. Petersburgh Dictionary, S. v. gana.
1.

2.

1. V. I , p. 471.
But, as already noticed, the meaning of the term which is
here given is not unanimously accepted.
Br., 111, 30, 3. Kartshitaki, XXVIII, 6 , Tuittivi~aBr,,
3 . Aitare~~a
111, 1 , 4 , 10. See. V. I., p. 403.
4. ~niichavimia Briihnlana, VI, 9. 25; XVII, 1. 5 . 12; Vs. XVI
25 ; T. S. 1. 8. 10. 2.

2.
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A close study of the literature of this period clearly
indicates that men following similar means of livelihood
usually formed themselves into a corporation with definite rules to guide themselves. Thus we find it stated
in the Dharma-si-itra of Gautamal that the additional
(occupations) of a Vaijya are, agriculture, trade,
tending cattle and lending money at
interest.
This list must be taken to include at least all the
important occupations of the people at large, that were
within the purview of the writer, and so it becomes
significant when he says in the very next chapter2 that
LI
cultivators, traders, herdsmen, money-lenders and
artisans (have authority to lay down rules) for their
respective classes. Having learned the (state of) affairs
from those who in each case have authority (to speak,
he shall give) the legal decision."3
This means that
practically all the different branches of occupation mentioned above had some sort of definite organisation.
This organisation must be looked upon as an important
one, inasmuch as its rules were recognised as valid in
the eye of the law and its representatives had a right to be
consulted by the king in any affair that concerned it.
The particular term used to denote the corporation
of tradesmen or mechanics is S'reni. This is defined as
a corporation of people, belonging to the same or different
caste, but following the same trade and industry.

This organisation corresponds to that of the guilds
in Medieval Europe, and may be freely rendered by
that term.
Ancient literature, both Buddhist and
Brahmanical, as well as ancient inscriptions, contains
frequent references to guilds, and this corroborates the
inference we have deduced from the Gautama Dharmas5tra that nearly all the important branches of industry
formed themselves into guilds. The number of these
guilds must have differed considerably, not only in
different periods but also in different localities. In the
Maga-pakkha Jataka,l the king, while going out in full
splendour of State, is said to have assembled the four
castes, the eighteen guilds, and his whole army. This
indicates that the conventional number of different
kinds of guilds in a State was set down as eighteen.2
It is not possible to determine what these conventional
18 guilds were, but we get a considerably larger number
by collecting together all scattered references in literature and inscriptions. The following list compiled in
this way shows at once the wide-spread nature of the
organisation.
1. Workers in wood (carpenters, including cabinetmakers, wheel-wrights, builders of houses, builders of
ships and builders of vehicles of all sorts).3
2 . Workers in metal, including gold and silver.4
3. Leather workers.5

1. Jat. VI,
1. X. 49; S. B. E., 11, p. 232.
2. XI, 21
3. XI, 20. 21; S. B. E. 11, p. 237.

2.
3.
4.
5.

p. 1.

Cf. also Jat. VI, p. 427. cf. p. 17.
Jat. VI, p. 427.
Zbid.
Zbid.

Corporate Activities in Economic Life
Corporate Life
Workers in stone.
5. Ivory workers.
6. Workers fabricating hydraulic engines (Odayahtrika).l
7. Bamboo workers (Vasakaral.2
8. Braziers (Kasakara).3
9. Jewellers.
10. Weavers.4
11. Potters.5
12. Oilmillers ( Tildpishaka).
13. Rush workers and basket makers.
14. Dyers.
15. Painters.7
16. Corn-dealers (Dhariz$ika).8
17. Cultivators.9
18. Fisher folk.
19. Butchers.
20. Barbers and shampooers.
21. Garland makers and flower sellers.lo
22. Mariners.ll

4.

1. Nasik Ins., Lud. 1137.
2. Junnar Ins., Lud. 1165.
3. Ibid.

4. Nasik Ins,, Lud. 1133.
5. Nasik Ius., Lud. 1137.
6.

Ibid.

7. Jat. VI, p. 427.
8. Junnar Ins., Lud. 1180.
9. Gaut. XI. 21.

10. Jat. 111, p. 405.
11. Jat. IV, p. 137.
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23. Herdsmen.1
24. Traders, including caravan traders.2
25. Robbers and freebooters.3
26. Forest police who guarded the caravans.4
27. Money-lenders5
28. Rope and mat-makers.6
29. Toddy-drawers.7
30. Tailors.8
31. Flour-makers.9
Although the actual number of guilds must have
always far exceeded even this number, it 1s interesting
to note that the idea of the conventional 18 guilds
persisted down to modern times in India. Eighteen
papas are actually mentioned in an inscription of the
17th century, viz., vyavahiirikas (traders), piirichiilas
(five sects of smiths working in five different metals),
kumbhiilikas (potters), tantuvzyins (weavers), vastrabhedakas (dyers or tailors ?), tila-ghztakas (oil-millers),
kuragtakas (shoe-makers ?), vastrarakshakas (tailors ?),
deviiizgas, parikeliti (keepers of pack-bullocks ?), go-rakshakas (cowherds), kiriitas (hunters), rajakas (washermen), and
1. Ga. XI. 21.
2. I b i ~ f ;also Jat. I, p. 368; Jat. 11, p. 295.
3- Jat. 111, p. 383; Jat. IV, p. 430.
4. Jat. 11, p. 335.
5. Ga. XI. 21. In those cases where n o reference is given
the list is based upon the authority of Rhys Davids'
Buddhist India, pp. 90 H.
6 . Ep. Ind., V, 23. J. B. B. R. A.S., XI. 273.
7- EP. Ind., V. 23.
EP. Corn., V. Belur, 236.
EP. Znd., XXI. 60.
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kshaurakas (barbers). The compound gana-pana is used
in the sense of communal and professional guilds, and
these formed parts of the local assemblies.1
The paucity of materials makes it impossible to
trace the history of the above guilds in detail. W e
can only hope to describe the general course of their
development during the successive periods of Indian
history.

3. Guilds in the Jiitaka period.
Regarding the earliest period represented by the
J ~ t a k astories ( 7th and 6th century B.C. ), the subject
has already been dealt with by Dr. Richard Fick.2
H e observes that there was a clear difference, so far as
organisation was concerned, between the traders and
the merchants o n one side, and the artisans on the
other. As regards the former, the hereditary families
pursuing certain branches of trade, no doubt formed
themselves into a corporation with a Jetthaka (Alderman)
at its head, but there is nothing in the J ~ t a k a sto show
that there was a highly developed organisation among
them. Far diflerent was, however, the case with the
artisans. Here the heredity of the profession was a
more marked feature than in the case of the traders and
merchants ; the son was apprenticed to the craft of

1. Ep. Ind., xx, p. 90, f.n. 2.
2. Sociale Gliederung im Nordostlichen Zndien zu
(pp. 177, 183).

Buddha's reit.
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his father from his early youth, and the manual skill
talent for a particular industry was thus an inheritance of the family from generation to generation.
The adoption by an artisan of any occupation other
than his hereditary one has never been mentioned
in the Jiitakas, while they contain frequent reference
to the son of an artisan following the occupation of
his father. T h e localisation of industry was another
important factor in this respect. Streets and particular
quarters in a town and even whole villages were
inhabited by one and the same class of artisans.1
These villages were sometimes quite large ; the MahZvaddhakigZmo, for instance, consisted of 1000 fami!ies
of dealers in wood, and the I<ammaragZmo, the same
number of smiths' huts. Lastly there was the institution
of 'Jetthaka' ( Alderman ) also among the artisans.2
These three circumstances, viz., the heredity of profession, the localisation of the different branches of
industry, and the institution of Jetthnka ( Alderman )
appear to Dr. Richard Fick to be conclusive evidence
for the existence of an organisation that may be fairly
compared with the guilds of the Middle Age in
Europe.

1. C ' dantakiira-vithi in Jat I, p. 320, 11, p. 197; ra:aka-vithi
in Jat. IV, p. 81; odanikagharavithiyam in Jat. I11 p. 48;
Mahii-Va@flhakigiimo in Jat. 11, p. 18, IV, pp. 159, 207;
Kammiira-giimo in Jat. 111, p. 281,
2, Cf. Kammakiiva-Jefthaka in Jat. 111. p. 281, V, p. 283;
Miilakilra-~etthaka in Jat. 111, p. 405; Vadclhaki-Jetthaka
in Jat. IV, p. 161. Sometimes the word pamuliha is used
instead of Jet!haka. cf. Jat. 11, pp. 12, 52.
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Some of the fitaka stories throw further interesting sidelight upon the organisation of guilds. W e
learn from Samudda-Vanija J ~ t a k a l that there stood
near Varanasi a great town of carpenters, containing
a thousand families. But among these thousand families
there were two master workmen, each at the head of
five hundred of them. O n one occasion they left
the town and settled with their families in an island.
The story shows the mobility of the guilds which
is testified to by inscriptions of a later period. It
also proves that there was sometimes more than one
organisation of the same class of craftsmen in the
same loca!ity. One might think that the double organisation was due merely to the large number of
craftsmen, but the Jzitaka stories preserve instances of
a thousand men living under a single organisa'tion.2
It appears that sometimes the office of the
Aldzrman was hereditary, for we are told that when
a master mariner died, his son became the head of
the mnriners.3 T h e importance of these guild-organisations is conspicuously proved by the fact that
the heads of guilds sometimes held high posts in the
State and were favourites of the king, rich, and of
great substance.4 Reference is also made to the

stories about the way in which the great Buddha
sometimes reconciled them. Possibly such quarrels
were not infrequent, and necessity was felt of appointing a special tribunal1 to dispose of them. One
of the Jntaka stories refers to a State officer, the
ghandZg5rika (Treasurer or Superintendent of Stores)
whose office carried with it the judgeship of all the
merchant guilds.2 We are expressly told that no such
had existed before, but that there was this office
ever after.
As already observed, two of the Jztakas refer
to eighteen guilds,3 and though the number must
be taken as a purely conventional one, it clearly
demonstrates the wide-spread organisation of these
institutions at this period. I n both these ]ataka stories
the royal procession, on two important occasions, is
said to have included the eighteen guilds, and this
again testifies to the important place they occupied
in the polity of ancient India.

4.

Development of the Guild Organisation in the
Early Dharmastitra period.

W e next come to the period represented by the
early Dharma-sutras (5th century B. C, to 3rd century
1. Mrs. Rhys Davids remarks :-"The

quarrel and rivalry between these Aldermen, and the
introductory episodes of two ]iitakas5 contain interesting
1. Jat. IV, p. 158.
2. Jat. 111, p. 281.
3. Jat. IV, p. 136.
4. Jat. 11, p. 12 ; Jat, 111, p. 281.
5. Jat. 11, pp. 12, 52.

2i

2.

first appointment to supreme headship over all the guilds doubled with the office of
treasurer is narrated in connection with the kingdom of
Kasi at the court of Bcnares. Possibly the quarrels twice
alluded to as occurring b:tween presidents (panrickha) of
guilds at Savatthi in Kosala may have also broken out at Benares
and have led to this appointment" (J.R.A.S., 1901, p. 865.1Sabba senin am vichiiraniimham bhandSgarikatthSnam (Jat.

IV, p. 37).
3' Jat. VI, pp. 1, 427.
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B. C.). Verse 21 of the

11th Chapter of the Gautilma Dharma-siitra, quoted above, authorises the
I
cultivators, traders, herdsmen, money-lenders and
artisans" to lay down rules for their respective classes,
and we are further told that the king shall give the
legal decision after "having learned the ( state of )
affairs from those who ( in each class ) have authority
( to speak )."l
This presents a further stage in the development of the guild-organisations. The corporations of
traders and artisans are now recognised by the constitution as an important factor in the State, and
invested with the highly important power of making
laws for themselves. Their spokesman, corresponding probably to the Je!thakn of the Jatakas, is an
important personage, having the right to represent his
class in the royal court.
The extent of the influence which the guild
exercised over its members at this period is best
illustrated by two disciplinary rules laid down in
Vinaya-pitaka. According to one of them2 the guild
was entitled to arbitrate on certain occasions between
its members and their wives, while according to the
other3 its sanction was necessary for the ordination
of the wife of any of its members.
A passage in the same canonical text leads us
to infer that the guilds already possessed at this
I
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time some executive authority. Thus it is enjoined
that a woman thief (ckori) should not be ordained
as a nun without the sanction of the authorities
concerned-"riijiinah
va s a h g k a h vz gaqam vii piigah
vii senih va anapaloketvii." The old commentator
remarks upon this passag2 :--raja
niima, ynttha raja
anusiisati raja apaloketabbo, segi niima, yattha sepi
anusiisati seci apaloketabbo.1 This certainly refers to the
executive and judicial authority of the guild and places
it on the same footing with that of the king and
other political corporations.

5. Position of Guild at the time of Kautilya.
Kautilya's Artha&istra,Z which is now acknowledgd
by the generality of scholars to have belonged to the
period under review, throws m U ch interesting light upon
the guild organisations of this time. Thus we are told
that the "Supaintendent of Accounts" had to regularly enter, in prescribed registers, the history of cust ~ m s ,professions and transactions of the corporations,3
and three Commissioners, or three ministers enjoying
the confidence of the guilds, were appointed to receive
their deposits which could be taken back in tlmes
of distress.4 Special concessions were made regarding
the lawsuits between trade pilds,5 and special privileges were accorded to a mxchant b~longing to a
1- Where the King rules, his consent will have to be obtained ;

1. S.B.E. Vol. 1I.p. 234.

2. Virraya Texts. IV. 226. Cf.J.R.A S.,1901, p. 865.
3. Suttavibhanga, quoted in the Economic Journal, 1901, p. 313.

where the guild rules its consent will have to be obtained.
2. Kautilya's Arthai~stra. Edited by R. Shamasastry.
3. Arthai~stra, translated into English by R. Shamasastry, P. 69.
4. /bid, p. 253.
5. Ibid, p. l90
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trade-gui1d.l
The importance of the guilds in those
days is further indicated by the fact, that, in an
ideal scheme of a city places are reserved for the
residence of the guilds and corporations of workmen,z
and that the taxes paid by them are included among
the most important sources of revenue.3 The village
guilds were ~rotected by the regulation that no guilds
of any kind other than local "Co-operative guilds"4
shall find entrance into the village.
T h e reputed
wealth of the guilds and the way in which they were
sometimes exploited by unscrupulous kings may be
gathered from the Machiavellian policy unfolded in
Bk. V. Ch. 11. W e are told that in case a king
'finds himself in great financial trouble and needs
money,' he may employ a spy who would borrow
from corporations bar gold or coined gold and then
allow himself to be robbed of it the same night.5
Kautilya also lays down certain specific rules6
regarding the guilds of labourers or day-workers. They
are to be granted certain special privileges ; for example, a grace of seven nights over and above the
period agreed upon for fulfilling their engagement.
The total earnings ace to be equally d i v i d ~ d among
all the members of the guild unless its usage dictated
otherwise. A person leaving the guild after the work

1. Ibid, p. 228.
2. Zbid, p. 61.
3. Ibid, p. 66.
4. S~mutth~~ik~d=an~as=~ama~-iinubandhah
(Ibid,p. 5 4).
5. Ibid, p. 305.
6. Ibid,p. 234ff
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has commenced, is to be punished with fines. Any
person neglecting his proper share of work is to be
for the first time, but if he persists in his
bad conduct he is to be thrown out of the guild.
Again, if any member is guilty of a glaring offence
he is to be treated as a condemned criminal. It
may not be unreasonably held that similar rules held
good among guilds in general.
T h e power and influence of guilds at this time
may be readily inferred from a passage where the
point is seriously discussed whether the troubles caused
by a guild or its leaders are more serious. Kautilya,
in opposition to his predecessors, declares in favour
of the latter, because a leader, backed up by support,
causes oppression by injuring the life and property
of others.1 Again, the question is discussed whether
a waste land is to be colonised by a population
consisting of organised bodies like guilds, or one
without any such organised bodies at all. The latter
is preferred on the ground that the guilds and other
organised bodies are intolerant of calamities and susceptible
of anger and other passions.2 These and similar ~ a s s a ~ e s 3
in ArthaS~strahardly leave any doubt that the guilds
were already an important factor in the State fabric in
the fourth century B. C.
It appears clearly from scattered references in
Kautilya's ArthaS~stra, that the guilds in those days

1. Ibid,p.403.
2. Zbid,p. 363.
3. CJ, eg., Ibid, p. 380.
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Thus in Book
were also great military powers.1
IX, Chapter 11, Kautilya includes "Srenivala" among
the various classes of troops which the king might
possess.2 It was sometimes quite sufficient both
for defensive as well as for offensive purposes, and
when the enemy's army consisted mostly of this
class of soldiers, the king had also to enlist them in
his service.3 Again in Book V, Chapter 111, dealing
with "Subsistence to Government Servants", the pay
of "Srepimukhyas" ( chiefs of guilds ) is set down
as equal to that of the chiefs of elephants, horses
and chariots, and then follows the remark : "The
amount would suffice for having a good following
in their own communities.''4
Further, in Book. VII,
Chapter XVI, Kautilya mentions, among the nefarious
ways by which hostile party is to be kept down, that
a 'irenivala' is to be furnished with a piece of land
that is constantly under troubles from an enemy,
evidently for keeping them too busy to interfere in
the affairs of State. In Book VII, Chapter l, 'the
Sreni' is classed along with soldiers as means to repel
the invasion of enemy.
Kau;ilya also refers to a class of Kshatriya guilds
which lived upon both trade and war.
"KiimbojaSuriishtra-Kshatriya-.Ere7;1yiidayoV~irttii-S'astropajivinab."5
1. The idea was first suggested to me by Prof. D.R. Bhandarkar
2.
3.
4.

5.

in course of conversation. He, however, takes 'srenivala' to mean
'soldiers mainta~nedby the guilds.'
Artha$iistra, p. 340.
Ibid, p. 341.
Ibid, p. 245.
Ibid, p. 376.
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Evidently these were special kinds of guilds and were
mostly to be found in Kzmboja and Sur~shtracountries.
That the guilds adopted military profession might
at first sight appear very strange, but the following
considerations not only support the view but prove
the continuance of this state of things in later periods.
Some verses in the Mahiibharatal enjoin upon a
king to avail himself of 'irenivala' which is said to be
equal in importance to hired soldiers ( Bhritatiz ).
The Riimiiyana2 also refers to 'sayodhaSrel;lil, while
the military aspect of the guilds is clearly evident
from the Mandasor Inscription.3 In Narada4 Smriti
( X, V. ) we are told, with reference to guilds and
other associations, that confederacy in secret,5 resort
to arms without due causes, and mutual attacks,6 will
not be tolerated by the king.
There can be no question that Srepivala refers
to a class of fighting forces, for, as already observed,
Kautil~a tells us that they were sometimes quite
sufficient both for defensive as well as for offensive
purposes. But even conceding this, there is room
for differences of opinion.
R. Shamasastry has
translated the term as "corporation of soldiers," thereby
1. Quoted below.
2. Riimiiyana (Ed. b y Gorresio), 11. 123, 5
3. For full discussion see below.
4. Quoted below.
5. The original words are "rnithah samghiitakaranarn." Jolly translates it as ''mixed assemblages." S. B E. XXXIII, p. 154.
6 Jolly translates : "mutual attacks between those persons." The
context, however, clearly shows that the reference is to associations and not persons.
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ignoring the idea of guild. Professor D. R. Bhanderkar takes it to mean "soldiers maintained by the
guild." I am disposed however to look for the true
explanation of the term in the KshatriyaSrel;li of
Kautilya referred to above. This seems to me to
refer to a class of guilds which followed some
industrial arts, and carried on military profession at
one and the same time. That this is quite probable
is proved beyond all doubt by the Mandasor Inscription,
to which detailed reference will be made later. W e
learn from this interesting record that some members
of the silk-weavers' guild took to arms, and these
martial spirits, valorous in battle, "even to-day...effect
by force the destruction of their enemies." It is not
a little curiolls that this silk-weavers' guild originally
belonged to the Lata province, just on the border of
the Surzshtra country, which, according to Kautilya
abounded in these Kshatriya guilds. Rut whatever
view may be correct, the interesting fact remains that
in addition to their proper activities, some of the ancient
guilds also possessed military resources of no mean
worth, and that they played no insignificant part in
the internal polity of ancient India. This naturally
reminds one of the Italian guilds of the Middle Ages.
The KshatriyaSret;lis mentioned by Kautilya apparently subsisted for a long time, at least in Southern
India, and a good example is furnished by the Velaikkaras of the tenth and eleventh centuries A. D. This
community consisted of various working classes such
as the Valahgai, Idailgai, etc., and is frequently referred
to in the Tanjore inscriptions of the Chola kings,
Riijarzja I and RZjendra Chola I, as a part of the name
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of the different regiments composing the Chola army.
They also migrated to Ceylon and were employed
as mercenaries by Sinhalese kings at this period.
LJJe learn from an inscription at Polannaruwa that a
chief named Devasena had constructed a relic temple
for the sacred tooth of Jina at the command of King
Vijayabahu and invoked the members of the V e l a i k k ~ r a
army to protect it. These assembled together, bringing
with them their leaders, and took up3n themselves
the responsibility of maintaining the temple and
protecting its property. By way of remuneration one
veli of land was assigned to each individual member
)
they agreed thus : "We protect
(of the V e l a i k k ~ r a sand
the villages belonging to the temple, its servants'
property and devotees, even though, in doing this,
we lose ourselves or otherwise suffer. W e provide for
all the requirements of the temple so long as our
community continues to exist, repairing such parts of
the temple as get dilapidated in course of time and
we get this, our contract, which is attested by us,
engraved on stone and copper so that it may last
as long as the Moon and the Sun endure."l
6.

Early DharmaSiistra Period.

A further stage of development in the organisation
of guilds is observable in the period represented by the
early Dharrna-4zstras (2nd century B. C. to 3rd century
A- D.). Thus the Mnnu-rgfihitl'i not only reiterates

l. G. Ep. R. 1913, p. 101.
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the statement of Gautama auoted above, but expressly
refers to Sreni-dharma or 'usages of the guilds' as
having the force of law.] I t further lays down that
"If a man belonging to a corporation inhabiting
a village or a district (gr~ma-deSa-sarhgha),after swearing to an agreement, breaks it through avarice, (the king)
shall banish him from his realm."2
The Ysijriavalkya-sarhhit~ also prescribes that
if a man steals the property of a guild or any other
corporation, or breaks any agreement with it, he shall be
banished from the realm and all his property, confiscated.3
Similar injunction also occurs in the Vishpu-smriti.4
These injunctions in the successive Smritis hardly
leave any doubt, that shortly after the Christian Era
the guild organisation had developed into a highly
important factor in State politics. Not only was it
recognised as a definite part of the State fabric, but
its authority was upheld by that of the State, and
its prestige and status considerably enhanced by the
definite proclamation of the State policy to guarantee

its successful existence by affording it all timely need
and assistance.
The result of this happy state of things was a
further development of these organisations on the one
hand, and an increased confidence of the public in
their utility, on the other. This is fully evidenced
by a number of inscriptions to which reference may
be made in somewhat greater detail.
There are no less than seven inscriptions
belonging to this period which distinctly refer to
guilds and their activities. It will be well to begin
with a short summary of each of them.
1. Perhaps the oldest epigraphic reference to guild
is jurnished by an inscription of Huvishka at Mathura,
dated in the year 28 (c. 106 A. D.). It refers to
an akshaya-nivi (perpetual endowment) of 550 pursipas
each to two guilds, one of which was that of flourmakers.1
2. An inscription in a cave at Nasik, dated in
the year 42 ( = l 2.0 A.D.), records the donation of
3000 Kiirshsipanas by Ushavadata, son-in-law of the
S'aka Chief Nahapana. T h e gift was intended for

1 . Jiitijiirrapadiin dharnlmiin Srenidharmm~michadharn~n~avit
I
Samikshya ~uladharmmiimichasvadharmmam pratipiirlnyet 11 VIII.4 1 .

the benefit of the Buddhist monks dwelling in the
cave, and the entire sum was invested in the guilds
dwelling at Govardhana in the following manner :
"2000 in a weavers' guild, the rate of interest
being one per cent. per month ;

2.

3.

VIII. 219. The next verse (VIII. 220) further lays down that
such a n offender should be fined and imprisoned, apparently,
if the two verses are to be held as consistent, before his
banishment from the realm (or should the latter be looked
upon as an alternative punishment ? ). Both MedhItithi and
Kullukabhatta include Trade-guilds under ' ~ e i a - s a m g h'a
11.

187-192.

4. GanadravyiipaharttB viviisyah.

EP. i n d , Vol. X X I , p. 60.
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"1000 in another weavers' guild at the rate of
'75 per cent. per month." It is clearly stated that these
Kahapanas are not to be repaid, their interest only
to be enjoyed. The object of the gift is also laid
down as follows :
'The 2000 Kah3par)as at 1 per cent. per month
are the cloth money ; out of them is to be supplied,
to every one of the twenty monks who keep the
Varra or retreat in the cave. a cloth money of 1 2
Knhnpanas ; out of the other thousand is to be
supplied the money for Ku)ar)a, a term the precise
siznificance of which is uncertion.'
In conclusion we are told that all this has been
"proclaimned (and) registered at the town's hall, at the
record office, according to custom."l
3. Another Inscription at Nasik* dated in the
9th year King ilvarasena, who ruled in the 3rd
mnturg A.D.,3 records the investment of a similar
perpetual endowment with the guilds dwelling at
Govardhana, as follows :
"In the hands of the guild of Kularikas (probably potters) one thousand KilrshZpa~as,of the ~ u i l d
of Odayantrikar (probably workers fabricating hydraulic
engines, water clocks or others) two thousand." The
last portion of the inscription is mutilated, but enough
to show that an amount was also invested
,ith the guild of oil-millers, and the sum of 500
K&npava.s with another guild. T h e object of this
endowment was to povide medicines for the sick of
1. Ep. Ind., Vol. VIII, pp. 82-83.
2. Ibid, pp. 88-9.
3. Rapson-Andhra Coins,p. cxxxiv.
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the Safigi/a of monks dwelling in the monastery on
mount Trirabmi.
4. An inscription at Junnar rrcords the investmant
of the income of two fields with the quild at
Konkhika for planting Karaiija trees and banyan
trees.1
5. Another inscription at Junnar? records iovestmpnt 05 money \vith the guild of bam5nl-workers
and the e;ui!d of braziers.
6. A third inscription at Junnar3
record: the
gift of a cave and a cistern bv the guild of corndealers.
7. An inscription at Nagarjonikonda, dated
333 P, D.. refers to a permanent 'endoivment' created
by a person for the maintenance of the religious
establishments made by him. The endowment consisted

1. The inscription runs as follows :

.

'Koniichike seniya uvasakn ii~!ri:>uv~a
vadiilikiiyiim karaiarnula
nivataunni visa ka?a.~utakevadamule
nivatanani(na)va.'
Biihler-Burgess translated it as follows in .+ch. Surv. W.
I\' : "By Aduthuma, the Saka, a n Upasaka of the guild of the
KonHchikas ( a gift o f ) 20 nivartanas in VadZlikZ, near the
karaiija tree, and in Kataputaka, 9 nivartanas near the banyan
tree." Pischel has shown thst 'vadamula' and 'karajamulaP
really mean "cost of planting these trees" (Nachr. Gott. Ges.
Wiss. Phil. Hist. Kt., 1895, p 216). Liiders thinks that the
investment was made with the guild and not by a member
of the guild (EP. I d . , X, App., No 1162, p. 132).
2. Lud. No. 1165.
3. Ibid No. 1180.
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of a deposit of 70 diniiras in one guild and 10 each
in three other guilds, out of the interest of which
specific acts had to bz done. Only names of two
guilds are legible, namely those of Panika (probably
sellers or growers of betel leaves)
and Pnvaka
(confectioners). l

Guilds serving as Local Banks.
There are, besides, a number of fragmentary
inscriptions2 which seem t o record similar investments
with various guilds, but as their purport has not
been made out with certainty, no reference is made
to them. The seven inscription?, quoted above, are,
however, calculated to throw a flood of light on the
function and organisation of the ancient guilds. Thus
Nos. 1-5 and 7 conclusively prove that guilds in
ancient days received deposits of public money and
paid regular interest on them. The Machiavellian policy
of exploiting these guilds, as laid down by Kautilya,
and quoted above on p. 24, bears testimony to the
fact that they also lent out money. Roughly speaking,
therefore, th?y must bz said to have served the func1 . Ep. Ind., X X X V , p 5
2. Five inscriptions of this psriod refer to ths gift of Avesa,ti.
a term which has not been met with anywhere else. Cunningham translated it as "gateway-architrave" (Bhilsa Topes, p.
264). while in Maisey's Siinchi it is translated as "neophyte"
(p. 95). Buhler suggested the meaning. 'the foreman of the
artisans. (Ep. Ind.. Vol. 11, p. 88). Liders has accepted it
in the case of the SZnchi inscription, but in other places
rendered the term simply by 'artisan' The conclusion abou f
the existence of a 'guild' from the use of this term is therefore somewhat problematic.
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tions of modern banks. The Inscription No. 2 shows
that the rate of interest which they paid varied between 1 2 and 9 p c. The gililds. which thus operated
as a network of banks throughout the length and breadth
of the country, must have possessed a coherent organisation, sufficient to induce the public to trust large
sums of money with them. They must have been of
long standing, and their operations. characterised by
honesty and fair dealing ; for, otherwise, men would
scarcely have made perpetual endowments with them.
The concluding portions of No. 2 seem to prove also
that they were recognised as an important factor in
the municipal government of ancient cities, and were
responsible to the corporation of the town for the
due discharge of their duties as trustees of public
monpy. They received not merely deposits in cash,
but also endowment of property, as is proved by the
Inscription No. 4.
The objects with which these endowments were
made are manifold, and due pxformance of them
must have required extra-professional skill. Thus
one guild is required to plant articular trees, while
several others, none of which had anything to do
with medicine, were to provide it for the sick monks
of the cave. The inscriptions further prove that there
were several craft-guilds at on1>pl-ice, and sometimes
more than one guild belonging to the same profession ;
as, for example, there were two weavers' guilds at
Govardhana (cf. No. 2). In gmeral, the guilds are
named after the professions to which they belong,
but in one case the reference is made simply to th;
"guild at Kon~chika." It m:ght mean that there wa;
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only one guild at the village, so that no speciaC
designation was necessary to denote it, or that the
whole village formed itrelf into a guild, being inhabited by one class of artisans alone ; for, as wehave seen above, the Pali literature contains reference
t.o such villages, The Inscription, S o . 6 is interesting.
as it shows that the guilds were not merely the
themselves
receivers of other's gifts, but made gifts
in the name of the corporation.

Functinni of Guilds according to Yajliavalk~~n-sakhitd.
Some injunctions laid down in the early Dharma.+astras give us an interesting glimpse into the
working of these gui1,ls. Thus the Yajliavalbyasnmhitiil (Chap. 11) c o n t ~ i n s the following :--

It follows from the above that guilds could possess
corporate property, and lay down rules and regu!ations
corresponding to the 'Articles of Association' of the present
day, which it was a penal crime to violate. Their representatives often transacted business with the court in their
name and were held in high respect there. Some pure
and virtuous men were appointed as their Executive
officers ( k~rya-chintaknh). Their reIation to the
Assembly is unfortunately not quite clear. Though
it is not clearly laid down whether they were
appointed by the king or elected by the members
themselves, the latter seems to be very probable
from the tenor of the whole passage. Then, again, it
appears from the line "Knrttavyam vachanak t e s h a k
somuha hitozEdin6n7," that these officers
executive authority over the members of the corporation, and
could visit with punishment an\-one who disobeyed
their
decision. They were bound, however, by
the laws and usages of the corpolation, and if they
violafed them in the exercise of their authority, and
there was disseilsion between them and the general
members, the king had to step in and make both
The
parties conform to the ejtablished usage.

1. Perhaps PHshandi in the Trivandrurn E d i t i ~ nis a better reading.

1. Chaukhamba Edition.
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executive officers, though vested with considerable
authority, could not thus be autocrats by any means,
and their ultimate responsibility to the law and custom
was assured by the instrumentality of the AssemblY.1
Although no mention is made here of the
President of the guild, the frequent reference to
Sreshthin in contemporary inscriptions shows that
there was one ; but the real power seems now to have
devolved upon the Executive officers. Thus the
constitution of the guild during this period resented
a very modern appearance, with a Chief and a few
Executive officers responsible to the Assembly. The
corporate spirit of a guild is most strikingly manifzsted in verse 190, which lays down that everything
acquired by a m3n while engaged in the business
of the guild ( apparerrily inclilding even gifts from
king or other persons ), must be paid to the guild
itself, and anyone failing to do this of his own
accord, will have to pay a fine amounting to eleven
times 9;; value.
The importance atnched to guilds and other
corCoration~ at this period is best illustrated by the
two fallowing facts :
1. T h e violation of agreements entered into
witir the corporations ( Sahvid-vyiltikrama ) is already
rrcorded in Yijliaunlkya and Mana as one of the
recognised titles of law ( M. VIII, 5 : Y.II, 15 ).
1.

This point is made quite clear by the commentators. Mitramiin,
for example, quotes Y. 11, 187, in support of the fact that
the Assembly could punish the Executive Officers. ( Viram,
p 488. ) This point has been treated in detail later On.
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2. YzjZavalkya lays

down the general maxim
duties arising from the
Rules and Regulations of the corporation ( Samayikal ),
not inconsistent with the injunctions of the sacred
texts, ar well as the regulations laid down by t h e
king, must be observed with care, thus placing the
duty towards the guild almost on an equal footing with
that towards the State.
It appears from the last line quoted above that
dissensions, and
perhaps also quarrels, among
members of the sam- guild and between different guilds
were not unknown. In such cases the king had to
step in dnd make each party conform to the existing
rules and usages.
( see verse 186 ) that the

Reference to Gullds in the Mahiibh~rnta.

A few passages occurring in the Mahiibhilratnz
indicate the high importance thdt the guilds
enjoyed in general estimatioil. Thus guilds are
described as one of the princip~l supports of the
royal power, 3 and sowing dissensions among the heads
of guilds, or inciting them to treason, is locked
upon as a recognised means of i~ljuring the enemy's
kingdom.4
Duryodhana, after his defeat by the
Gandharvas, refuses to go bzck to
----

his capital,

for,

-_

1. Samaya is defined in the Niirar/a-smyiti as the aggregate of
the rules settled by the corporations Niirada, X . 1. Hence
the meaning of the SZmayika I have assigned above.
2. References are to the Critical Edition.
3. Pfiramavgsika-parva, ch. 7, VV, 7-9.
4. Sgntiparva, ch. 59. V. 49 ; ch 138. V. 63.

40

C ~ r p ~ r a Lite
te

hum'lidted as he was, he dared not face the heads
of the guilds. "What will the heads of guilds (and
others ; say to me ancl what shall I tell them in
reply ? l " Last. but not of the Icast importance, is
the verse in h ~ n t i - ~ a r v awhich lay; down that no
amaunt of expiation can remove the sins of those v ~ h o
forsake their duties to the guild t 3 which they belong.2
An interesting reference to guilds is also contained in a passape in the HarivaribEa which describes
the fatal wrestling match between Klishna and the
followers of Ka&sa. T e arena which was built far
accommodating visitors contained pavi!ions for the
different guilds, and we are told that these pavilions,
vast as mountains, were decorated with banners
bearing upon them the implements and the emblems
of the several crafts.3
The clav seals discovered at Baszrh, the site
of ancient Vaii~li, throw fu.ther iL;iercst:ng sidelight
upon the guild-~rga~isat'onsof this period. The
follolving legends, a m o ~ gothers, occur n i l a number
of them.4
1. S'reshlhl-s~rt~az~hn-':~~lik:-~:~a~~~.
2. Sreshthi-kuli1;a-~;gnm~.
3. Sreshthi-nigama.
4. Kulikn-.zigama.
-

1.
2.
3.

4,

P n a p ~ r v n ,ch. 238, V. 15.
Slntiparva, ch. 37, V. 14.
Sva-tarmmq-dravva-yul<tBbhlh patlkZbhir-~irznt2.ram I
SreninZii-cha g~nZnZli-cha maiichl b b H n t y - l ~ h a l - 7 ~ a r n Z11h
Harivamirr Ch. 86, v. 5.
.In,zrral fieport of the Archrnolo,yical Brri~ey of I17clia. 1903-4,
p. 107 ff ; 1911-l', v. 55 ; 1913-14, p. 135 ff.
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The crucial word in the above legends, viz.,
nigam~, has been usually rendered by the scholars,
as 'guilds' or ' ~ o r ~ ~ r a t i o n sProfessor
.'
D. R. Bhan.darkar, how~ver, coltends1 that there is no authority
for this meaning and suggests that the word should
be taken in its ordlnary sexe, VIZ., 'a city.' Professor Bhandarkar 1s undodbtedly right in his contention, and untll some chance discoveries definitely
estab~shthe meaning of the term, it is, I believe,
sate to accet his suggestion.
T'lle legends quoted above would thus refer to
citits adinin~stered by S'leshlhls, Kulzkas and Siirthavahas, jointly or severaily. buch a state of things,
though unusual, cannot be regarded, however, as
absoluteiy unlque 111 view of the gieat lriercantile
organlsaiions or bouther11 lndia to which a deta~ied
rzfe~ence will be made In a later section of this
chapter. i n Northern Indla, too, an inscription at
Gwalior2 reiers to a Board of S'reshlhzs and Siirthaviihas admmisterjng tne clty in the year 877 A.D.
Now the words b reshlhz, Siirthaviil~aand Kulzka3
are ordinarily used in banskrlt literature to denote
It is clear therethe chiek of a g u ~ l d or caravan.
fore, that the clay-seas referred to above belonged
to guilds which were powerful enough to be recognlsed as the rullng authority in a clty. As we have
seen above, there aie references in the ]ataka stories
to villages of artisans and traders, and possibly slmi-

1 . Carnlichael Lectures, l 9 18, p. 170 ff.
2. Ep. I/ril., Vol. I. p . l 5 9 ff.
3. I take the word to be the sa1r.e as liulaka
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lar state of things prevailed in the 4th and 5th
centuries A.D. In any case, i n the present state of
our knowledge, the only legitimate conclusion from
the Baszrh seals seems to be, that there were powerful guild-organisations, with ruling authority, in various
cities of India during the Gupta period.1

7. Later Dharma-Siistra Period
W e now come to the ~ e r i o drepresented by the
later Dharma-htras like those of N ~ r a d aand Brihaspati ( 4th and 5th century A.D. ). T h e progrecsive
advancement of the guild-organisations is continued

1. It may be mentioned here that the scho!zrs who have taken the
word nigama in the sense of a guild deduce quite differznt,though
interesting, conclusions from the inscriptions of the EasLrh seals:
Thc following remarks of Dr. Bloch may be quoted as a specimen.
"The most numerous amm: tfis s e a l inscrio:ions is tliat referrinq to th.: corporation or g ~ i l d(xi,"n~?ia)
of bankzrs ( i ; e ~ h t k i n ) ,
traders (stivthaviiha), and perchants (kulilra). I t is invariably
cnmbirlzd with other seals ljiving the names of pri:aic individuals,
only in one instance it is found together with the seal of the
Chief of Prince's Ministers. The list of private nlmes is
fairly conspicuous. A g r e d many of them are dist;nguished
as merchants (kulika). One person, Hari by name, style-,
himself both klilika and p~utkama kulika. Two persons are
called bankers (ireshfhin), and one Dodda by namz, was a
siirthnviiha or trader. Generally two or even more of the
seals of private individsals are found in combination with
each other or with the seal of thc guild of bankers, etc.,
of which evidently most of them were mcmbers. I t looks
a s if during those days, something like a modern chamber
of commerce existed in upper India at some big trading
centre, perhaps at PSitaliputra." (Annual Repovt of the
Archeological Survey, 1903-4, p. 104
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during this period. Tn Niirada, as well as in Brihaspati
separate chapters are devoted to the title of law
arising out of the transgression of compact ( S n h v i d vyatikrama ). NZrada explicitlji states that "the king
must maintain the usages of the guilds and other
corporations. Whatever be their laws, their (religious).
duties, ( the rules regarding ) their attendance, and the
( particular mode o f ) livelihood prescribed for them,
that the king shall approve of."'
W e are further
told that "those who cause dissension among the members of an association shall undergo punishment of
a specially sevzre kind; because they would prove
extremely dangzious, like an (epidemic) disease, if they
were al!o;ved to g;, free."2 These injunctio~sof the
Dharma-fZsrr;zs s i ~ ~in v a gzz?ral wry t h ~hiql?
~ r .
tance attached to the guild-organisations as an important factor in society.
The literatnrz of this p ~ r i o d throw: interesting
side-ligkt on the nature and origin of the guild-organisation. Thus, regarding its ralson d'etre we find
the following in Byihnspati3 :
i
l
n

1. X. 2, 3 .
2. X, 6.
3. XVII. 5-6.
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Jolly translates this passage as follows :"A compact formed among villagers, companies
(of artizans) and associations is (czlled) an agreement ;
such (an agreement) must be observed both in times
of distress and for acts of piety.
"When a danger is apprehended from robbers or
thieves, it is (considered as) a distress common to all ;
i n such a case, (the danger) must be repelled by all,
not by one man alone whoever he may be."l
This translation does not commend itself to me,
for the rendering of Jolly, "silch (an agreement)
must be observed both in times of distress and for
acts of piety," hardly gives any s a t i s f a c t ~ rmeaning.
~~
The real significance of the passage seems to be that
such convention is to be executed (knryiih) to provide
against dangers and for the durpase of discharging
their duties."
In the next passage Jolly renders ' c h ~ t achaura' by
robbers and thieves. The sense of robbers and thieves
is covered by the Sanskrit term 'chnzlra' but 'ChZ.'a'
remains untranslated.
The word occurs in "a-chcita-bhiita-priivejya"
and
freexpressions
that
occur
other analogous technical
?uently in the land grants of this period, and both
Dr. Bbhler and Dr. Fleet have taken it in the senze
1.
2.

S. B. E., Vol. 31, p. 347.
The Saptami in 'Bii91ziih-ale' and 'DliarmakLirye' is to be
explained by the rule "Nimitt3t havmnia Sa;17a1lFj~e"cf. the
rxplanation of
Bhi4,ante hriclaya-gi.anthi$=~hl~idIantescrvvasam$ay2h 1
Ks/li,vante ch=ijs~laltarrnnani tasmirl drishfe parSivare 11
b y VBchaspati hli$ra in Bhijrnati
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of "irregular tr03~s."l Then, Jolly's translation of
the last portion is also not satisfactory. It would
strictly mean an injunction upon a articular individual
not to repel the common danger. The real meaning,
however, seems to be : "it is the united body, not a
sing12 ~ndividual, whoever (i. e., however great) he
may be, that is sble to repel the danger."
W e are now in a position to understand the general
purport of the whole passage. In the first two lines
the author lays down the leasons why a compact
should be entered into by the members of a guild
and other corporations. These are said to bz (1)
re vent ion of danger and (2) proper discharge of
their dilties (religious and secular).
The last two lines mention specifically the dangers
referred to above, viz., those from thieves, robbers
and irregular troops (who probably infested the country
after they were disbanded at thz conclusion of a war),
and justify the recommendation for a compact by
stating that such ilangzrs can be repzlled only by the
co-operation of all, and not by a single individual.
It was thus fully realised that the value of co-operation
lay in the facilities it aff3rds for preventing common
dangers and erf forming common good. It must have been
a deep-rooted consciousness of this utility of co-operation
in the public mind that led to the growth and development
of these guild-organisations.

We also leinl from the same texts some of th,formalities which accompanied the formation of a new
guild.
1.

I A. Vol. V, p 115 ; Gupta Inscriptiorrs, F, 98, fn. (2)
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Thus Brihacpati says :-

% t 3?~~h q q V1 q f h f
It thus
organisation
among the
one of the

well-known man standing
conduct of another.

qTfq?q I

appears that the first step towards the
of a guild was to inspire mutual confidence
intending members. This was done by
following means:

1. Kosha.-This

no doubt refers to the ordeal
described in detail in Nzirada I. 329-331 and Yiijliavalkya 11. 114-115. The person to be tested was
"to drink three mouthfuls of water in which ( an
image o f ) the deity whom he holds sacred has been
bathed and worshipped. If he should meet himself
with any calamity within a week or a fortnight (after
having undergone this ordeal), it shall be regarded as
proof of his guilt,"2 otherwise he would be considered
pure, and, of course, a worthy member of the guild.

2. Lekha-kriyii.-This
probably refers to a convention or agreement, laying down the rules and
regulations of the guild, to which all must subscribe.
3. Madhyastha.-It is difficult to understand what
this really means. I t may refer to the practice of a

1. "Mutual confidence having first been established by means
of (the ordeal by) sacred libation, by a stipulation in writing.
or by umpires, they shall then set about their work." (XVII,
7; S. B. E., Vol. XXXIII, p 347.)
S.
B. E., Vol. XXXIII, p. 116. In the case under consider2.
ation we havc, o: course, t o substitute for 'guilt,' 'unfitness
for membership.'

guarantee for
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the faithful

After having inspired mutual confidence by one
or other of these means the intending members set
themselves to work. The list of items of business
included various things besides the strictly professional
business,l and these were probably inserted in a
document which each of the intending members had
to subscribe. Brihaspati preserves a specimen of such
items in the following lines :

Thus the activity of the guilds was extended
t o a variety of objects of public utility such as the
construction of a house of assembly, of a shed for
(accommodating travellers with) water, a temple, a
pool, and a garden. They also helped the poor peo-

1.

This of cohrse would differ with different guilds and is referred to in "eneral terms, as follows, by KBtyEyana.
Sanziihii~riirn trr yo dhaummas=tena dharmmena te sad2 I
Pralcurj~ir!l sarvaz-kiirj!vijni svadhavnreshn vj~avast!r;tii!r
l1
(quoted in Viviirlavatnakara, p. 180.)

2

XVII. 11-12. For Jolly's translation of the passage, cf. S. B. E ,
Vol. XXXIII, pp. 347-8.
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the Svhsh.irns1 or <acrificial acts enple to
joined b y the sacred tpxts.2
All theqe were written in a formal document
which was a valid agreement in the eye of the law.
This aspect of the activity of %uilds is b ~ r n ewitness
to by the inscriptions. Thus the Junnar inscription,
already referred to above.3 me:itions the evcavation
of a cave and the construction of a cistern by the
guild of corn dealers. The Mandasor inscription4
describes hour a guild of silk-weavers built a rnagnificent temp12 of the Sun, in thz year 437 A.D.,
and repaired it aqain in 473-4 A.D.

1. Jolly translates the

passage as "relief to helpless or poor
people." B L I ~
as 'Suhkiiras' is placed along with "yajanakriyii," it must refer to the 1 2 or 16 Sarizrkiiras rnzntioned
in the Smyitis.

2. The duty specified bv the expression "kul?i~~annrnn~roclha~cfia"
is difficult to understand. Jolly translates it as ' a common
path or defence." This is not, however, in keeping with the
view of any of the commentators like ~ h a n d e i v a r aor Mitramiira. The former explains the passage as "kuliivarlariz
kulitzasya aynnnm (iinaynnam), nirodho durjjana-~raveia-viivnnnnz." i.e., importation of good men and the prohibition
of bad ones. (Viviidaratniikara, p. 182)

~ i t r a m i i r aexplains it as "durb biks!ziidy-apagamapaf yyantas vn
rllr~ua~!nm" which probably means the maintenance of pesple
till the famine, etc., is over. Mitramigra also noces a variant
reading "kuly2yananirodhah" and explains it as ' kulyiiyiik
7ra~a~tana-~ratiband/1au"
i'e , the excavation of tanks, wells,
etc, and the damming of water-coilrses (Viram., p. 425.)
5.

See p. 33, above.

4. Fleet-Gupta

Inscriptions, No. 18.
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8. The constitution of guilds.
The executivz machinery which
guilds to perform

these

multifarious

enabled the
works is also

described in some detail in Byihaspnti. There was a
chief or president, assisted by two, three or five
executive officers (XVI!.
9, 10).1 Brihaspnti says
that only persons who are honest, acquainted with
tile Vedas and their duty, able. celf-controlled, sprung
from noble families, and skilled in every business,
shall be appointed as executive oficers.2
These officers, seem to have exercised cons itlerable
authority over individual members in their official
capacity. Thus, according to Brihaspati. if an individual failed to perform his share of the agreement,
though able to do the same, he was punished by
confiscation of his entire property and by banishment
from the town. For the man who falls out with
his associates or neglects his work, a fine is ordained,
amounting to six nishkas of four suvarqas each.
Banishment from the town is also the punishment o f

1. X\TIl. 10. The inscriptions of the Vaillabhatta SvImin
Temple at Gwalior ( Ep. Ind., I, p. 154 ff. ) refer to the executive
officersof several guilds. Thus, for example, while referring to the
oilmillers' guilds, it at first mentions the names of the Chiefs of each
guild ( Tailikamal~a~taka
) and then adds "and the other members of
the whole guild of oilmillers." The number of chiefs of the three
guilds of oilmillers, is respectively 4, 2, and 5
2. XVII. 9. Persans not deserving of these posts are also mentioned in detail. ( Brih., XVII. 8, )
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one who injures the joint stock, or breaks the mutual
agreement.
The executive officers could deal with the wrongdoers in whatever way they liked, beginning from
mild censure and rebuke and culminating in any punishment up to e ~ ~ u l s i o n . 1In administering these their
hands were unfettered, for Brihaspati states explicitly
that "whatever is done by those (heads of an association), whether harsh or kind, towards other people
in accordance with prescribed regulations,z must be
approved of by the king as well : for they are declared to be the appointed managers (of affairs)."3
The king, however, could interfere in specified cases.
Thus the next verse tells us, "should they (heads of
an association) agree, actuated by hatred, on injuring
a single member of the fellowship, the king must
restra-in them; and they shall be punished, if they
persist in their conduct."4 It seems that any person
punished by the president could appeal to the king,
and if it would appear that the conduct of the president,
was not in accordance with prescribed regulations but
simply actuated by personal feelings, the king could
rescind his resolutions. These two passages seem to

indicate that while the independence of the association
was respected by the king, the security of a person
from ths occasio;lai fury of a democratic ass~mbly
was duly safeguardcd. It was probably by such means
that a reconci1ia:ion was sought to be made between
the contending claims of individual and corporate
rights.
The democratic element.
In spite of this exercise of high authority by the
executive oficers th3 democratic element was quite a
distinguishing feature of the guild organisations of this
period. There was a house of assembly1 where the
members of the guild assembled to transact public
business from time to time. According to N%rada,
regular rules were laid down for the attendance of
members, and the king had to approve of them,
wha'ever they might be.2 It appears from Mitramiira's conment on the passage, that the sound of
a drum or other instruments was a signal for the
attendance of members in the guild hall for the
transaction of the affairs of the community.3 Reyular
speeches seem to have been rc3de in the assembly,
and the idea of 'liberty of speech' was probably not
unknown.
Thus Cha~deBvara quotes the following
passage from Kztyayana in his Viviidaratni3kara.
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1. XVII. 17.
2. This ph~aseis to be added to Jolly's translation of the
passage in S.B.E., XXXIII, p. 349. For the original runs as follows:
Taih kritam yat svadharmena nigrahznugraham nyinzrn I TadZjazmanumantavyani nisrishtBrthB hi te smyitZh ll Nisyish!ZtthZh
js explained by ~ l t r a r n d r a
as "aririj?iita-XFr?.Z!lw(l'iram., p. 430)
3. XVII. 18 ; S.B E.. Vol. XXXIII.
4. S.B.E., Vol, XXXIII, p. 349.

ghgwq rit ii;sr?r,q~is'f anmrnq: I
~43-dq~1
rfis~c
am,sqrc T'osaTgsq rr
and

ad's

tlis

cosn:nt

dt

~ ~ ~+ii~$fm3;rj.4
1 7

1. Brih., XVII. 11. 2. Nar,.X.3.
4. Bib. Znd., p. 179.

3. Viram,p. 430.

51

Corporate Life
This seems to imply that the executive officer
who injures another for having said reasonable things,
interrupts a speaker (lit. gives no opportunity to the
speaker to continue), or speaks something improper,
is to be punished with 'piirvasZhasadar;lda.'
Several minor regulations also clearly bring out
thesn inrtitution5.
the democratic feeling that
Thus it is ordained by Blihaspati with regard to the
executive officers or other persons deputed to manage
some affairs on behalf of the guild, that whatever is
acquired (such as a field or a garden acquired in
course of a boundary dispute in a law court), or
preserved (from a thief) by them, and whatever debt
is incurred by them (for the purpose of the guild), or
whatever is bestowed upon the community as a mark of
royal favour, all this is to be divided equally among all
the members.1 If however the money borrowed by the
executive officers was spent by them for their own individual ends and not for the interest of the guild, they
were liable to make good the amount.
It appears from some comments2 of Mitrarniira that
the inclusion of new members in a guild and the exclusion of old members from its fold depended upon
the general assembly of the guild. H e also quotes a

1. Yattai'~~ r z p t a mrakshita* vH g a ~ z r t h a n ivH rinani ketam I
RZjaprasBdalabdhaZcha sarveshHmeva tatsamamiti l1 Viram.,:p, 432.
T h e bracketted portion in the above translation is taken fram
the commentary.
2 Ys tu samudHpHnugrahEttadantarbhSvam prHptZh ye cha

samudiiy~kshobhCdinZ tat0 bahirbhiitzstzn pratyzha sa [KiityZyanah]
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passage from K%ty%yanato show that the new member
at once share, equally with others, the existing
assets and liabilities of the guild and enjoy the fruits
of its charitable and religious deeds, whereas the man
who was excluded from the guild would at once cease
to have any interest i n any of them. Cha?deQvara,
author of the Viv~daratn~kara,
also quotes :he same
passagel and informs us that it required the consent of
all to become the member of a guild, but one might
give u p the membership of his own accord.
T h e passages quoted above also indirectly bear
testimony to the fact that the guilds possessed some of
the powers and functions of a democratic assembly. T h u s
it is clear that
(11T h e guild was recognised as a corporation in a
law court where it was represented by selected members
to contest the possession of a field, garden, etc.
( 2 ) T h e guild possessed corporate immovable
property like field, garden, etc.
(3) T h e executive officer could contract loan on
behalf of the gulid.

1. GanHnIm QrenivargznZmgatah syuryyopi madhyatlm I
PrZk~itasyadhanarnasya sam8mQZhsarva eveti ll
Tathaiva bhojyavaibhavyadZnadharmakriyCsu cha (
~amL'ihasyon"babh~~i
syCt pr HggatastvamQabhZnna tviti 11
( Viram. p. 432 )
V. Rtn. reads priiktat~asyafor priilrritasya in line 2, vnibhzjya for
vaibhavya in line 3 , and pragata for priiggata in line 4 ( p. 187 )
Ye sarvvasammatyC ganCdimadhyapravish jHstepi sarvve piirvvadhanasya rinasya cha bhzginoh bhavantityarthah. ~ragatastvamgabhzg na tu. pragatah nijaprayojanamztrena ganzdibhyo vahirbhiitah
n z m i a b h ~ g i t ~ a r t h a(h V.
. Rtn. p. 188. )
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(4) Charitable and religious deeds were performed
on bzhalf of the corporation, each individual member of
which was supposed to have enjoyed the benefits
thereof.
( 3 ) O l e could cease to be a mzmber of the guild
of his own accord.
A later inscription found at Kaman in the old
@haratpur State and belonging to about the eighth century A.D. furnishes many interesting details about
the guilds. It appears that while carrying out the
objects for which they received any endowment, they
did not pay out of their common funds but levied a
small cess on members. Further, the inscription states
that a particular guild included every member who
folIowzd tha sam: profession and each member was
to contribute a fixed amount.1
But the most characteristic democratic element
in the whole system was the ultimate responsibility
of th3 executive officers to the assembly. 'This point
is fully treated by Mitramisra.2 H e takes verse 187
of the second chapter of Y~jZavalkya to refer to the
Mukhyas, and recites the following text from Kgtygyana as an illustration of the doctrine (the right of the
assembly to punish its chiefs).

T h u s any of the executive officers who was guilty

Ep. 2nd XXIV, p. 3 3 3 .
2. Viram p. 428.

1.

.

of
or
be
to,
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any heinous criminal act, who created dissensions,
who destroyed . ' ~ eproperty of the association, could
removed, and the removal was only to be notified
but not necessarily sanctioned by, the kirig. As the

executive officers possessed great powers it might not
aluays have proved an easy affair to remove them if
they as;umed a defiant attiiude.1 In such cases the
matter was to be brought t o t h e notice of the king as
appears fron the following verse in Byihaspati-Szmhits :

T h e king would hear Eoth sides and, of course,
decide in Buch case4 according to the special rule of
t hz guildj, as ,llrsady n1)ticed above (p. 221.1 He would
then give his decision and enforce his decree.
Mitramisra is quite explicit on this point. H e
says that the removal of the executive officers was
the proper function of the assembly (samnlia), and that
the king would step in t o punish these men only when

1 Cf. the passages in ArthagBstra quoted above on pp. 24-25.
2 XVII. 27. ''Whexl a dispute arises between the chiefs and the
societies, the king shall decide it, and shall bring them back to their
duty." ( S. B, E., V012 XXXIII, p. 349. ) This is corroborated by
epigraphic records ( E p , Ind. XXIV, p. 3 4 ) .
3 See also Niirada. X. 3 and JagannZtha's comment upon it.
Nar., p. 1e4.
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the assembly found itself unable to do

-?
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The above circu;;lstance furnishes a most striking
illustration of the royal in,erfcrence in the affair of
guilds. That tile king could uphold the cause of an
individual if he though: that he was a victim to
jealousy or hat red, has already been noticed before.
Some other cases of royal interference may be gleaned
from the following verses O F Nzrada
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Thus the king could forbid a combination of
different associations (possibly of a hostile nature),
qrming of thosc bodies without due causes, and the
conflict between them. He could also prevent them
from undertaking such acts as were either opposed
to his wish or interests, or of contemptible and immoral nature.
The extant commentary1 on these passages of
the Narada Smyi:i, which, though of late date, may
be assumed to have been handed down from mole
ancient times, throws new light upon the relation of
the king and th,. corporations like guilds. It runs as
follows:

fqzqf~qqI qiqe~fqfiwf. d f q f s f s ? ~YaT UT UT yq
3ziwnitsr a q f a d 3 3 T T ~ ~T O W T v
F
i~ ~ TTT% srmrai w q l i
alrsrq $fa q~wfw:q4q~;~a?a~frqfqfa
aati ~ f q w s$fa 3qst
7qfs~qlq$fa T T WU3ri
~ Y I W 9 $fa ~ I T ~ ? z % w
q39~8iaq9~~
fqafag~arfs wri ~ ~ v a r f s afq~rum
fa
qsafqgfsfa I I
q$+

1. As an illustration of this, he quotes M. 'JIII, 219-221, referred to above on p.30 uhere it is enjoined.upon the king t o banish the
person who violates his agreement with a corporation. Mitramisra
here takes the whole passage as referring to 'rnukhyas' or executive
officers alone. He also similarly explains the following passage of
Byillaspati with reference to 'mukhyas' alonc.
"An acrimonious or malicious man, and one who causes dissension or does violent acts, or who is inimically disposed towards the
guild, association o r the king, shall be instantly expelled from the
town o r the assembly ( of the corporation )."
He then adds the following comment :
"......to be expelled from the place of the assembly, i . e . , by the
assembly itself". I t cannot be argued that this interpretation is wrong
inasmuch as the assembly has n o right to award punishment. F o r
the passage quoted above from Kiitj'iiyana conc!usivcly proves that i t
is the assembly which has the right to punish the executive officers".
Yiram p.429.
2. X.4.5.7. Translated in S. B. E., Vol. XXXIII, pp. 154-5.

What the commentator means to say is this, I n
above) it has been
the previous suiras (X. 2-3-see
laid down that the king must maintain the rules and
usages, sctt!ed by the guilds and other corporations,
whatever t h t y might be. Now they might form
such regulations as "we shall ask the subjects not t c
pay taxes to the king", "we shall always go naked,

1. Nar., p. 161, f.n.
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"we shall gamble," "we shall visit prostitutes," "we
shall drive at excessive speed along the public road,"
"we shall worship at those places where kkhotaka
grows," etc. In that case it might be urged to be
the duty of the king to maintain even these regulations.
In ord-r to safeguard against such c~ntingencies, the
above exceptions have been laid down. This proves, as
notkling else could have done, the supreme importances
attached to these corporations. A king could interfere
with them only in some specific cases, but otherwise
they were free to act in whatever way they liked, and
the king was bound to accept their decision.

9.

Guilds as ordinary Courts of law.

We have already seen that the guild as a whole
possessed considerable executive and judicial authority
over its members. The passages quoted above to illustrate this must howevc; be taken to signify that the
authority extended over, and covered, only those relations
in which they stood to the guild. In other word3, the
guild could only interfere in cases which affected, or
had a tendency to affect t h e transaction of business.
The following passages in Brihaspati seem to show,
however, that the guild also formed part of the ordinary
tribunals of the country.
"Relatives, guilds, assemblies (of CO-habitants),and
other persons duly authorised by the king, should decide
lawsuits among men, excepting causes concerning violent
crimes (sZhasa).
"When a cause has not been (duly) investigated by
(meetings of) kindred, it should be decided after due
deliberation by guilds ; when it has not been (duly)
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examined by guilds, it should be decided by assemblies
(of CO-habitants); and when it has not been (sufficiently)
made out by such assemblies, (it should be tried) by
appointed (judyes)." 1
It would certainly follow from the above, that
the guild formed the second of the four ordinary
courts of justic:, from each ot which an appeal lay
successively to the next higher ones. T h e chapter in
which these passages occur deals generally with the
constitution of the court of justice and there is nothing
to show that the judicial functions of ti-e guild
noticed here related to its members alone or simply
with reference to its own proper business. T h e very fact
that B~ihaspati has noticed these latter functions
separately in a later chapter, seems to prove that in the
paLsages, quoted above, reference is made to the guilds
as ordinary courts of law. The exception noticed in verse
28, viz., causes concerning violent crimes, also proves
that the writer had in view only the ordinary courts of
justice.
The chiefs of guilds also played an important role
in local administration. This is proved by the Dzmodarpur
Copper plates. Two of them, dated in the years 433
and 438 A. D., in the reign of the Gupta emperor
Kum~raguptaI, contain the following passage2 :

1. 1/28, 30 ; S. B. E., Vol. XXXIII, p- 281.
The word Sreni has been rendered by Companies (of artizans) in the
original passage but I have substituted the word 'guild' for it. Cfalso N Brada 107, p. 6.
2 Ep. Ind. Vol. XV, p, 130
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" ~ s n r ~ m - % q d o v f ~ ~ ~ ~ wGf.arf ~ s i i oafasrsl~
sting - ~ y f s -qaqqgfm-yfafsq - srss-srsw-v~rqsra-37
3
&wnfa--"
"While Kumar-iimiitya Vetravarmmii was administering the government of the locality in the company
of nagara-Syesh.thi DhyitipZla, siirthaviiha Bandhumitra,
prathama-kulika Dhyitimitra, pralhama-kayastha SamvapZla."

10. Epigraphic Evidence
Some interesting side-light on the organisation of
guilds is furnished by inscriptions of this period. Thus
the Indore Copper-plate Inscription of Skanda Guptal
dated in the year 146, i.e. 465 A. D., records the gift of
an endowment, the interest of which is to be applied to
the maintenance of a lamp which has been established in
a temple for the service of the Sun-god. We are further
told that "this gift of a BrZhmana's endowment of (the
temple of) the Sun (is) the perpetual property of the guild
of oilmen, of which JTvanta is the head, residing at the
town of Indrapura, as long as it continues in complete
unity, (even) in moving away from this settlement."2
Several interesting points are to be noted in this short
reference to a guild. Besides the custom of designating a
guild by the name of its headmen, it distinctly points to
the mobility of the body, and more importance is
evidkntly attached to the unity of the guild, than the
place where it settles. This is an evidence of the high

1. Fleet-Gupta

2. Ibid. p. 7 1 .

inscriptions. No. 16
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state of guild-org~nisation,for nonz but a fully organised
body could thus shift from placz to place and yet retain
its unity and public confidence.
By far the most interesting account of a guild is
that furnished by the Mandasor stone inscription of
Kum%ragupta and Bandhuvarman.1 It relates how a
guild of silk-weavers, originally settled at Liita, immigrated into the city of Da{apur, attracted by the virtues
of the king of that place. Here many of them took to
different pursuits. Some learnt archery and became
good fighters, others adopted the religious liFe and
discoursed on religious topics. The prudent among
them learnt astrology and astronomy, while a few gave
up all worldly concerns and took to an ascetic life.
Various other professions were also followed, while a
number of them adhered to the hereditary profession of
silk-weaving. Thus the guild2 flourished at Dasapura,
and built in the year 436 A D. a magnificent temple
of the Sun out of its accumulated riches. In course of

1 Il~iti.No. 18.
2 In his introduction t o the inscription Fleet remarks as follows :
"It (the Inscriptionj narrates, in the first place. how a number o f
silk-wzavers immigrated from the LBta Vishaya, or central and southern Gujarat, into the city of Dasapura, and how some of the band
took u p other occupations while those who adhered to their original
pursuit constituted themselves into a separate and flourishing guild"
( C . I. I., 111, p. 80). The verse 19 however makes it quite clear, that
the guild included all the members described in verses 16-19. For.
after referring to them in detail in the above verses, the author concludes : "adhikam=abhivibhiiti irenir-evam prakiiraih" ( V.19 ) which
certainly signifies that the guild flourished through all these men.
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time t h e temple fell into disrepair; and was repaired
by the same guild in the year 472 A. D.
This highly interesting inscription, ccucbcd in
verses that recall the best days of Sanskrit Kgvya Literature, has preserved for us a vivid account of one of
the best specimens of the ancient guilds that constituted
such a remarkable feature of aniient Indian society.
I t invalidates the notion, too generally entertained,
that guilds were stereotyped close corpotations of
craftsmen, busy alone with their own profession and
little susceptible to culture or progress. I t portrays
before us the picture of a guild of silk-weavers, proud
of their own profession and true to their own organisation,l but displaying within these limits an activity
and keenness for all-round progress t h ~ ist really surprising. Thore were among them martial spirits, valor-

Fleet also translates the passages to the same effect : "(And SO)the
g u ~ l dshines gloriously all arcund, throngh those who are of this
sort and through others who, etc
including thereby, within the
guild, men following different pursuits as described above. Now
they were all silk-weavers uhen they were in LBta, and took to
different pursuits while at Mandasor. If then this motley body is
still called the guild of silk-weavers, it must follow that they
constituted a guild while a t LSta and that the organisation continued although zome of the members gave up the hereditary
pursuits in their new abode. That the whole body of a gdild could
~ h u remove
s
to another place has been proved by the Indore coppcrplate mentioned above.
1. Thus when the temple of the Sun is built, or is again repaireds
it is said to be done by the orders of the glild and \'atsaChriyi~
composes the inscription at the command of the guild ; cf. the
l< st versc.

......"
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ous in b ~ . t l e ,who 'even to-day .. ... ...effect by force the
dzstruction of thzir enemies; while there were others,
unassuming in their modesty and devoted to discourses
of religion, men who overcame the attachment forworldly objects and were characterised by piety and goodness,-very
gods in an earthly habitation.' T h e science
of astrology was cultivated by them while the finer ;rts
li2.e p o ~ t r ywere not neglected, as is abundantly evidenced by the brilliant poem before us; for it is only
among men who have the sense of appreciation for
poetry, that such literature can flourish. T h e guild in
ancient India was thus not merely the means for the
development of arts and crafts, but through the
autonomy and freedom accorded to it by the law of
the land, i t became a centre of strength, and an abode
of liberal culture and progress, which truly made it a
power and ornament of the society.
10. Guild organisation in later pe~iods.
T h e existence of guild organisations during the
later pzriod i i attested by a number of inscriptions.
Of these an inscription at the Vaillabhatta-svzmin
Temple at Gwaliorl is the most important. A3
has already been mentioned, it refers to the organisation of Sreshthis and siirthavZhas, etc., ruling the city
of Gwalior in the year 877 A.D., indicating thereby
that th- political impo-tance of these old institutions
rzmained undiminished. T h e inscription, be:id.s,
rec3-ds enl3wmerlts m l d e with thz guilds of oilmiIl,rs an3 gardeners, and the way in which these

1. Ep. Ind., Vol. I, p. 159ff
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are des:ribed throw some light on their constitution.
Mention is made, by name, of four chiefs of the oilmillers of 5r1-sarve~vara~ura,
two chiefs of the oilm llers of SrTvatsa-sv~mi~ura,
and four chiefs of the oilmillers of two other places, and we are told that these
togdther with the other (mambers) of the whole guild
of oil-millers should give one palika of oil per oilmill eveiy month. Similarly, the other endowment
was to the effect that the seven chiefs, mentioned by
name, and the other (members) of the whole guild of
gardeners should give fifty garlands every day.
I t appears from the above that the guild organisation was still in full vigour and endowments were
made with them as of old. They a'so illustrate the
constitution of the guilds laid down in Brihaspatii
t viz., that there should be two, thres, or five
executive officers in each guild. For we have just seen
that the oil-millers' guilds had two or four, and the
gardeners' guild, seven such members. The very fact
that they are individually mentioned by name shows the
importance of these officers, and this is quite in keeping
with what we have learnt from the Blihaspati-smriti.
Another inscription,2 about the same period, refers
to an important guild of horse-dealerrs who imposzd
a tithe upon all purchasers-including
kin-: and his
provincial officers-of
horszs, mares and other anirnils .
T h e members of the guild came from various countries
and the proceeds of the tithe were naturally distributed

1. See above. p. 49.
2 Pehoa inscription, Ep. Znd., vol. 1, P. 184.
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among various temples situated in 1ocrlit:er so far apart
as t'ehoa and Klnauj. In this cose, aqain, r o t only arp
the chiefs of the guild and their headman mentioned
by n ]me, but the native plcces of each ind;iiiuaJ are
also given in detail. A guild of horse-dealerr is also
referred to in the Horsha Stone inscription dated

973-74 A. D. and seven inscriptions of Pcuth
India.1 T h e Siyadoni inscriutrons2 of the latter
half of the tenth century A.D., also record the rift of
the wilds of betel-sellers, oil-make-S, and stone-cutters,
and refer to an investment of 1,350 drammas with the
distillers of spirituous liquor. T h e guild of vigulika
'hunters?) is mentio.~edin the Karitalai stone inscr'ntion)
of Chedi Lakshmanarija who flourished a h ~ r l t the
middle of the tenth centur). A.D., while the D e o p ~ r C
inscription of Vijayasena refers to h l p i goshlhi, apparently meaning a guild of stone-cutters, in Varendra or
North Bengal.
'Communal and Profesqional Guilds' are referred to in an inscription at Kap in the South Kanara District, dated A.D. 1556.5 There were also guilds
in the eighteenth century. It is thus quite clear that
guild organisa+ion continued down to the modern perio6.

1. Ep. Znd.,Vol. 11, p. l l n f f . SII. IV, NO. 514. A. R. I. E,,
1953-4.p 74
2. Ep. Inn., Vol. I , p. 167 ff.
3. Ep. Inn., Vol. 11, pp. 174 ff
4. Ep. lnd , Vol. I, pp. 3 1 1 ff
'. Ep. Ind, Vol, XX. D. 96.
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T h e permanent organisation of guilds represents
the corporate activity in the ancient economic life at
its best. There were also other forms in which cooperative spirit was displayed, and these require to
be noticed in some detail, in order to gain a comprehensive idea of the whole subject. Trade, carried
on on joint stock principles, may be mentioned first
under this head. This form of corporate activity
seems to have beer. very ancient, and definite examples
of it are furnished by the ]ataka stories. Thus we read
in ChullakaSestthi Jiitakal how a young man purchased
the contents of a ship, which had just touched at
the port, by the deposit of his ring. Shortly afterwards 100 merchants from Benares came for the
same purpose, but having been told of the previous
transaction they paid him a thousand coins each, and
obtained a share of the merchandise along with him.
Later, they paid him another thousand each, and got
the whole merchandise for themselves, the young man
having made altogether 200,000 over the transaction.
Again in Kiita-V~~ija-Tataka2we read of two
merchants who entered into partnership and took five
hundred wagons of merchandise from Varanasi to the
country districts. T h e Suhanu-J~taka3 refers to 'the
horse-dealers of the north' who apparently carried on
their business jointly. In the Introduction to 'Kiita-

1. Jat., Vol. I, p. 114
2. Jat., Vol. I, p. 404,
3. Jat., Vol. 11, p. 30.
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~'.~ija-JStaka,No. 2,l we read of two traders of
hr3vasti who joined in partnership and loaded five
hundred wagons full of wares, journeying from east
to west for trade. T h e B~veru-J%taka2refers to merchants who jointly carrled on their trade, and sold
strange Indian birds, at fabulous price, in the kingdom
of Baveru. The hlaha-Vznija-Jataka3 relates the story
of a number of merchants who entered into a temporary
Thus we read :
"Merchants from many a kingdom came,
and all together met
Chose them a chief, and straight set out
a treasure for to get."4
These incidental references in the Jatakas unmistakably point towards the system of joint transaction of business: and shed a new light on the corporate
activities of the traders and merchants in ancient
India.
Kautilya has referred to this system in his Arthahstra.5 'The ancient Dharmaikstras 6 have
laid
down regular rules fo U T ~ ~ U ~ which
Z Y T is
~ the Sanskrit
technical term for it. N ~ r a d aexpounds the fundamental
principles of this system in the follswing verses :

1. Ibid, p. 181.
2. Jat.. Vol. 111, p. 126.
3. Jat.. Vol. IV, p. 350.
4. English Translation of the Jiitakas, Vol IV, p. 222.
5. P, 185.
6. Nar. 111. 1. 9; Brih. XIV, 1-32. Y. 11-262 ff.
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T h e essence of the sy;teLn thus consisted in the
transaction of business, for the purpose of gain, jointly by a number of persons each of whom contributed towards the common fund that served as the
capital of the Company. As the individual contribution formed the real basis of the whole system,
Narada declares that the loss, expenses, and profit
of each partner are proportioned to the amount con-

1. Nar., p. 133, The verses are translated as follows in S. B. E..
Vol. XXXIII, p. 124,
(1) "Where traders or others carry on business jointly, it is
called partnership, which is a title of law.
(2) "Where several partners are jointly carrying on business for
tile purpose of gain, the contribution of funds towards the common

stock of the association forms the basis (of their undertakings).
Wlerefore let each contribute his proper share.
(3) "The loss, expenses, and profit of each partner are
either equal to those of the other partners or exceed them or remain
below them, according as his share is equal to theirs, or greater or
less,
the
(4) "The stores, the food, the charges (for tolls and
like), the loss. the freight and the expense of keeping valuables
must be duly paid for by each of the several partners, in accordance
with the terms of their agreements."
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tributed by him towards the Joint Stock Company.'
Br ihaspati also endorses this view but Kautilya and
Ysjjiiavalkya lay down that the profit, etc., may be
e i t h e r in proportion to the amount contributed by
each or as originally agreed upon among the partners.
It thus appezrs that an agreement was drawn up
among the partners, intending to carry on business together, in which the general prirciples upon which the
business would be managed were clearly laid down.
By virtue of this agreement some of the partners,
probably on account of their greater skill and s ~ e c i a l
knowledge, might enjoy a greater share of the profit,
than was warranted by the amount of money contrib uted by them.
I t is interesting to note that these essential
principles of partnership wele also fully uriderstcod in
the period represented by the J%taka stories. Thus it
is related in the Kfifa-V~njja-Jstakathat two merchants,
called rehpectively 'Wise' znd 'Vli~est', entered into
partnership and took five hundred wagons of me1 chandise f ~ o mVaranasi to the country distl icts. TT1 ese they
disposed of their wares, 2nd retulred niih tl-e pr ccaads
to the city. U h e n the t i r e for dividing came, Wisest
said, "I must have a double rkJare." "bhy ro p", ~ s k e d
Wise. "Because while you are only Wise, I am Wisest,
and Wise ought to have only one share to Wisest's tno."
'S'But
we both had an equal jntercst in the stock-in-trade.
and in the oxen and wagons. Why should you have two
shares ?" "Because I am Wisest." And so they talked

on till they fell to quarrelling. The rest of the story
shows how the "Wisest" tried to impose upon iht other
but failed, and at last the two merchants made an equal
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division of the profit.1 T h e story thus clearly shows
that while it was recognised as a general principle, that
profits should be proportionate to the share one contributes to the stock-in-trade, the idea of awarding
ss was not altogespecial share for greater skill in busineL
ther unknown.
As the success of the Joint-stock business depended
upon the individuals that formcd the Company, the
Smritis have laid down clear injunctions for the selection
of partners. Thus Bcihaspati lays downL :
"Trade or other occupations seould not be carried
o n by prudent men jointly with such as are afflicted by
an illness, ill-fated, or destitute.
"A man should carry on business jointly with
pcrsons of noble parentage, clever, active. intelligent,
familiar with coins, skilled in revenue and expenditure,
honest, and enterprising."3
An idea of the corporate spirit with which the
from the
business was carried on may be formed
following :"Whatever property one partner may give (or
lend) authorised by many, or whatever contract he may
cause to be executed, all that is (considered as having
been) done by a11."4
The relation of the individual to the corporate body
was also clearly laid down :
n

1. Jat , Vol. I, p. 404.

2. Ch. XIV.
3. S. B. E., Vol. XXXIII, p. 336.
4 Ibid,p. 337.
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"When (a single partner acting) without the assent
(of the other partners) or against their express instructions injures (their joint property) through his negligence,
he must by himself give a compensation to all his
partners." l
"When any one among them is found out to
have practised deceit in a purchase or sale, he must be
cleared by oath (or ordeal).
"They are themselves pronounced to be arbitrators
and witnesses for one another in doubtful cases, and
when a fraudulent act has been discovered, unless a
(previoui) feud should exist between them."2
Thus the individual was responsible to the corporate body for his neqligent acts and his other partners
sat in judgment over him or gave evidence in the case. If
a charge of fraud was brought against arly person, his
reputation had to be cleared by an ordeal or other tests3
and if his guilt was established he should he paid his capital and expelled from the Company-his
profits being
forfeited to it.4
O n the whole the matter was decided
by the corporate body itself, and the guilty individual
r a s not liable to the jurisdiction of any outside authority
for his misdeeds. On the other hand, his virtue war:
also rewarded by the same corporate body, for s a p
Brihaspati :
"That partner, on the other hand, who by his
own efforts preserves (the common stock) from a
danger apprehended through fate or the king, s M l
be allowed a tenth part of it (as a reward).5

-

1. Ibid.pp. 337-8 ;c$ Nar.111, 5 ; Y. 11, 263.
2. Ibid, p. 337.
3. Brih., XIV. 7
4. Y. 11. 268.
5. XIV. 10,also cf. Nar. 111. 6; Y. 11. 263.
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The corporate body also looked after the interests
of the individual even aftcr his death. According to
the same authority,
''Should any such pa!tner in trade happen to die
through want of proper care, his goods must be s h ~ w n
(and delivered ) to officers appointed by the king."l
It also appears trom the comments of ChaVde6vara
on the fourth verse of N ~ r a d aquoted above, that a partner, if necess-lry, could draw from the common fund an
amount regulated by the share he paid.*
Ti!lage of the soil and various arts and crafis, such
as the r~anufnctureof articles made of gold, silver,
thread, wood, stone or leather, were also carl ied on by
the workers on the same principle oi partnership. Unlike
trade, however, the blsis of partnership in these cases
consisted, not of the capital money contributed by each
but of the skill and technical knowledge which each
brought to the work. As this naturally varied in different
persons, the share of profit w h ~ c heach enjoyed was also
different. Thus Brihaspati says :
"When goldsmiths or other (artist ,) [i.e., workers
in silver, thread, wood, stonz or l e ~ t h e r ]practise their art
jointly, they shall share the profits in due propoition,
corresponding to the nature of their work."3 O n the
same princip!e, "the headman among a number of workmen jointly building a house or temple, or digging a pool
or making articles of leather, is entitled to a double share

1. S. B. E. Vol. XXXIII, 338 ; also cf. Nar- 111, 7 ; Y 11. 207
2, UddhLr,stasmLt deyadravyzt prayojanavi~eshIdLkarsha~m
( V . Rtn., p 112 ).
3. Chapter.XIV. vv. 28 ff ; S.' B. E , Vol XXXIII, p. 340.
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(of the remuneration),"l and among the musicians "he
who knows how to beat the time shall take a share and
a half, but the s i n ~ e r sshall take e q u ~shares,"z
l
The same
were also applied even among thieves and freebooters when they came to divide their spoil. "Four
shares shall be awarded to their chief; he who is (specially)
valiant shall receive three shares; one (particularly) able
shall take two; and the remaining associates shall share
alike."3 O n the other hand, if any of them is arrested,
the money spent for his release is to be shared by all
alike.4
It Is also worthy of note that priests carried on
sacrificial act and ceremonies on the same principle of
partnership.5 T h u s it is o7d:iined that of the sixteen
priests at a sacrifice, the first group of four who were
the chief offjciatots would r e c e i ~ ezbcut the half, and
t h ~second, third and fourth groups, respectively half,
one-third and one-fcurth of that. T h e commentator
exp!ains that if, for example, the sacrificial fee consists
of 100 cows. each of the first group would receive 12
and each of the succeeding qroups, respectively 6, 4,
and 3.5
Thel-e was another kind7 of corporate activity in
the economic life in ancient India which can be best
rendered by the term "Traders' League." As already
1. Ibid, p. 341.
2. Ibid.
3. Ibid.
4. KLtyZyana, quoted in V. Rtn., p.
5. Y. 11. 258 ; also Nar. 111. 8, 9: Brih. XIV. 15.
6 . Viram p 387

126.

7. I have already included 'Traders' in the list of guilds (p. 17 )(,

* separate treatment is necessary not only because the guild of traders
ia in many respects different from ordinary craft-guild but specially
its existence is denied by Mrs. Rhys Davids.
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noticed above, there was, no doubt, some sort of
corporate organisation among the traders, during the
early pzriod, but bqth Mrs. Rhys Davidsl and Richard
Fick2 whq have studied th. economic condition
in ancient India deny the existence of any such definite and close organisation which could make the
word 'League' applicable to it. These schdars, however, confine their attention ertcluiively to the J%raka
stories, or at best only to the Buddhiit Literature, but
the data furnishel by these sources, interpreted in
the light of other evidences, leave n9 doubt on the
point.
Several lataka stories refer to the organisation ofsea-going merchants. Thus the ValZhassa J5takaR relates the story of five hundred msrchants, with a chief
at their head, who chartered a vessel for trading in CeyIon. The Pandara-Jgtaka4 also refers to the chartering of
a vessel by 'five hundred trading folk.' W e also read in
the Supparaka J~taka5 how 7006 merchants got ready
a skipper, and the treasure that was gained in course of
the voyage was divided amongst them.
Other JWaka stories refer to the concerted commercial action of traders on land. The Jarudapana J3taka7
(both the story itself as well as the Introductory episole
pachchuppannavatthu)
refers to a largz
caravan-

1. J. R. A. S. 1901, p. 869.
3. Jat. XI, p 127.
2. Fick, p. 178.
5. Jat., Vol. IV, p. 136.
4. Jat, Vol. V, p. 75.
6. The njmber is not definitely stated but we are told that there
wcre 700 souls on board the ship, evidently including the sailors.
7. Jat. Vol. 11, p. 294.
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consisting of a number of traders of ~ / r ~ v a s (and
ti
Benares) who set off together under a chief (jetthaka),
with cart-loads of wares. T h e traders, referred to in the
Introductory episode, cam? back together with their
treasure trove, and went in a body to pay respects
to the Buddha, as they had done on the eve of their
journey. T h e Guttila JZtakal refers to certain traders
of Benares who made a journey to Ujjeni for trade. That
this was a concerted action on their part, appears quite
clearly from the fact, that they lodged in the same place
and enjoyed themselves together.
The above instances clearly prove thzt the traders
undertook commercial activities in an orgllnised body.
There are other considerations which szem to show that
the organisation was somztimes a pzrmlnent one.
T h e term setthi which occurs frequently in the
Buddhist Literature should be taken to mean the
representative of the communities of traders. Thus in
Chullavagga VI. 4. l. we are told that '41ath1 - P ~ n j i k a
was the husband of the sister of the Rsjagaha setthi 2
Evidently here the term Rzjagaha Setthi was intended t o
convey the sense of a distinguished particular individual ;
it could not mean d merchant in gzneral. Again i n
Mahavagga VIII. 1-16ff.3 reference is mad2 to the
illness of the 'setthi at R~jagaha.' W h m the physicians
declared that he would die in course of a wzek, one of
the merchants thought of the good services done by him
both to the king and to the mrrchants."4 (->%T<? hq-q
1. Ibid, p. 248.
2. S. B. E., XX, p. 179.
3. S. B. E , XVII, p. 181 ff4. Vinaya Pitaka Vol. I, p. 273. In S B. E., Vol. XVII, p 181,
fiigama has been translated by 'merchants' guild, but see above, p. 41

-
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3 ~ v)
- and approached King BimbisZra for asking
his physician to cure the se?!hi. T h e prayer was granted
The
and the se!thi was cured by the royal physician.
latter asked for, and obtained, as his fee, two hundred
thousand Keh~panas, to be divided equally between
hirnszlf and his royal master. This incident illustrates
the wealth and status of the 'setthi,' and seems to show
that he was the representative of the merchant class in
the royal court. This view is supported by the fact, that
greshthin, the Sanskrit equivalent for setthi, is always
used, in later literature, to denote the headman of a guild.
Fick takes the te:m as denoting a royal officer, though
he does not deny the fact that he represented the
mercantile community in the royal court. T h e translators
of the J ~ t a k a salso have taken the same view and have
rendered it by 'treasurer.' The main ground for this
view seems to be that the Jstaka stories frequently refer
to the setthis as waiting upon the king.l T h i s is however
readily explained, and the real nature of the se!this clearly
demonstrated, by the passage in Gautama, quoted above,
vzz.:

"Cultivators, traders . (have authoi ity to lay down
rules) for their respective classes. Having learned the
(state of) affairs from those who ( in each class ) have
authority ( to rpcsk he skall y v e ) the legal deciiion."2
(Ga, XI. 21-22.)
w e have already referred to the instances of organised activities of the traders, and the above injunctions
of Gautama clearly demonstrate that the organisation of
1

2

Jat. I , 269, 349 ;111. 119,299,475;
63.
Ga. XI. 21-22 ; S. B. E.,Vol. 11,~.237.
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the traders was recognised by the law of the land.
They had their own repre5entatives whom the k ~ n gwas
bound to con.ult before giving decision This readlly
why tile setthis, whom we look upon as these
representatives. had to frequently wait upon ihe king.
Ap irt from the quejti3n of the real nature of the
se!!his, the instances quoted above from the J ~ t a k astories,
read in the light of the injunctions of Gdutama, hardly
leave any doubt about the permanent organisdtion of the
traders.
Referring to "the trade of the trader, dealer, or
middlem n." rvlrs. Rhys Davids remarks : "There is no
instance as yet forthcoming pointing to any corporate
organisation of the nature of a guild or Hansa league."l
She no doubt cites some instances from the Jatakas, but
apparent IY regard them as mere temporary union and
remarks, in onr instance, as follows : "Nor is there any
hint of Syndicate or federation or other agreement existing between the 500 dealers."2 She does not, however,
attach due importance to the fact, that in a legal code
of ancient India, belonging almost to the same period as
that represented by the J~takas, the organisation of
traders is distinctly referred to as having the authority
to lay down rules for themselves, and occupying, as
a definite place in the constitution of the State. In
my opinion, it is impossible, in view of the proximity of
the ~ ~ r i o drepresented
s
by the Gautama Dharmds~tra
and the Jataka storles, not to look upln the instance;

1.

J R. A. S., 1901, pp. 868-869.

2.

Ibid
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quoted from the latter as illustrations of the corporate
activrties of that permanznt organisation of traders which
is contemplated in the former.
T h e corporate organisations of traders had a rapid
growth and in course of two centuries they displayed
activities which have a surprisingly modern appearance.
Thus Kautilya, in his Arthakistra, refers "to traders who
"nite in causing rise and fall in the value of articles and
live by rnakiilp
cent per cent."l This activity
seems to be very much .iie t h r "cu.ner" or "trust"
system which is only too aell k n ~ i v nat the present day.

12 Guilds i n Sooth Ind iapd the Deccan.
A large number of inscriptions refers to corporate
activities among traders and artisans down to a very late
period. .rhe LaLhmeshwar iascription2 of prince
Vikram%ditya,dated about 7 2 5 A. D., refers to the puild
of braziers, and in the constitution drawn UP therein for
the town of Porigere it is distinctly laid down that the
taxes of all classes of people 'shall be ~ n i dinto the puild
there in the month of Klrttika.' I t is clerr that the guild
rerved here as the local bank and treasury. Another
inscription at the same lace,' dated about 793 A.D.,
ref',rs to a guild of weavers and its head T h e Mulpund
inscription4 of Klishna 11, dated 902-3 A.D., refers to a
grant made b y four headmen o l guilds of three hundred

Chakravartin R3jndhir2jadeval that the oil-mongers of
Kanchi and its suburbs and those of the 24 tiaga,us met
in a temple at Kanchi and decided that the oil-mongers
at Tirukkachch~rshould make provision for offerings and
lamps in a temple at that vil!age. Tliis decisiorl they
agreed to observe as a jiiti-dharmu. An inscription of the
time of Vikram~dityaVl.2 dated l l l0 A.D., refers to the
joint gifts of a number of guilds. W e are told that "the
120 ( members of the guilds, being ( convened ), made
gifts to the god Kammateivara of Eh8r : the ~ t o n e - ~ u t t ~ ~ s '
guild aisigned one quarter of a gold piece; the braziers9
guild, as much lime for drawing sacred figures ( as was
necessary ); the carpenters, blacksmiths, the goldsmiths,
the bera!!umCnr i ? ), and otheia, an ada for e a d residence. There are, besides, frequent references to the
of oilmen, wtavers, artisans and potters, etc., in inscrip.
tionr of the 12th and 13th century A D.) An inscription
at Nagatdhan in the Nappur District. belonging to the
seventh century '4. D.. refers to a corporation ( a n ) of
elephant-riders f Mahamatras ) and gives the name of its
President ( sthauira ) and the 1 2 members of its Executive Committee. T h e Assembly ( ramsha ) of the corpora-

-

l . G . Ep. R.,1910, p. 94, par. 28.
Ep. Ind., Vol. XII, p. 333.

1 ~ l t h a & \ t r a , p. 7 3 1 .
2. Ep. Ind., Vol, X I V , p, 188 ff.

3. Ep. lnd., Vol. VI. p. 166.

and sixty cities. This is an interesting and important
testimony of the highly developed character of the
organisation and the wide area over which it was extended. W e learn from a Tarnil inscription of Tribhuvana-

2

4 Ep. Ind., Vol. Xlll. p It).

3. 4. Ind., Vol. V, p. 23 ; G. Ep. R , 1907, p 50, N ~524;
,
G . EP. R., 1913, p. 21, No. 136.
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tion rnacle a request to th*: ruler to mlke a grant of land
on their behalf, but the copperplate recording tht. grant
bears the seal of the g.~l;l L-a goad-showing its status and
importance.1
A number of inscriptions of the Y ~ d a v a Dynasty,
belonging to the 13th czntury A.D., refer to the donations made by a guild called Chitrclmeli or Chitramedi
which appears to have been a guild of agriculturists.
'Significantly cnough, the slabs on which these records
are engravzd bear the sketches of a plough ( Tamil meli,
Telugu medi ) togother with other figures such as the
bull, serpent, drum, pnrna-kumbha, etc. T h e name of
the villaqs, Mejikurti, whew several inscriptions of this
guild have been found suggests its origin from medi, i. e.
the plough. T h e records of this guild from the Tamil
area are generally ch~racterised by a prui-asti in verse
which runs as follows :
"S'<mat~~%Bhgmi-putrrinam ;rimad-go-kshlra-JTvin~m I!
Sarvaloka-hitan=nyayyam chitramzlasya b~sanam11
Jlyat3m jagatZm= ?tat palanam rZshtra-poshanam I
~'~sanam
Bh~mi-putrapamchaturvarqa-kulodbhavamz 11

13. Mercantile Corporations.
The merchants, specially of South India, were also
distinguished foLtheir corporate organ sations. An inscription. dated 592 A. D., belong'n? to the GujaratKathiawar region records that a community of merchants
approached the king with the request of being favoured
1. Ep. Ind., XXVIII, p. 10.
2 A. R. I. E., 1953-4, p 6. For an exhaustive account of this and
the other merchant guilds with which it associated itself,
C f Jorlrnal of the Mythical Society, V o l XLV, p p 29 ff.
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with his iichtir a-sthiti-patra which they might utilise in
protecting and favouring their cwn people. The king
granted such a document containing a long list of regulations, adding at the end that he also approved of other
acharus that were handed down from ancient times. This
is in full agreement with the injunctions of the Sastras that
the king should recognize the custonlary laws of guilds,
corporations, etc.1
A stone inscription at Ahar, about 2 1 miles from
Bulandshahr, probably of the 9th century A.D, refers to
a community of Suvarl;lnika traders.2 T h e Belgaum
inscription of 1204 A . D . 3 refers to a number of mercantile corporations and guilds, and the Nidagundi inscription4 of Vikramaditya V1 and Tailapa IT, to an organisation of 505 merchants making various grants, in kind,
for religious purposes. An inscription of the tenth year
of Jatavarman VTra Pa*dyas refers to an assembly of
merchants from 18 sub-divisions of 79 districts meeting
together in a conference in which they decide to set apart
the income derived from merchandise for repairs to a
temple, e. g.
pacam on each bundle of female cloths,
each podi of pepper, arecatiuts, and on each gold piece
and the like. Again, an inscription from Yewur,6 dated
1077 AD., records that a sum of money was deposited
with the collective body of merchants of s?vapura, at the

1. Ibid, XXX, p. 169. See above, p. 24.
Ibid,XIX,p.55.
Ep, lnd., Vol. XIII, p. 18.
4. Ibid, p. 12.
5. G. Ep. R., 1915, p, 104.
6. Ep. Znd., Vol. XII, p. 273.

2.
3.
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interest of 25 p.c., out of which they were to maintain a
fire offering. Another inscription1 makes similar provision
for feeding a B r a h m a ~ aout of the interest of money deposited with merchants.
A union of traders is specifically referred to in an
inscription ,2 in a temple at Tirumuruganpundi, of the
time of Vikrama Chola The organisation extended almost
throughout Southern India and consisted of five hun drcd
members. According to an inscription3 of the time
of the W. Chalukya king Jagadekamalla 11, dated
1178 A.D., southern Ayyavole or modern Aihole
( Bijapur District ') was the residence of five hundred
merchants. A P ~ q d y ainscription of the 10th century
A.D., found in a village in the Tinnevelly District,
refers to the Ayyapolil-500 guild. Ayyapolil is the
Tamil form of Ayyavole.
Several trading centres
were called Ayyavoles
of the
south, probably
indicating branches of the main guild.4 This corporate mercantile body is frequently referred to in
South Indian epigraphs. Thus we learn from a
Kanarese inscriptio?fi that the five hundred svdrnis
of Ayyavole, the ninddeiis, the setthis, etc., haviny
assembled, granted a tax for the worship of the
god Khava-mallesvara. Again, the Managoli inscription6 of A. 1). 1161 refers to the five hundred
svlimis of the famous ( t o w n o f ) Ayyavole "who
were preservers of the strict BaqaiTja religion."

.

21, No. 141.
3 G. Ep. R.. 1915, p. 48, No. 473.
5 , G. Ep R., 1919, p. 18, No. 216.

1. G . Ep. R.. 1913, p

The Bal;la6ja Community
This phrase which has been met with in
several other inscriptions points out to an widespread
of merchants, variously termed as Valaiiji~arn,
valaEj~yar, BalaiTji, BanaiSji, etc. This corporation
consistin? of various classes of merchants apparently
had their organisation from very early times and
spread their influence over allied communities in distant parts of India. An inscription,l which by its
palaeogra~hvha? to be referred to the time of Rajendra Chola 'I, gives a short eulcgy of this guild of
merchants and states "that these were praised by 500
v;ra-fJsanas ( i. e., edicts ? ) glorifying their deeds,
were virtuous protectors of the Vlra-ValaEjika ( or
Valairji~a) religion, that they were born of Vasudeva,
Kandali and Vfrabhadra, were the devotees of Bhattarakf ( i.e., the goddess D u r g ~? ) and consisted of
various subdivisions coming from the 1,000 ( districts )
of the ?our quarters, the 18 towns, the 32 velarpuram
and the 64 gha!ikdsthlnoJ v . , se~gis, se!iiputras
( se!tippillai ? ), kauares, kanduib, blindmkas, gauundasdmins, singam. sirupuli, volattukoi ( i.e., valangai )
vayiyan and others. These nnnndesis met tegether at
Mdyil3pur ( e
blylapore ) and decided to convert
Ka!!~r which was originally Ayyapulnl into a V;mpaand thus exempted its inhabitants of all commucontributions entitling them to receive twice what
used to get till then ( in the matter of honorary privileges !1. They resolved, also, that henceforward
the
was not to be inhabited by such members

2. G Ep. R., 1916. p 121.

4. Ep. Ind., XXIII, p. 285.
6. Ep. Znd., Vol, V, p. 9.
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of the mercantile classes ( l ) as demanded taxes or
tolls by threatening people with drawn swords or by
capturing them ( ? ) and ( 2 ) as wantonly deprivcd
people of their food or otherwise afflicted them. They
also declared :hat those who offended against this
decision were placed outside the Valai'ijiya-co.mmunity
( i.e., were excommunicated ). T h e general name ncn6deSi applied to merchants in these records, by itself
indicates that they had dealings with various countries.
A record from Baligami in the Mysore State also
supplies a very long eulogy of these merchants, and
states, in addition to what has been already supplied
epigraph, that they were brave men
by the K5::iir
( vbas ) b o r i to wander over many countries ever since
the beginning of the krita age, penetrating regions of
the six continents by land and water routes and dealing in various articles such as horses, elephants, precious stones, perfumes and drugs, either wholesale or
in retail.1 This boast of the merc2ntile community
is justified by the existence of stone records even
in Ceylon and Burma which refer to their communal gifts in those countries. The Vaishnava temple at
Pagan in Upper Eurma was built by the merchants
( nCnZdeSi ) of that town.2 The Basinikonda record
states that the community consisted of ngdu, nagara
and nZtlZdebi and that the special congrecation, which
had met at S ~ r ~ v a l lconsisted
i,
of 1,503 representatives
of all samayas ( religious denominations ) coming from
the four and eight quarters s n d also of their followers

1 Ep. Carn.. Vol., VII, S. 118
2 Ep. Ind., Vol. VII, p. 197
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who comprised Eyi-virus, Muvai-viras, Ilr~iijiA~~v;ras,
~oligaviilasand a host of other sects of various tenets,
the valahgdi wzavers, etc. T h e object of the conference
was to declare Sir~valli a N~nil-deiija-DaSamadi-Erin:.. .
rapatGana and to confer some privileges on t h e residents of that town, perhaps similar to those that were
registered in the K a t p inscription. l
A record from Tittagudi in the South Arcot
District, dated in the 4th year of the reign of R2jadhiraja 11, registers the benefactions to the temple made
jointly by the S'ittirameli-~eri~angu of the 79 nadus
and the di.fai diSai vilaAgu dijai-iiyirattu ai56iirruvar.
Probably the two bodies S'ktirameli-Periyan%avar and
t4e Diiai-ayirattu ai'iii'iurruvar were two branches of the
same parental organisation of the N~nadeiis.2
An inscription found at Mamdapur in Gokak tdluk of
Balgaum District and dated 1150 A.D. also highly eulogises the same corporation. I t refers to the city of Ahichchhatra, describes the organisation as extending over
eleven regions and four oceans, and mentions Kalid~vaSetti as the emperor of the community.3 The Kolhapur
Inscription of 1130 A.D. repeats the eulogy and then
adds : "they who are the supreme lords of the Ayyavole city, whictl is known a s Ahichchhatra; to wit, the
Five-hundred SvZmis, the gavayes, the giitriyas, the
seftis, the ~etti-guttas,the gcmupdas, the chief-gdmundas,
the men of valour, and t h e merchants of valour ( t h e n
follow about twenty names with their home towns
and such short descriptions as 'royal merchant', 'sheI The whole of this paragraph, with the exception of the first
sentence is taken from G. ED. K., 1913, pp. 99-100, para. 25, with
slight additions and alterations.
2 Ep. I d . , XXXI, p, 274.
3 Ibid, XIX pp. 29-30.
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riff', 'lion of the Five hundred of Ayyavole,' etc ).l
An earlier reference to this trading corporation occurs
in an inscription dated A.D. 966. An inscription in
Tamil, dated A.D. 1088, at Lobu Tuwa (Baros,
Sumatra ) also mentions this body. In an inscription
in N. Arcot District members of this body are
mentioned as "merchants of the 18 countries trading
in the four directionsV.2
T w o inscriptions throw interesting sidelight on
the communal spirit of the above merchants. By one
of them3 the merchants of the eighteen samayas of
all countries ( residing ) in Nandyiila sthala grant the
privilege to trade in certain articles, without paying
duty, to a certain Puliyama S'&$ for having killed
Karapakala K ~ t Nayaka
i
who had become a traitor to
the samayas. The other* records a grant similar to
the above by the same body of merchants to a certain
Attena for having killed two toll-accountan's.

T h e phrase 'Valarigai 98 classes and Idarigai 98
shows that each of these communities was a
corporation of minor sects. This is corroborated, and
the formation of larger corporate group clearly
explained, by an earlier record from Uttattur which
gives the foliowing interesting account.1
"We, the members of the 98 sub-sects enter into
a compact, in the 40th year of the Ling, that we
shall hereafter behave like the sons of the same
parents, and what good or evil may befall any one
of us, will be shared by all. If anything derogatory
happens to the Idarigai class, we will jointly assert
our rights till we establish them. It is also understood that only those who, during their congregational
meetings to settle communal disputes, display the birudas
of horn, bugle and parasol shall belong to our class
Those who have to recognise US now and hereafter
in public, must do so from our distinguishing symbols-the
feather of the crane and the loose-hanging
hair ( ? ). The horn and the conchshell shall also be
sounded in front of us and the bugle blown according
to the fashion obtaining among the Idaligai people.
Those who act in contravention to these rules shall
be treated as the enemies of our class. Those who
behave differently from the rules ( thus ) prescribed
for the conduct of Idarigai classes shall be excommunicated and shall not be recognised asS/rutirn~ns.
They will be considered slaves of the classes who
are opposed to us."
It may be held that the corporation called the
'Valarigai 98 classes' also originated in a similar way.
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The Valaizgai orid the Idaizgai communities
O f one of the components of this merchant
corporation, viz., the Valarigai, we po;se,s somewhat
detailed information from contemporary records. An
inscription from Trichinopoly5 district refers tc)
a n agreement, among themselves, by the Valaligai
98 classes, apparently to make a united stand against
the oppression they were suffering at the hands of
the Vanniya
terant:,
the Br%hmanas, and the
Vell~la landlords who were backed up by Govern~nent
officials.
--

l
2
3
4
5

Ibid, 34-5.
Ibid, XXVIII, p. 270.
G Ep. R. 1919, p 5, No. 10,
lbid.No.11.
G. Ep. R., 1913, p. 73, No. 34; also cf. p. 109
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Several records1 refer to the activity of the united
corporation of Valarigai 98 classes and the Idarigai 98
classes, but the one from Vriddhachalam in the South
Arcot district, although of a late date ( 1429 A.D. )1
is the most important. It "is not in a good state of
preservation, but from what remains of it, it is
ascertained that the members of the Valarigai and
Idarigai sects met together in the courtyard of the
local temple and came to the decision 'that since
the officers of the king and the owners of jhitas
oppressed ... ...... ... and the k%qiy%lanand the Brshmaqas took the rZja-karam ( i.e., taxes ), none of the
Valatigai and Idangai people should give them sheiter and that .t none of the people of the two sects )
born in the country should write accounts for
them or agree to their proposals. If any one proved
traitor to the country ( by acting against this settlement ), he should be stabbed."2 Though the inscription is imperfect it is clear that there was oppression
on the part of the officers levying and realizing tax
and that the two sects of Valatigai and Idangai, on
whom it weighed heavily, formed themselves into
a constitutional body to resist the exactions, vowing
even to the extent of putting to death
those who
became renegades. Another record, dated in the same
year, but' found in a different p l ~ c e , i.e., Korukkai
in the Tanjore district, confirms the statements already
made. I t says that the ninety-eight sub-sects of the
Valatigai and the ninety-eight sub-sects of the
ldangai joined together and.. ......."because they did
1 G . FP. R., Nos. 59, 361,362, of 1914.
2 G. Ep. R. 1918 p. 163.
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not tax us according to tile yield of the crop but
levied the taxes unjustly ... we were about to run
away. Then we realized that because we of the
whole country were not united in a body, we were
unjustly ( dealt with )............Hereafter we shall but pay
what is just and in accordance with the yield of the crops
and we shall not pay anything levied unlawfully."l
The account given above of the Valarigai corporation, itself a component part of a larger mercantile guild,
is specially interesting, inasmuch as it clearly emphasises
the corporate spirit by which these institutions were
inspired, and vividly illustrates the process by which large
mercantile corporations were formed by the conglomeration of very minor groups.

...

Afijuvappam and Manigriimam, two semi-independent
trading corporations.
Three copper.plate grants found at Kottayam
and Cochin, and the old Malay~lam work Payyannr
Pattola, which Dr. Gundert considered ' the oldest
specimem of Malayalam composition,' refer to AEjuvancam and Manigrzmam. The context in which the two
names occur in the Malayalam work implies that they
were t r a d i ~ g institutions. In the Kottayam plates of
Sthznu Ravi they are frequently mentioned and appointed, along with the Six-Hundred, to be "the protectors"
of the grant. They were "to preserve the proceeds of
the customs duty as they were collected day by day" and
"to receive the landlord's portion of the rent on land."
" If any injustice be done to them, they may withhold
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the customs and the tax on balances, and remedy themselves the injury done to them. Should they themselves
commit a crime, they are themselves to have the investieation of it." T o AZjuvaqnam and Manigr~mamwas
,panted the freehold of the lands of the town. From
these extracts and from the reference in the PayyanGr
Pat!& it appears that Aiijuvaqqam and Maqigr'imam
were semi-independent trading corporations like the
Valaijiyar, noticed above. The epithet h!?i ( merchant )
given to Ravikko~raq, the trade rights granted to him.
and the sources of revenue thrown open to him as head
of Manigrzmam, such as we find in the Rottlynm plate
of Vira-R~ghava,confirm the view that the latter uas a
trading corporation.1
T h e dates of these copper-plates have not been
finally determined. Some scholars place them in the
eighth century A.D., while others bring them down to
so late a period as the fourteenth century A.D.2 But as
Mr. Venkayya justly points out, it is a mistake to
suppose that these plates created the inrtitutions. There
can be scarcely any doubt that AZjuva~qamand Maqigramam m u d have existed as ins?ituiions even brfore the
earliest of the three copperplates was issued.
I t is thus obvious that down to the latest days of
the Hindu period, trading corporations with a highly
developed organisation were distinctive features of South
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W e learn from South Indian inscriptions that the
kings sometimes conferred special honours and privileges
on the guilds. T h e kanmalars of a few places mentioned
in an inscription were authorised "to blow double conch,
beat drums on good and bad occasions, wear sandals
while going out, and plaster their houses with chunam."
The guilds sometimes stcod as guarantees for its members. "For instance, when a shepherd undertook to
supply ghee to a temple after having received a specified
number of ewes, all the shepherds of the village undertook to see that he was r e ~ u t a rin its supply and promised
that "if he dies, absconds, or gets into prison, fetters (or)
chains, we ( all those aforesaid pe,sons ), are bound to
supply ghee for burning the holy lamp as long as the sun
and moon endure."!
Severe punishments were inflicted on the members
of a guild for not obse:viGg its rules and regulations.
Not only did h e lose his mzmbership but was also deprived of other privileges, such as membzrship of the local
assemblies, and was sometimes even socially ostracised.
It is interesting to note thet severe punishments,including
1 0 s of caste, were inflicted upon such guilty members
of the guild even in the seventeenth and eighteenth
century in Ahmadabad.2

India*

1 The above account of the Aiijuvannam and ManigrZmam is
taken from Mr. Venkayya's article "Kottayam Plate of Vira
.R'aghavamin Ep. Ind., Vol. IV, p, 290.
2 Cf.Ep. Zt~d.,Vol. IV, p, 293 ; Ep. Ind., vol. VI, p. 85.
The later date seems to be more likely than the former.
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1. Mahalingam, 385.
2. Zbid, 384-6.
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CHAPTER I1
CORPORATE ACTIVITIES IN POLITICAL LlFE

1. Election of king.
T h e corporate activities of people in political life
vary according to the form of government under which
they live. In a kingdom they wculd be directed towards
controlling and assisting the king in the discharge of his
duties, while in a non-monarchical State, they would be
called forth for performing all those tasks that are necessary for the administration of a State. Accordingly the
subject may be divided into two parts, dealing respectively with the kingdoms and the non-monarchical States.
T h e form of activity which requires to be mentioned first and was undoubtedly the most interesting to
the people themselves, is the election of the king. Almost
all scholars agree that the system of electing the king was
not unknown to the people of the Vedic period. Thus
Zimmer says that there is definite evidence that in some
States kings wera elected by the people.1 This view is

1. "Wir haben sichere Zeugnisse, dass auch Wahlmonarchien
bestanden, in denen die Konige von den Gauen gewahlt wurden"
( A. L., p. 162 ).
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supported by Weber1 and Bloomfield2 but opposed by
Geldner3 who argues that kings were accepted by subjects, not chosen by them. Macdonell4 thinks that the
view of Geldner is more probable, but he admits that the
latter's argument does not exclude the hypothesis that
"monarchy uvassometimes elective."
The p~ssagesin support of the view that kings
were elected, may be cited not only to demonstrate the
force of argument employed by Zirnmer. and others, but
also to give some idea of the keen ccmpetition which
sometimes characterised this election campaign,
Reference in Vedic texts.
I. "Like subjects choosing a king, they, smitten
with fear, fle3 from Vritra."5
The two following passages from Atharva Vedao
used in ~ a u & i t a k ?in a ceremony for the restoration of
1. Thus Weber comments on A. V. 111. 3-4 ( quoted below )
"Es handelt sich hier urn einen Wahlfursten der durch bestimmte
hochgestellte Personlichkeiten gewahlt wurde. Ein Solcher jag dann
mit seinen Wahlern, resp. mit den ihm durch diese ubenviesenen
Unterthanen oft genug in Zwist." (Ind. Stud., Vol. XVII. p. 189.)
2. H)rn~sof Alharva Veda, p. 330.
3. Commenting upon F g v e d a X. 124. Geldner remarks : ' ~ i i o
na rZjHnam v!ir?Zna'h' ist kaum auf die Wahl des Konigs ''durch die
Gaue" zu beziehen ( Altindischen L eben, p. 162 ). Mit AV. 3 , 4 , 2 ,
'tva'm viBo vyinata'ni ra'jya'ya' ist zu vergleichen 'viias t v I sarvB vZnchhantu' R. V. 10, 173, I. Vyi ist hiernach wesl-ntlich-Va'nchh, SBy.
Sambhajanta'm, ayam ev-8smZkam rzja'stv-iti kzmayantu" ( Vedische
Studien, 11. 303 ).
4. v. I., 11, p. 211.
5. RV. X. 124, 8, "TB i m vie0 na rzja'nam vyinPna'hn which
Zimmer translates as "Wie die Gaue sich den Konig kilren" (A. C.,
p. 162)
6. A.V.,IlI.3.4.
7. Kaza. 16, 30.
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a king io his former kingdom point unmistakably towards
the system of election.
IT. " For the waters let king Varuna call thee; let
Soma call thee for the mountains; let Indra call thee for
these subjects ( vif ) ; becoming a falcon, fiy unto these
subjects. ( 3 )
"Let the falcon lead hither from far ( para ) the
one to be called, living exiled in others' territory
(kshetra) ; let the (two) Asvins make the road for thee easy
to go ; settle together about this man,ye his fellows. (4)
" Let thine opponents call thee; thy friends have
c h v s ~ n( thee ) against thcm ( ? prati ) ; Indra-and-Agni,
all the gods, have maintained for thee security ( kshema )
in the people ( viS ). ( 5 )
"Whatever fellow d i ~ p u t e sthy call, and whatever
outsider-making
him go away ( appagch ), 0 Indra,
then do thou reinstate ( avagamaya ) this man here.1 ( 6 )
111. "Unto thee hath come the kingdom ; step forward with majesty as lord of the people, sole rulcr .........

...... ( l )
"Thee let the people choose unto kingship. ( 2 )
"H~therhasten forth from the furthest distance

............ ( 5 )
"0 Indra, Indra, come thou to the tribes of men,
for thou hast agreed, concordant with the Varunas. He
here hath called thee from his station ( thinking ) he
should sacrifice to the Gods and make the people submissive.
( 6)
W.A.V., p 88. Bloomfield translates the last stanza as follows :
1
<'The kinsman or the stranger that opposes thy call, him, 0 Indra,
drive away; then render this ( king ) accepted here. ( Hymns of the
Atharva Veda, p. 112. )
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"The Goddesses of welfare who assume various
forms and are present in all places, all assembling have
made thy path clear. Let all in concord call thee1
............ ( 7 )
IV. [ T h e following passaze of Atharvaved.,:! used
by Kausitak? for the rest01ation of a king, also refers
to the election of a king from among several candidates
( belonging to the same family according to Zimmer.4 )l

1
The translation of this passage offers great difficulties I have
consulted the translations given by Bloomfield, Whitney and Zimmer,
and adoptcd the last, of which the ~ o r t i o n s quoted above r u n a s
follows ( A.L., p . 164).
"An dich ist die Herrschaft gelangt mit Herrlichkeit, tritt hervor
als Herr der Gaue, unumschr'iinkter konig. ( 1 )
' Dich sollen die Gaue [ viSah ] erw'iihlen mm Konigthurn, ( 2 )
'. Eile herbei aus entferntester Ferne.
'' 0 Indra Indra geh zu den menschlichen Gauen, du wurdest
erfunden mit den Varuna [ Varunaih ] ubereinstimmend ; e r da
( Agni ? ) rief dich auf seinem Sitz, er sol1 den Gottern opfern ; er
ss11 die Gaue fiigsam machen.
( 6 )
Die Gottinnen der Wajhlfahrt, die allcr Orten und verschiedengestaltig sind, alle kamen zusamlnsn und schufen dir freie Bahn :
sie alle Sollen eintrachtig dich rufen."
( 7 )
The schcilars differ a great deal in the int-rpretation of stanza 6.
The first sentencc is translatcd by Whitney a s "Like* a human Indra
go thou away. " I n the next the word 'varunena' 'has been differently
explained. Zimrner, as u e have seen, takes it in the sense of 'Gods.'
Weber sugyests that it is equal-to ' varana'. elector [ Indische Studien
XVII, 190 1, while Whitney takes it in the sense of 'varna caste.,
Whitney himself admIts that his etnendation is'a desperate and.purely
tentative one. Weber's meaning seems to be the :most appropriate
here, a., the election of :ke king by the people is clearly referred t o in
Stanza 2 .
7, A.V 1 9 .

3. 16,27. 4 . 0 ~ c. i t , p 163.
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"At his direction ( pradil ) 0 Gods, be there light,
sun, fire or also gold; be his rivals ( sapatna ) inferior
t o him ............(2)
"With what highest worship ( brahman ), 0 Jgtavedas ! thou didst bring together draught ( payas) for Indra,
therewith, 0 Agni, do thou increase this man here ; set
him in supremacy ( Sraishthya ) over his fellows
( sajhta ).
(3)
"...O Agni, be his rivals inferior to him ..." (4). 1
V. [The following passage of Atharva Veda, 2 used
by KauiitakQ in a rite for victory in battle and again4
in the ceremony of consecration of a king, also refers to
the elective system. ]
" Increase, 0 Indra, this Kshattriya
for me; make
thou this man sole chief of the clans ( viS ) ; unman
( mis-aksh ) all his enemies ; make them subject to him
(1)
in the contests for pre-eminence."
"Portion thou this man in village, in horses, in
kine; unportion that man who is his enemy ... ( 2 )
In him, 0 Indra, put great splendours; destitute
l'

of splendour make thou his foe." ( 3 )
" I
Join to thee Indra ~ h ogives superiority
( ? uttarvant ), by whom men conquer, are not conquerd;
who shall make thee sole chief of people ( jana ), also
uppermost of kings descended from Manu. ( 5 )
'' Superior ( art ) thou, inferior thy rivals, whosoever, 0 king, are thine opposing foes ; sole chief, having
Indra as companion, having conquered, bring thou in the
enjoyments ( bhojana ) of them that play the foe." (6)s
1 From W.A.V., pp, 9-10.

4 17.28.

2 IV, 22.
3 14,24
5 W.A.V., pp. 188-89.
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'King-maker>' are referred to in the following
passages.
VI. "The mztres act as attendants about him
( Soma ); even as the non-royal king-make~s,the heralds
( s51a ) and headmen ( gramanZ ), j attend upon ) the
king, so do the metres act as attendants about him
( Soma )."l
VII. "Even as the non-royal king-makers, the
heralds and headmen, are to ths king, so those paryaligas
( animals encircling the main animal ) are to the
horse."2
VIII. "They that are kings k ng rcakcrs, t!-at are
charioteers and troop-leaders igrarnap~8h)jsubJ:ects to me
do thou 0 parnq make all pcople round about."+ ( T h i s
verse occurs in a passage in the Atharvaveda which is
used by Kau4itaki5 to accompany the binding on of an
amulet for general prosperity, including, as is apparent
from the context, t h e success of a king.)
I have collected together all the important passages
bearing upon the question. I am not a Vedic scholar
and cannot vouch for the correctness of the inte: pretation of the Vedic passages given above. B.lt if the translations in the main are correct-and
their correctness
has not yet been challenged-there can be scarcely any
doubt that kings were sometimes really elected by the
-people. Apart from the general tenor of all the passages
1 S. P. Br. 111. 4, 1 , 7 ; S. B. E , Vol. X X V I , p, 87.
2 S. P. Br. XIII., 2, 2, 18; S. B. E , Vol. XLIV, p. 303.
3 This should rather be taken as 'Headmen' on the analogy of the
passages in S. P. Br. quoted above.
4 A.V,III.5,7. W.A.V.,p.92.
5 19, 22.
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qugted above, election of king is specifically referred to
in passages I and 111, the rival candidates for election in
11, IV and V, and the electors, in passages VI, V11 and
VIII. Prayzrs and ceremonies are freely resorted to for
success in the competition and the God Indra is solemnly
invoked to hurl down destruction upon the rivals. T h e
use of the theme by way of a simile, as in passage I,
seems to show that the election of a king was not a
rare occurrence, but fairly well-known to the public at
large. The keenness with which the competition was
sometimes carried is vouched for by the belief in the
efficacy of charms to bring round the voters to one's side
(VIII), and the repeated and almost pathetic prayers to
God that one's rivals may be inferior to him (IV, V).
T h e view of Geldner that the above passages refer
to the acceptance, and not selection, of the king by the
people, can hardly explain the ' contests for preeminence" (passage V) and the keen sensitiveness about
the success over rivals that is breathed throughout in
the above passages. It must also be remembered that
the acceptance of a king by a people has generally been,
as in the case of Rome, the residuum of the power once
enjoyed by the people of electing their ruler, 2nd that
i t is difficult to explain the origin of the custom in any
other way. Even Geldner's view therefore natural!y
presupposes the system of e;ection in ancient India, a
fact to which, according to other scholars, distinct reference is made in the passages quoted above 1

-l A pacsage in the Aitareya BrZhmana ( VIII. 2.7 ) may be
looked upon as a direct proof of the election of kings. We are told in
connection with the coronation ceremony, Bh6r-iti ya ichchhed.imam-
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Of the classes of Electors, the S/atapatha Br%hmar;la and Atharva Veda, as we have seen, agree in
mentioning only two, the charioteers and the village
chief, and these may very .well be looked upon as
fairly representing the military and civil sections, respectively, of the people at large. We read in Mah2vaggal
that Bimbisa!a had the sovereignty of 80,000 villages,
and called an assembly of their 80,000 chiefs (gamika).
Apart from the legendary number, the assembly consisting of a representative from each village within
the kingdom may thus be the reminiscence of an olcier
institution, faint traces of which are still to be found in
the Vedic literature. This popular election of kings in
Vedic period readily explains the significance of the
following passage in S'atapatha B r z h m a ~ a:"Thou ( the king and Indra ) art Brahman ! Thou
art India, mighty through the people ( or he whose strength
is the people, i.e., the Maruts in the case of Indra, and
eva pratyannam-adyad-ity-atha ya ichchhed-dvipurusha bhiir-bhuva
ity-atha ya ichchhet-tripurusham vL apratimani v H bhiir-bhuvah-svariti This pass age. a t c c i l i c g to Mr. K P. Jayaswal, indicates tha
different mantras were to be pronounced according as the coronation was to take lace for the life-time of the. king-elect, o r
for two or three generations ( Moderit Review, 1913, 11, p. 80 ).
Haug, however, explains the passage differently : "If the priest
who sprinkles the king wishes him alone to enjcy good health
( Lit. that he may eat food ) he shall pronounce ( when sprinkling ) the sacrcd word bhb." But why the symbolical "taking
of food" should be taken with reference to health and not the
coronation ceremony, which is tl-e isin:,.diate object in view,
it is di6cult to ~r;ierst;ir.d. On the wi,ole I am inclined to
accept M r . K. P. Jayaswal's interpretation.
1 V. i.

l CO
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the subjects or peasantry in that of the king)."l
It furthzr explain.. the importance of the assurance,
hzlii out t3 newly e1e:teJ king, that "Indra and Agniall t\le ~ 3 4 9 , have maintn~ncdfor thee security in the
peop!e."2
I t is also to be noticed in this connection that reference is frquently made to the people and n o t t o the
country. Thus prayers are offered that the ktng may be
the "pzople, lord of people," "sole chief of the clan (viS'i,"
"sole chief of people" (jana),and that "of lion-aspect he
might devour all thz (hostile) clans."
In Rigveda4 we
are told that the mighty Agni "having coerced the people
l,v his strznqth, has made them t h e tributaries of
Nahusha."S In s/atapatha Brahmana the expelled king
Dushtaritu Pauhssyana was promised the dominion over
tile ~ ' ~ i f i j f i."6
~ a s In Atharva-ireda Agni is said to have
entered ipvavij) into clans after clans (viS)7 and the kingis rzferred to as "this king of the people (viJam)."8 Such
ex~mplesmay be multiplied still. They clearly indicate
thz imprtance of th3 popular element in the governm,nt, at the time the hymns were compo5ed. T h e full
significance of thew passages will be readily understood
by t h ~ s ewho remember, that in 1530, when the popular
element became vzry strong in the Government of
]Trance, Louis Philippe was raised to the throne with
the significant title of the "king of the French."
1 S B. E., Vol. XLI, p. 109.
2 See pdssage IT.. qooted above.
3 A V. IV. 22.
4 RV. VII. 6. 5.
5 Wii~on's Translation, Vol. IV, p. 42.
6 S. P. Br. XII. 9. 3 ; S. B. E. Vol. XLIV, p. 269.
7 A.V.IV.23.1.;W.A.V.,p.190.
8 A TT.TI. 88. 1 ; W. H . V . , p . 3 4 6 .
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2. Elective system in the post-V& period.
There are also clear references to election or
selection of kings in post-Vedic literature. Thus we
read in Paiichagaru- Jatakal and Telapatta-JZtaka2 that
the Bodhisattva was elected king by the people. In
MahZvamsa ( Chap. 11) we find an ancient Indian
tradition that the first king was called Mal,Esamrnata,
i.e., consented to by all. Similarly ~ ' ~ n t i ~ a r v( aCh.
67 ) records a tradition that the first king was a!ected
by the people.
There is, again, a remarkable passage in RBmlyaqa which shows t h a t the pcipular ~ o i c enas still
a powerful element in the selection of a king. Thus
we read in A y o d h y ~ k a ~ d a t3h i t a h e n King D ~ Q a i a t h a
intended to consecrate R ~ m a as the croivn prince,
he called the chief persons of cities and villages
within his kingdom to an assembly.
T T T T W T T ~ T R Ern,v~mqrqfq
~TT
I

m ~ f m r si i f q ~ q ~ : . a npfqiAsfq:
rq
II (S-? - a $ )
That this assembly consisted of ErBbma~s and
representatives of the military is clear from verse 19,
Chapter 11. to be quoted hereafter. It also inciuded
a number of subordinate princes.) After the assembly
had duly met. the king formulated his plopoial
before them and added:((

s k i irsgard' rrsr ury ~ h a I q

ss*

ii~gri:s;a~q5s'qr anrosgq 11 9 9

-

sw4n rrq r l ? f a ~ m ; q f ~ f I~ ~ ~ l q

q;qT rreqwf-;a1 g fqq"f-wft7*qq1 11" 9 9

Jat , ITol I. p 470.
2 ibid. p. 395.
4 Cf.chap. 11, v. 1 7 .

3

Chapters I, 11.
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Thus the king left the final decision of
the question to the assembiy, and even authorised
it to suzgest new measures, if his own proved to
them of little worth. H e forewarned it not to decide
t h e question simply according to the royal will but
with a view to the real welfare of the kingdom.
Then the assembly conferred on the subject, and
came to the u n a n i m ~ ~resolution
s
that the royal proposal be accepted :
"aqq yrsf eifqg7 W W T ~ w4n:
T ~ I
q l P T T BFfgWTPd f i i ~ l T q ? :U$ II F $
&S

3 qqfqa' ~ F ~ ~ ~ WI Q G V

338 4381 PliiJT 3%' Wi9'

11'' 70

The king was however not sati~jfied with this,

K? to13 tho asszmbly that prob,lbly their resolution
was mad? solely with deference to the royal will.
and this suspicion would not be removed from his
mind till thzy g d v ~ in detail their reasons for accepting R ~ m aas the crown prince. T h e assembly then
to describa in detail thc qualities of RBma
rnlcl: him, in their opinion, eminently fit for
tile post, and the old king was at last gratified at
their decision,
which he accepted "with folded
hands," i n return to the similar compliment offered
to him by the assembly.1
T h e above account furnishes a striking instance
of the constitutional power, still exercised by the
people, to select their future king. Reference is

1.

Chap 111, v-6.
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made to tAc same power in other passages in the
same Epic. Thus W: are told in 11. 61-2, that after
the d2dth of Dasdratha thz "king-makers" aqsembled
together to select a king.

Sornz of th2m sugzzsted t h ? t one of the Ikshv%ku
family shou!d be aopointed king on that very day
( v. 8 ), but Vi6ishth3, t'le royal priest, t ,Id in reply
that as thz kinqclom h3s b-en givzn to Bharata, they
milst send for him at once and wait till his return
( I1 6.3-1 ). This w a s ay-ezd to by the "King-makers"
and so 2h.lrata waq S-!)? fcr ( IT. 68-4 ). Again in
I. l ? ? ,Shardta is said to bz ('qfggslg@$:f;rg3qql;if
TTWI~"

Further we h ~ v ein Ramayar~-,1, 421.

"When King Sdgara clizd the sutjects selected
the pious AmQurnarl as their king."
The Mahsbharatz also furnishes several instances
of the powei exercised by thc peoplr. in the selection of
king. Thus we are to!d that when Pristipa made preparations for the coronation o i his son Devap;, the
Brahrnacs and the old men, acompanied by the subjects
belnnging to the city and the country, prevented the
ceremony. T h e king burst into tears when he heard
the news and lamented for his son. The subjects alleged that though Devspi possessed all the virtues, his
skin disease made him unfit for the position of a king.
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T h e voice of the people ultimately prevailed and the
brother of Devapl became king.

Again while Yayati wante : to install his youngest
son Puru or) the throne, the people objected to the
supersession of tile eldest prince. Yayati then assigned
reasons for his decision and entreated the people t o
consecrate Puru as king(qi7fl?8;i;r4~f 35 ~ l ~ % ~ f ~ h ~ z l i T l ~ ) .
T h e people having expresse.i their consent, the
ceremony of consecration too!: place.

?iara&$ft-igcfit? T T ~ ~I T T
wuqfqqaq aa: 3'
TV% BaqrTqa:

II

times even override the nominatiorl of the king.
T h e same thing is illustrated by a passage in
Dighanikaya.1 It referh to a promise made by Prince
Renu to reward his companions in case tile king-makers
I rajakattaro ) anoint him to tile sovereignty on the death
of his father Disarhpati. Subcequent!~, we ale told, the
king - m ~ k e r actually
s
anointed Prince Renu to the sovcreign:y. T h e passzge certainly implies ;hat the Izing-makers
exercised substantial and not merely formal powers.
r eltcticn r a y alro ke
Reminiscence of this p c u ~ cf
gathered from the inscriptions of later period. T h u s
the Girnar Inscription of 150 A.D. refers to Rudra&man as ~ i k $ ~ f q wivqlPfg
q
qfa?a$;l i.e , one who
was elected king by all the castes, for their protection.2
Again the Khalimpur Inscription3 infcrms u s
that Gopala, the founder of t h r Fala dynasty was
elected king by tke people, in older to get rid of
t h e prevailing ana1chy:-

i t may be ricted in this conncct;on that according to the account of Hiuen Tsang4 Harshavardhan
wcs also elected to to the throne. M7e are told that
when Eajyavardhan was kil!ed, the ministe~sasst mbled together, and one of them, Bhandi by name,

w1fG94 c*, aTq1q: I

These instances seem to prove that even in t h e
"Epic age" the system of election had not completely
died out. There were still the king-makers ~ ~ q i i ; n f i :as in
Vedic times, and they still exercised the right of
selecting a king, when necessary,
and could some-
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1 19. 36 ( P a ~ i d and
s
Carpenter Fart 11, rp. 233-4 ).
2 Ep. Ind., Vol. VIII, pp. 43-47.
3 Ep. Ind., Vol. IV, p. 248.
4 Beal's translation, Vol I. p. 211.
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p;op>sel the name of Hlrshlvirdhan. "Because he
is strongly attached to his family, the people will
trust in him. I propose that he assume the royal
authority. Let each one give his opinion on this
matter, whatever he thinks." T h e proposal was
accepted and the throne was offered to Harshavardhan.
'The Kdsakudi platesl also inform us that t h e
Pallava king Nandivarm3n was elected by the
subjects (4~:
gq~fq:).
3. The Assembly ( Sabhz and Samiti )
T h e 'Assembly' of t i e people a f f u ~ ~ i ean
d ext~nsive scope for their corporate activities in political
field. There is abundant evide:~ce in th? Vedic lit,rature that f t was a puwzl ful body exercising efiective control over the royal Dowel-. The numerous
references to it hx -dly Izjve inv d - ~ u b t that it formed a well-known feature of pub!ic administration
in those days. Unfortunately, the paucity of materials makes it impossible to determine preciselv its
power and organisation, but enough remains to show
its general nature and importance.
That the Assembally was no mere effete body
but possessed real control over the king, appears quite
plainly from the following curse which a Rr%hman
utters against a king who injured him ( by probably
devouring his cow ):''A king who thinks himself formidable, ( and )
who desires to devour a Brzhman-that
kingdom is
poured away, where a B r Z h m a ~ is scathed." ( 6 )
1 South Ind. Ins., Vol. 111, Part 11, p. 349.
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"5ecom1ng eight-footed, four-eyed, four-eared,
four-jawed, two-mouthed, two-tongued, she shakes
down the kingdom of th- Br~hrnl1;1-scath~r.( 7 I
It l e ~ k sv ~ r i l y into thlt kingJom, as water
into a sp!it boat ( niiu) ; where they injure a GrZhmxn, that k i n g d ~ m rnisfoitune smites. ( 8 )
"l'he Kadi which they tie on after a dead
man, as effacer of the track, that verily 0 Br%hmar?scather, did the gods call thy couch ( upastarana ) ( 1 2
"The tears of one weeping ( krip ), which rolled
( down ) when he
was scathed, these verily 0
B r z h m a ~scather, did the gods maintain as thy portion
of water. ( 13 )
"With whzt they bathe a dead man, with
what they wet ( ud \ beards, that verily 0 Er%hmanscather,did the god; maintain as thy portion of
water. ( 14 )
"The rain of Mitra-and-Varuna does not rain
upon the BrZhma9-scathcr ; the -Assembly samiti ) does
not suit him ; he wins no friend to his control.1 (151
In this long string of unmitigated blasphemv
it is impossible to minimise the significance of that
which is hurled forth in the last stanza. It is only
when we go through the list of terrible indignities
with which the king is threatened ir. the previous
receding hymn,2 that we
stanzas as well as in the
1 A. V , V-19 ; W. A V., pp. 253-4. Bloomfield translates
the Italicised portion as follows :
"The assembly is not complacent for him ( the king who
oppresses the BrIhmans ) ; he does not guide his friend according to his will." Op. cit. p. 171.
2 W. A. V., p. 250.
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can thoroughly realise the feal nature of the dread
which the prospect of a disagreeing Assembly would
hold out before him. T h e author of the hymn pours
forth all sorts of meledictions upon the king, and,
gradually increasing in degrces of violence, concludes
with the threat, which he no doubt thought to be
the gravest of all. Verily indeed was a king to be
pitied who could not keep the Assembly under
control, and to the kingdom the caiamity would be
as great as that of a long-drawn drought, when
Mitra-and-Vaiu~;la withhold the life-giving rain.
The importance of the Asserrbly is further
established by Rigveda X, 166,4 The hymn, a s
Zimmer suggests, was roba ably the urterance of an
unsuccessful candidate for the rcyal throne, who
wishes to usurp it by sheer force.
Superior am I , and have come here with a
force capable of doing all things. I shall make myself master of your aims, your resolutions and your
Assembly ( Snmiti ).l
The fifth or the last verse of this hymn is
probably a later addition, as is held by Zimmer on
the ground of its metre. In that case, here, too, the
last thing the rival king is threatened with, is the
C l

1
mit zu
Absicht,
tige ich

.

A. L. p. 175 "Ueberlegen bin ~ c h hierher gekommen
Allem fahiger Schaar ( V i Q v a k ~ r m e n adhlrnn8) : eurer
ewes Beschlusses, eurer Versammlung ( samiti ) bemachmich.'
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possession of his Assembly.
Again, in Atharva Veda, VI, 88, the last thing
payed for, in order t o establish a king firmly on
his throne, is that there might be agreement between
him and the Assembly.
"Fixed, unmoved, do thou slaughter the foes,
make them that play the foe fall below (thee); (be) all the
quarters (dij) like-minded, concordant (sadhryaiich) ; let
the gathering (samiti) here suit thee (who art) fixed."l
Having thuq demonscrated t h e importance of the
Assembly in the machinery of pu blic administration, we
may next proceed to consider its real form and
character.
Distinction betweer, Sabhii and Samiti
Zimmzr holds that 'Sabha' was the Assembly of
the villagers, while 'Sarniti' denotes the central Assembly
of the tribe attended by the kihg.2 Macdonell, however, pointed out that it is quite evident from s/atapatha
B r a h n ~ a ~ a111.
.
3, 4, 14, and Chh~ndogydUpanishad,
V. 3, 6 , that the king wer,t to the Sabha just as much
as to the Samiti, and accepts HiUebrandt's contention
that the Sabhn and the Samiti cannot be distinguished.3
But, besides the philological argument aclduced by
Zimmer (p. 1711, it may be pointed out that Atharvaveda (VII. 12-1) really distinguishes the two.
"Let both Assembly (Sabha) and gathering (Samiti),
the two daughters of Prajapati, accordant, favour me." 4
Sabha is also distinguished from Samiti in Atharva-veda,
VIII. 10-5 and 6.
1 W. A. V., p 346.
O p . Cit., pp. 172-174.

2

3 V. I., Vol. II, p. 427.
4 W. A. V., p. 306.
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There is thus no doubt that these two bodies were
quite different, although the exact nature of the d i ~ t i n c tion between them cannot be azcertained. 7l.e lact
that Sabha was also used as a place for amusement may
indicate that it was originally a village council, which, as
Zimmer suggests,l 'served, llke the Greek Ltskt,e, as a
meeting place for social intercourse and gene~al cocversation about c o ~ and
s so forth, possibly also for d i bates
and verbal contests.' T h e references in the C h h z ~ d o g y a
Upanishad, etc.. may be explained by supposing, e ~ t h e r
that the significance of the te:m had been cxtccdrd in
later times, or that it was not unusual for the kings to
visit even these local councils. It is also a ncticeable
fact that in all the three instances quoted above to cstablish the importance of the Assembly, it has 1 c cn dc r c ted by the term Samiti, while S a b h ~ is mcnt cncd in
connxtion with vlllage in two passages in Vsjjsaneya
Samhita.7- Without, therefore, attempting to !e tco
precise about terms, we may, in general, take 2rtl.z t o
mean the local, and Samiti, the central Assembly.
4. The Scimiti
I n the Samiti ( as well as in the Sabha ) the party
spirit ran high, giving ~ i s eto debates acd discussions
such as has scarcely been witnessed in India during
the 'three thousand years that have followed the Vedic
period. Before proceeding further it will be well to
collect together the more important passages from the
Vedic literature bearing upon the subject.
I. ( T h e following hymn in Atharva-veda3 is
-l

2

Up. C t , p ' 7 2 .
111. 4 5 ; X S . 17.

3 11, 27.
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used by KaugitakTl i n t h e rite or charm for overcoming a n adversary i n public dispute ; one is t o
come to the Assembly from the north-eastern direction, chewing the root of a particular plant, to have
it in his mouth while speaking, also to bind on a n
amulet of it and to wear a wreath of seven of its
leaves ).
" May ( my ) foe by no means win ( j i ) the
dispute2 ; overpowering, overcoming art thou ; smite
the dispute of i my ) counter-disputant ; make them
sapless, 0 herb ! ( 1 )
" The
Eagle discovered ( nnu-vid ) thee ; the
swine d u g thee with his snout ; smite the dispute
etc., etc. ( 2 ).
" 1ndra put ( kyi ) thee on his alm, in order to lay
low ( s t r ) the Asuras : smite the dispute etc. etc .(3)
" W i t h it will I overpower the foes, as Indra did
the SBliiv~ikas, smite the dispute etc., etc. ( 5 ).
"C) Rudra, thou of healing ( ? ) remedies' of dark
! nila ) crests, deed-doer ! Smite the d ~ s p u t e etc.,
etc. ( 6 ).
"Do thou smite the dispute of him, 0 Indra,
who vexes us ( that is hostlle to u s (Blocmfield, op.
cit., p. 137 ) ; bless us with abilities ( Sakti) ; make
me superior in the dispute. (7)3
11. ( T h e following h ~ m n of Atharva-Veda4
is used in Kauiitak? in a ceremony for gaining the

1 38, 18. 21.
2 Bloomfield uses the term 'debate thrcughout, op. cit:, pp.
306-397.
3 W. A. V., pp. 67-68.
4 VII. 12.
5 38.27.
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victsry in dzbiie O i in the dellb2rations of an
asszrnbly. )
'Let both asszmbly ( Sabhz ) and gathering
( Samiti ), the two daughters of Prajapati, accordant,
favor me ; with whom I shall come together, may he
desire
to aid c ? upa-Siksh ) me ; may I speak
what is pleasant among those who have come together.
0 Fatheis. ( 1 )
"We know thy name, 0 assembly ; verily sport
( narishtii ) by name art thou ; whoever are thine
assembly-sitters, let them be of like spzsch with
me. ( 2 )
"Of these that sit together I tak, to myseif
the splendor, the discernment ( v i j l i ~ n a) ; of this
whole gathering ( sarizsad ) make me, 0 Indra, possessor of the fortune ( bhagtn ). ( 3 )
"Your mind that is gone away, that is bound
either here or there-that of you we cause to turn
tlither ; in me let your mind rest." (4)l
111. ( T h e following 4ymn of Atharva-Veda2
was probably used in a rite for harmony. )
"We bend together your minds, together your
courses, together your designs ; ye yonder who are of
discordant courses, we make you bend ( them ) together
here. ( 1 )
"I seize ( y o u r ) minds with i my ) mind ; come
after my intent with ( your ) intents ; I put your
hearts in my control ; come with ( your ) tracks following my motion. ( 2 )

"Worked in for me iare ) heaven and earth ; worked in (is) divine SarasvatT ; worked in for me (are) both
Indra and , \ p i ; may we be successful here, 0 Sarasvat:." (3)1
IV. ( T h e following passage occurs in a hymn o f
Atharva-Vedaa which is quoted in Kausitak; in ceremony for counter-acting magic. j
"What ( witchcraft ) they have made for thee in t h e
assembly (sabhE)-I take that back again." ( 6 ) 3
V. (The) following verse in the celebrated hymn
to the Earth is by Kauiitaki prescribed to be repeated
as one goes to an assembly (~arishad).
"I am overpowering, superior by nclme on the
earth ibhnrni ) ; I am subduing, all-overpower in^, vanquishing, in every region."4
VI. ( T h e following verse in the same hymn, is,
according to KauiitakT, to be recited by one wbo desires
to please the assembly ; he addresses the assembly -hall
with the mantra, and looks at it.)
"What I speak, rich in honey I speak it ; what I
view, that they win i?van) me ; brilliant am I, possessed
of swiftness ; I smite down others that are violent
(? dodhat). (58)5
VII. (The following verse also occurs in the hymn
to the Earth.)
"What villages, what forest, what assemblies, (are)
upon the earth ibhiimil, what hosts, gathe~ings-in them
may we speak what is pleasant to tliee." (56)6
I.W.A.V.,p.350.
2 . V . 31.
3 . W . A.V.,p.279.
6, W . A . V . , p . 6 7 1 .

1 W. A. V., pp 396-7.

2 VI. 94.

4. A. V., XII. l ; Kaui. 38.30,
W. A. V . , p. 670
5. Kaui. 24.14 ; 38, 29 ; Bloomfield, op. cit., p, 206, W. A. V., p. 671,

Corporate Life
VIII. (The following hymn occurs in Vratya Stikta
and refers to VrZtya.)
l . H e moved out toward the tribes.
2. "After him moved out both the assembly and
the gathering and the army and strong drink."l
IX. "As the Hotar proceeds to the house which
possesses sacrificial animzls, as a just king proceeds to
the assembly, so the purified Soma enters into
the pitcher, and remains there, as a buffalo in the
forest."2
X. (The following passage occurs in a hymn to
Agni) : " 0 thou of the assembly, protect my assembly
(sabhn), and (them) who are of the assembly, sitters in the
assembly ; having much invoked thee, 0 Indra,
may they attain their whole life-time."3
T h e passages quoted above are calculated to throw
a flocd of light on the nature and workings of the
"Assembly." It will be impossible to trace in minute
detail the various bearings they have upon the
question
at issue, but a few prominent features of the 'Assembly' may be gathered from them.
It appears from No. V111 that the 'Assembly' was
originally the assembly of t h e people at large ( ViS )
and they retained their influence over it, however
nominally, down to the !ate Vedic period represented
by the VrZtya Siikta.4
It has been already demonstrated that the
Assembly played an important part in the political
1. A . V . , X V . 9 ; W . A . V . , p . 7 8 3 .
2. RV.1X. 92-6 ; Zimmer, op. cif., p. 174.
3. A. V. XIX, 5 5 - 6 ; W. A. V., p. 993.
4. C ' Zimmer. op. c i f . . p, 194
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administration of ancient India. It appears from No.
IX, that it was so closely interwoven with the political system of the day that a king, without a Samiti,
was not even to be thought of. What forest was to a
s the Soma juice, what a
buffalo, what a pitcher w ~ to
sacrifice was to the priest, so was the Samiti to the
king. In other words, t h e Samiti was the main prop
without which the royal power could not be conceived
to have subsisted.
Such beinq the case, it is no wonder that a
sanctified aspect was given to the Assembly by religious ceremonies and prayers ( No. X ). Sacrifice was
offered on its behalf ( Hillebrandt's Vedische Mythologie, 2, 123-125 ) and Agni was solemnly invoked, as a
patron deity of the Assembly, to protect it and its
members. The last hymn of the Rigveda contains a
good specimen of one of those solemn outpourings of
heart that probably preceded the session of an
Assembly.
"Assemble, speak together ; let your minds be all
of one accord,
As ancient Gods unanimous sit down to their
appointed share.
T h e place is common, common the assembly,
common the mind, so be their thought united.
A common purpose do I lay before you and
worship with your general oblation.
One and the same be
your minds of one accord.

your

resolve,

and

be
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United be the thoughts of all that all may
happily agree."l
And well indeed might such a solemn prayer
for union and concord be uttered in the Assembly.
For never did debate and dissensions run SO high,
never was the supremacy in public assembly s o
keenly contested. I do not believe, tha world's
literature can furnish a specimen of the anxious
thoughts and earnest desires for gaining preeminence
in an assembly such as is depicted to us in the
passages quoted above. Never was a more solemn
prayer offered to the God above for obtaining the
first position in a council than that which was
poured forth to the divinities of Vedic India ( I,
11, VII, X ). Nowhere else probably in the world
were such regular religious ceremonies ( I, I1 ) elaborately performed for attaining the same end. T h e
stalwart politician of Vedic India did not, however,
rely upon the divine help alone for his success ;
charms and magical formulas ( I V , V, V1 ) were
liberally invented, and freely taken recourse to, all
for the same end. Belief in the efficacy of charms,
counter-charms ( IV ) and exorcisms,-the
amulet,
chewing the root of a plant, and wearing wreath of
its leaves ( l )-gained ground among a people, too
eager [or ths promised fruits to be alive to their
absurdities. Whatever we might think of the credulity
of the people, there can be no doubt that they took
politics seriously, and that the society in Vedic India
was characterised by a keen sense of public life and
a? animated political activity.
1 Griffith's Translation, p. 609 ;

RV.X.

191.
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O n e prominent feature in the corporate political
activities in ancient India extorts our unstinted admiration. Though the people were keenly alive to the
necessity of gaining over
the Assembly, the only
means by which they ever sought to directly achieve
this end wzs indeed the most honourable one, via.,
the persuasion of its members by supremacy in debate.
All the prayers and ceremonies, charms and countercharms, were directed to one end alone-to
get the
better of one's rivals in debate, to induce the m ~ m bers present to accept his view of the case, to
weaken the force of his opponents' argum~nts, to
make his speech pleasant to the members and to bend
the minds of those who are of different views. Thus,
to the credit of the political leaders must it be said
that amid the contests and conflicts of the co~porate
political life, they never violated the cardinal doctrine of the supremacy and independence of the
Assembly at large, and to the honour of the people
who graced that Assembly be it ever remembered
that such was their honesty and sense of r e s p ~ n sibility, that friends and foes alike recognised, that
the only force before which they
would yield
was the force of reason and argument.

Political assembly in the post-Vedic period.
Such were the great political assemblies of the
Vedic period. Though the literature of the succeeding
ages does not throw much light upon them, enough
remains to show that the institutions did not die on
the soil. I have already quoted instances from Rzm~iyapa
( p. 101 ff. ) and Vinayapitaka ( p. 99 ). I n the first
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case, however, the only item of business before them
was the szlection of the king or the crown-prince,
and it does not appear quite clearly whether they
played any important part in the ordinary administrative system. In the second case we possess no account,
of the business for which the assembly of eighty
thoasand village-chiefs
was called by Bimbisara.

members suggest or whatever course of action leading to
success they point out.1 T h e legal position of this body
also appears quite clearly from the injunctions of Kautilya that the king should consult the absent members by
means of letters.
The folIowing verses from Mahtibh~ratafurnish a
detailed account of the constitl~tion of the body and
indicates its relation with the ordinary ministers.
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The Mantri-Parishad or Privy Council, a ramnant of
the Vedic Samiti.
T h e true representative of the Vedic Samiti seems t o
be, however, the Mantriparishad (Privy Council) referred
to in Kautil~a'sArthaS&tra ( Rk. 1, Chap. XV ). This
institution is clearly distinguished from the council of ordinary ministers, for the king is enjoined, in case of emergency, to call both his ministers as well as this Privy
Council ( muntrivo mantriparishada* cha ). That i t
sometimes consisted of large numbers is apparent
from Kautilya's statement, that."one thousdnd sages
form lndra's Privy Council"; for these f~ncifui
statemznts about things divine must have their
foundations in actual mundane things. Besides,
Kautilya further maintains, against the schcols of
politicians who would llmit the number to 12, 16
or 20, that i t shall consist of as many membels
as the needs of dominion requi~e. As regards the
powers of this Privy Council Kautilya e x p essly
~
lays
d o w n that they had to consider all that concerns the
par ties of both the king and his enemy and that the king
shall do w hatever the majority ( bhiiyishthzib ) of the

qW %KM. fqq?qi8~337
warfs~ag?+ai'
G

8.~4tII L

ih.~d.f~

q, si~forGwur I

1 Kautilya's .ArthaQPstra-Translated by R. Shamasastry, p. 33.
R. Shamasastry translates 'MantriparishadYas assembly of ministers,
but for reasons stated above I have used a different term, viz,
"Privy Council."

120

CO!porate Life

Thus 4 Brahmanas, 8 Kshatriyas, 2 1 Vaiiyas,
3 k d r r s and 1 SOta formed the Privy Council. O u t of
this body of 37, the king selected eight ministers for the
transaction of ordinary business.
The representative
principle had thus full recognition in the constitution of
this Privy Council, and this indicates its popular origin.
It is interesting to notice how the executive machinery in the Indian constitu ion developed on parallel
lines with that oi England. As the great National Council of the English gave rise to the Permanent Council
which subsequently dwindled into the Privy Council out
of which the king selected his confidvntial ministeis and
formed the cjbinet, so the Samiti of the Vedic period
gave place to the Mantriparishad out of which the king
selected a few to forrn a close cabinet. T h e Samiti,
however, did not, like the great National Council, bequeath any such Legislative assembly, as the Parliament,
to the nation. This functicn devolved upon the Parishad which consisted usudlly of the ten following
members, viz., four men who have completely studied
the four Vedas, three men belonging to the ( three )
orders enumerated first, ( and ) three men who know
( three ) different ( institutes o f ) law. 1

Similar institutions referred to by Greek writers
Greek writers also bear testimony to the existence
of similar institutions. Thus Diodorus has referred to
'a city o f great note,' with a political constitution drawn
1. Ga. XXVIII-49 ; M. XII. 110 ff.
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on the same lines as those of Sparta. As regards the
.details of the constitution he remarks that " in this
community the command in war was vested in twohereditary kings of two different houses, while a Council of Elders ruledthe whole state withparamount.authority." Now,
in this Council of Elders we have surely a reminiscence of the Samiti of the Vedic period. T h e express
statement of the Greek writer that it ' rulrd the whole
state with paramount authority ' seems to corroborate
the view I have taken about the supreme importance of
the 'Samiti' in the public administration of the time.
It also illustrates thz principle Idid down by Kautilya
that kings were bound by the decision of the majority.

And in the South Indian literature and Inscriptions.

Mr. V.. Kanakasabhai has proved the existence of
similar institutions in Southern India in the early centuries of the Christian era. The study of the Tamil
literature bearing upon the period has led him t o the
following conclusions :
" T h e head of the Government
was a hereditary
monarch. flis power was restricted by five Councils,
who were known as the " Five Great Assemblies."
T h e y consisted of the representatives of the ~ e o p l e ,
priests, physicians, astrologers or augurs, and ministers.
T h e Council of representatives safegualded the rights
and privileges of the people : tbe priests directed all
rel~gious ceiemonies : the physicians attended to all
matters affecting the health cf the king and his subjects :
2. Diodorus, Chap. CIV.
The passage is translated by
McCrindle in his "Ztzvasiotr of India by Alexander tlze Great," p. 296.
Cf. Classical Accounts ( p. 183) by R . C. Majumdar.
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the astrologers fixed auspicious times for public ceremonies and predicted important events : the ministers
attended to the collection and expenditure of the revenue
and the administration of justice. Separate places wpre
assigned in the capital town for each of these assemblies,
for their meetings and tranwction of business O n
i m p o r t ~ n toccasions th.y attended th. king's levee in the
throne-hall or joined the royal procession ... ......T h e
power of Government was entirely vested in the
king and in the "Five Great Assemblies." Tt is most remarkable that this system of Government was followed
in the three kingdoms of the Pxndya, Chola and
Chera, although they were independent of ezch
other. There is reason to believe, therefore that
they followed the system of Government which obtained in the country from 'which the founders of
originally migrated,
the " three kinqdoms " had
namely, the Magadha Empire." 1
It appears to me tli at the so-called Five
Assemblies were really the five commit?ees of a
Great Assembly. T h e writer has traced them to
the Magadha Empire, b u t they seem to me rather
the modifications of the Vedic Samiti which left
its trace in every part of India.
In any
case, the representative character of these bodies,
and the effective control which they exercised over
the administration are clearly established. It is interesting to note also that the ' ministers ' formed
one of the assemblies. T h e assemblies, taken together, may justly be compared with the '' Privy
1 "Tamils Eighteen Hundred Years Ago," pp. 109-1 10
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Council " referred to above, the as~embly of the
ministers corresponding with the 'cabinet' composed
of a selected few. O n the whole I cannot help
thinking that we have in the Tamil Assemblies, a
modified type nf the ancient Samiti, s ~ c has is met
with in the post-Vedic literature, e, g., in Mahiibharata and ArthdSiistra.
An inscription of Travancore l
of the 12th
century A. D. refers to the subordination of the
temple authorities to the "Six Hundred of Ven5d
and the district officers and agents", Venad was the
ancient name for Travancore. The editor of the
inscription rema:ks :--" V e n ~ d , it would
appear,
had for the whole state an important public body
under the name of " the Six Hundred " to supervise, for one thing, tbe uorkirg of temples and
charities connected therewith. W h at other powers
and privileges this remarkable corporation of ' l t h e
Six Hundred " was in possession of, future investigation alone can determine. But a number so
large, nearly as large as the Fritish H o u ~ e of
Commons, could not have been meant, in so small
a state as Vennd was in the 12th century, for the
single function of temple supervision."
hlay not
this be som~thing like a State Council, the remnant
of tlle old Samiti ?

5.

The Sabhii or the Local Assembly

So far as regards the Central Assembly, the
Samiti. W e may next take into consideration the
Local Assembly which was originally denoted by
1 Znd, Ant.. XXIV, pp. 284-285.
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Sabha.
T h e village is looked upon as a unit as early
as the earliest Vedic age. The ~ r a m a n ; or the leader
of the village is mentioned in the Rigveda ( X. 62.
11; 107. 5 ) and often in the later S a m h i t ~ sand the
Br~hmanas.1 It is quite clear, from the passages ~ U O ted on page 97 above, that he had voice in the
election of kings. According to Zimmer he resided
over the village Assembly,2 but Macdonell does not
accept this view.3 The Assembly was a meeting spot
of both the rich and poor. The rich men went there
in full splendour, as Rigveda 8. 4. 9 informs us.
"0 Indra, thy friend is beautiful and rich in
horses, chariots and cows. H e is always provided with
excellent food ; majestically goes he to the Sabha"
( Zimmer, p. 173 ).
One of the most favourite topics discussed there
was about cows. "0 Ye cows ........ loudly is your
excellence talked about in the Sabha" ( Rigveda, VI.
28. 6, Zimmer, op. cit., p. 173 ). Serious political
discussions were also carried on in the Sabha, and an
expert in them was an object of great desire :
"Soma gives him, who offers him oblations,
.-.......a son skilful in the affairs of house ( sadanya )
Sabhs ( subheya )4 and sacrifice

( vidathya )

"

( Rig-

1 See the references collected in V. I., I, p. 247, f. n. 26
2 "Der in der SabhE versammelten Gemeinde priisidierte wohl
der g r Z m a ~ (i vrEjapati ), op. cit., p. 172
3 V. I., p. 427.
4 The context seems to d~sprovethe hypothesis of those who
would infer from the term " Sabheya, " a restriction in the membership of the SabhZ. There can be scarcely any doubt that what is
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veda, I. 91, 120. Zimmer, op. cit., p. I72 ).
A curious penitentiary formula, repeated twice
in the Vajaqaneya-samhit~ (111. 45 ; XX. 17 ),
throws an interesting side-light on the working of
the Sabha. " W e expiate by sacrifice each sinful
actthat we have committed, in the village, in the
wilderness and the Sabha."
T h e commentator
MahTdhara explains the sinful act in Sabha as
" Mahiijana-tirask~radikam enah" in 111. 45, and

" pukshapdtadi-yadenah " in X X , 17. The former certainly refers to impr3per language used in the course
of debate against great persons, and this in itself is
some indication of the nature of business in the
Assembly. T h e latter explanation is probably to be
taken in connection with the judicial capacity of t h e
Assembly, meaning 'any partiality in deciding disputes
that might have been committed in course thereof,"
That the Sabha exercised judicial functions is
also proved by otheir references. Thus Ludwig 1 infers
it from the word ' Kilvishasprit in Rigveda X.71. 10,
for the word can only mean "that which removes the
stain attaching to a person by means of accusation."
The fact that ' Sabhachara ' is one of the victims a t
the Purushamedha sacrifice also leads to the same
wanted here, is not a son that would have requisite qualifications t o
beca~nea member of the SabhZ, for this sense would be quite inapplicable to the two other cases, viz., house and sacrifice.
1 Es scheint, dasz in der sabhE auch gerichtliche Verhandlungen
vorkamen ; a n der bereits citierten Ste!le X. 71. 10. kommt der
Auszdruck ' Kilvishasprit ' vor, was nclr ' entferner des ~orwurfes,
des [ durch die anklage jemanden angehefteten 1 Flecken ' heiszen
kann. ( Der Rigveda, 111, 254. )
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conclusion. For, as h4acdonell observes, "as he is
dedicated to Dharma, 'Justice,' it is difficult n o t t o
see in him a member of the Sabha as a law court,
perhaps as one of those who sit to decide cases."
Macdonell also takes ' Sabh~sad' to refer to the assessors who decided legal cases in the Assembly. He
further remarks : --"It is also possible that the Sabh'asads, perhaps the heads of families, were expected to
be present at the Sabhe oftener than the ordinary
man ; the meetings of the assembly for justice may
have been more frequent than for general discussion
and decision." It is also possible, as Macdonell sugpcsts, that the judicial functions were exercised, not
by the whole Assembly, but a standing committee of
the same.1
Village organisation referred to in the Jiitakas.
The organisation of the village as a political
unit under a headman is also referred to in the Jataka stories. Thus we learn from Kharassara-J~takaz
that it was the duty of the headman (gamabhcjaka )
to collect revenue, and with the help of the local
men, to secure the village against the inroads of robbers. I n the particular instance the office was conferred upon a royal minister who was however shortly
after punished by the king for his secret league with
a band of robbers who looted the village.

A similar

story is told in the introduction to the same Jataka
with this difference that the headman was here degraded and another headman put in his place. Further light is thrown upon the organisation of the.
village by the Kul~vaka-Jataka.1 Here we are dis:inctly told that the men of the village transacted the
affairs of the locality. There was a headman who
seems to have possessed the power of imposing fines
and levying dues on spiritual liquor ; for he exclaimed, when the character of the villagers was reformed
by the efforts of the Bodhisattva: "When these.men used
to get drunk and commit murders and so forth, I
used to make a lot of money out of them not only
on the price of their drinks but also by the fines and
dues they paid." T o get rid of the Bodhisattva and his
followers he falsely accused the- before the king as ' a
band of robbers,' but his villainy was detected by the
king who made him the slave of the falsely accused
persons and gave them all his wealth. W e do not hear
in this case the appointment of a new headman by the
king, and as we are expressly told that the villagers
transacted the affairs of their own village, it is just
,possible that the headman was also selected by them. In
th:: Ubhatobhattha-Jztakal reference is made to the
judicial powers of the headman ( gimabhojaka ) who
fined a fisherman's wife for stirring up a quarrel and
" she was tied up and beaten to make her pay the fine."
a ) ' giirnabhojakas ' in the
In the P ~ n T ~ a - J ~ t a ktwo
1. lbid, p. 198

1 V. I., 11, pp. 427-8.
2 Jat., Vol. I, p. 354.
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2. Zbid, p. 482.
3. Jat., Vol. IV, p. 14.
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kingdom of Kasi respectively prohibited the slaughter of
animals and the sale of strong drink. T h e people, however, represented that these were time-honoured customs,
and had the orders repealed in both instances. In the
Gahapati-Jatakal we read how during a famine the villagers came together and besought the help of their headman who provided them with meat on condition that
' two months from now, when they have harvested the
grain, they will pay him in kind.' These instances from
the Jatakas leave no doubt that the organisation of the
village as a politicdl unit was a well-known feature of the
society during the period. Sometimes the headman was
directly appointed by the king, but that does not seem t o
be the general practice. I n any case, the essence of the
institution was, as we are expressly told in one case, that
the affairs of the village were transacted by the villagers
themselves.
T h e headman possessed considerable
rxecutive and judicial authority, as is well illustrated in
the above instances, but t h e popular voice operated as a
great and efficient control over his decisions.
Local Corporations in post-Vedic Period.
The technical names priga and gava seem to have
denoted the local corporatlons of towns and villages
during the post-Vedic period. Thus we find in Viramitrodaya "ga~ajabdabpiigaparyayiyab" and again ' p~gigcF
samiilzah bhinna-jltiniih bhinna-vyittinzim ekasthanavzisinariz gramanagariidisth~i,~nm.Vijii~neivara also, in his
commentary to Yzjijiiavalkya, 2, 187, explains gana as

1 Jat., Vol. 11, p. 134.
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'griimiidijanasamiihu.' Both these terms no doubt denoted,
in general, merely corporations, but they were sometimes technically used to denote corporations of particular kinds, as in the present instance the commentators
explain them as a village or town corporation. This
interpretation of priga is supported by KziSikii on Pzivini.1
T h e word 'gana' was however used in other technical
senses as well and these will be noticed in due course.
The word 'paga' used in Vinayapitaka (Chullavagga,
V, 5, 2 ; VIII. 4, 1)seems to have the sense of a corporation of a t3wn or a village. W e are told that a t
that time it was the turn of a certain "piiga (afifiatarassa
piigassa) to provide the samgha with a meal," This
sentence occurs frequently and it is certainly better to
take priga in the sense I have indicated than as indeterminate and indefinite multitude, as Professors RhSS
Davids and Oldenbzrg have done (S. B. E., Vol. XX,
pp. 74, 284). For, as already noticed above, 'piiga' is
clearly explained as a town or village corporation by the
later commentator, and, what is more important,
Vinayapitaka elsewhere (Bhikkhuni-pztimokkha, samghzdisesa 2) expressly refers to p9ga as a corporation with
executive authority, whose sanction was required to
consecrate as nun, any female thief within its jurisdiction. It is thus permissible to take 'piiga' in Vinayapi$aka as referring to town or village corporations,2 and
thus we get trace of the existence of these institutions in
the early Buddhist period.
1. Niiniijiifiyiih aniyatavrittayah arthakiimappadhiinZ samghiih
pzigiih. (V.3. 112).
2 Reference is made to 'AZiintara pziga' of a town (Vin., lV, 30).
This indicates that there were sometimes several corprations in a town.
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Village organifation referred to i n Arthaiiistra.

The organisation of the village as a corporate political unit is referred to by Kautilya who lays down the
following rules in Chap. X, Bk. 111of his ArthaSiistru.
"When the headman of a village has to travel on
account of any business of the whole village, the villagers
shall by turns accompany him.
"Those who cannot do this shall pay 14 panas for
every yojana. If the headman of a village sends out
of the village any person except a thief or an adulterer,
he shall be punished with a fine of 24 paI;las, and the
villagers with the first amercement (for doing the same.)
(R. Shamasastry's Translation, pp. 218-19).
Again :
"The fine levied on a cultivator who arriving at a
village for work does not work shall be taken by the
village itself.. ....
"Any person who does not co-operate in the work
of preparatipn for a public show shall, together with his
family, forfeit his right to enjoy the show (prekshii).
If a man, who has not co-operated in preparing for a
public play or spectacle is found hearing or witnessing
it under hiding, or if any one refuses to give his aid in
work beneficial to all, he shall be compelled to pay
double the value of the aid due from him" (Ibid, p.
220,.
These injunctions give clear hints of a close organisation of the villages. There was a headman who transacted the business of the village and could command
the help of the villagers in discharging his onerous task.
The headman, together with the villagers, had the right
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t o punish offenders, and could even expel a person
from the village. The fact that the headman and the
villagers were both punished for an improper use of
this right, seems to show that it was exercised in an
assembly of the villagers presided over by the headman.
It may also be concluded from this, that the rights cf
individual were not altogether subordinated to those
of the corporation, but here, too, as in the case of the
guilds (see p. 50)' the ultimate right of supervision by
the king was looked upon as a means of reconciling
the two. The village had a common fund which was
swelled by such items as the fines levied upon the
villagers and the cultivators who neglected their duty.
I t had also the right to compel each person to do his
share of the public work. Corporate spirit among
villagers was encouraged by such rules as follows :
"Those who, with their united efforts, construct on
roads buildings of any kind (setubandha) beneficial to
the whole country and who not only adorn their villages,
but also keep watch on them shall be shown favourable
concessions by the king." (Ibid, p. 2 2 1 )
T h e village continued to be regarded as a coiporate
political unit throughout the post-Vedic period. Thus
in the Vishr?uI and Manu Smritis2 the village is
reckoned as the smallest political unit in the State fabric
and reference is made to the 'griimiku' or the village
headman.
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Dharma-siitras and Dharma-Siistras.

the king should punish those who steal the property of
the gaaa, etc., and concludes with the remark : 'that
the king should follow similar rules with regard to
guilds, corporations of traders (naigama) and of followers
of different religious sects. I t would appear therefore
that gana here refers to corporation of cities or villages
ipzna), for otherwise the reference to 'pura' is irrelevant.
The commentator VijEaneSvar has, as already observed,
accepted this interpretation.
The two following injunctions also prove that the
village was looked upon as a corporate body in the age of
the Dharma-siitras and Dharma-63stras.
(l) T h e king shall punish that village where
BrZhmagas, unobservant of their sacred duties and ignorant of the Veda, subsist by begging ; for it feeds
robbers." (Va~ishtha,111. 4 ; S. B. E., XIV, p. 17).
(2j "When cows or other (animals,) have been lost
or when (other) property has been taken away forcibly,
experienced men shall trace it from the .place where it
has been taken.
"Wherever the footmarks go to, whether it be a
village, pasture-ground or deserted spot, (the inhabitants
or owners of) that place must make good the loss.
"When the footmarks are obscured or interrupted,
the nearest village or pasture-ground shall be made
responsible." ( Narada' XIV. 22-24 ).
In both these instances the village or the inhabitants
of a village are held responsible. Such responsibilities
.are, however, out of question altogether, if there were
not corresponding rights vested in the villagers. I t is
indeed worthy of note that no officer or officers are mentioned but the whole responsibility is attached to the

Manu distinctly lays down that the king shall banish
from the realm anyone who breaks the agreement of a
village community.1 Dharma-s~trasand Dharma-6%stras
contain frequent references2 to gapa and paga, both of
which terms seem to have denoted the town or village
corporations. Besides the quotations from Viramitrodaya
and VijE8ne6vara1s commentary given above on p. 128,
there are other considerations also to support this view.
In the first place, a comparison between YZjEavalkya, 11,
31, and Narada, Introduction, 9, 7, clearly establish the
fact that piiga and gana were used as synonymous
words, and the only sense in which these can possibly be used there is a corporation of the inhabitants of
town or villagz. Then, whereas it is laid down in Manu
that one should not entertain at a h d d h a those who,
sacrifice for a paga (111. 151) or a gaFa (111. 154), we find
similar injunctions in Gautama, XV. 16 and Vishvu,
LXXX. 11-13, against those who sacrifice for a'griima or
village.
A careful study of YXjEavalkya, 11. 185-192, quoted
above on p. 36, would also lead to the same conclusion.
Here the author begins with a reference to royal duties
with regard to a city (pura), viz., that the king should
He then
establish there good Brahmaqas (V. 185).
refers to the royal duties towards the gana, viz., that
1 Manu, Ed. Biihler, VIII-219 and note ; also VIII-221.
2 Gautama, X V . 18 ; XVII. 17 ; Apasta~ba 1, 18. 16 ; Vt.,
XIV. 10, V. 1 1 , 7 ; Manu, 111. 151, 154, 164; IV. 209, 219; Y.,
1. 161, 361 ; 11. 31, 190-195, 214 ; NHrada, Introduction 7, Brih.
1. 28-30.
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village itself. It must be held therefore that the village
was looked upon as a corporate unit of the State possessing distinct rights and duties, and accountable to a
higher authority for due discharge of them.

the village h-: dman and daughter-in-law of the village
headman. This seems to imply that the post of village
headman was hereditary in the family.
The Nasik inscription of Ushavadl~ta refers to a
nigama-sabhii or town council where his deed of gift was
proclaimed and registered according to custom.1
Another inscription from the same locality records the
gift of a village by the inhabitants of Nasik.2 Similarly
an inscription on the railing of the S t ~ p aNo. I1 at
S%nchirecords a gift by the village of Padukulik%,s and
one on the A m a r ~ v a t iSttipa refers to a gift of DhaiTaka$aka Nigama.4 These no doubt testify to the corporate
organisation of a whole city.
Four clay-seals found at Bhitii5 contain the word
nigamasa in Kushan character, while a fifth has nigamasya in Gupta character. These prove the existence of
town corporations during the first four or five centuries
of the Christian era,-a conclusion which is corloborated
by the clay-seals discovered at Vnijbli to which reference
has already been made on p. 40 above.
A feudatory of the Chdukya king Vikramadit~aI,
ruling in the Nasik region, iecolonized some deserted
lands and vested it in the Town Council of Samagiri by
issuing a grant which conceded the following privileges.
"The merchants residing in Samagiri shall, for ever,

Reference to village corporations in ancient inscriptions.
Archzological evidence also confirms the testimony
of literature regarding the existence of these local selfgoverning institutions. T h e earliest in point of time is
a terra-cotta seal discovered at Bhitg near Allahabad
which bears the legend " Sahijitiye izigamasa " i n
characters of the third or fourth century B. C. I t was
found in a building o f the Mauryan epoch which, according to Sir John Marshall, possibly marks the site of the
office of the nigama or town corporation of Sahijiti.1
The inscriptions on Bhattiprolu Casket,2 which may
be referred to about third century B. C., not only refer
to a village headman but also supply the names of the
members of a town corporation. Village headman is
also referred to in other early inscriptions such as the
Mathura Jaina inscription of the years 4, and 84.3 The
first of these refers to a lady who was the first wife of
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1 Ann. Rep. Arch. Surv. India, 1911-12, p 31.

2 Ep Ind., Vol. 11, p, 328. The word negamii in this inscription
has been translated by Biihler as the members of a guild. But as
already been noticed on p. 41 above, nigama should more properl-y be taken in the sense of a town. As Prof. Bhandarkar contends,
negamii probaly stands for naigamiih, i.e., the corporate body of
citizens such as is mentioned in the JBjiiavalkyaand NBrada Smritis.
3 Luder's List nos. 48 and 690.

1 Ep. Ind., Vol. VIII, p, 82.
Luders List, no. 1142. I accept the interpretation of Pandit
Bhagawanlal Indraji and Prof. D.K. Ehandarkar in preference to that
of M Senart Cf. Carmichael Lectures, Vol. I, p. 177, f.n.1.
3 Ep. Ind., vol. 11, p. 110, no. 1.
4 Ep. Ind., Vol. XV, p. 263.
5 Ann. Rep. Arch. Surv. India, 1911-12, p. 56.
2
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be exempt from the payment of custom duties throughout the kingdom ; their property shall not escheat to the
State in the absence of a male heir ;...and they shall not
have to provide accommodation or provisions to the
State officials. (The Town Council is also empowered
to levy) the foljowing fines. Rupees 108 for outraging the
modesty of a virgin ; Rs. 32 for adultery ; Rs. 16 for the
mutilation of ear ; Rs. 4 for bruising the head ; Rs. 108
if a merchant's son is found to have illicit connection
with a female porter ; and should one be caught in the
actual act of adultery, whatever eight or sixteen elders
of the Town Council shall determine that shall be
final."l
W e learn from an inscription of Vaillabhattasvamin
Temple a t Gwalior, dated 933 V.S.2 , that while the
merchant Savviyaka, the tradcr Ichchhuvaka and the
other members of the Board of the Savviyakas were
administering the city, the whole town gave to the temple
of the Nine Durgiis, a piece of land which was its ( viz.,
the town's ) property. Similarly it gave another piece of
land, belonging to the property of the town, to the
Vishnu temple, and also made perpetual endowments
with the guilds of oil-millers and gardeners for ensuring
the daily supply of oil and garlands to the temple. This
long inscription preserves an authentic testimony of a
city corporation with an organised machinery to conduct
its affairs. T h e corporation possessed landed properties
of its own and could make gifts and endowments in the

1. Er. Ind, vol, XXV, pp. 237-8.
2. Ep. Ind.,Vol. 1, p, 161.

Corporate Activities in Political Life

137

n a m e of the whole town. Similar activities of a town
corporation in the middle of the tenth century A. D.
are referred to in the Siyadoni inscription which seems to
indicate that the affairs of the town were " managed by
an assembly of five called PaGchakula, and by a committee of two appointed from time to time by the town."l
I t thus appears that the town corporations existed till a
very late period in ancient India.
11. Local Self-Government

T h e corporate organisation of the village or town
may be studied under two heads, viz., (1) the powers
and functions exercised by it ; and (2) the administrative
machinery by which these were carried out.

1. Powers and functions of the village corporation
(i) Judicial.
The powers and functions, as in Vedic times, may
be broadly divided into rwo classes, judicial and executive. The judicial powers of the headman of a village
( giirnabhojaka ) are referred t o in the Jataka stories
quoted on p. 127 above. It is not expressly mentioned
in the J%taka stories that he exercised them in conjunction with the villagers.
T h e Kul~vaka-Jiitaka i see
p. 127 ') however, seems to show that such was the case
at least in some villages. Here the headman mourns
the loss of fines paid by the drunkards whose character
was improved by the Bodhisattva. W e are expressly
told in this case that the affairs of the village were
transacted by the villagers themselves. It is legitimate
1 Ep, Ind. Vol. 1. p. 167 ff

-
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to hold therefore that the judicial activities, to which
distinct reference is made, formed part of these affairs.
In other cases, quoted above, the story-writers simply
refer to the headman as having inflicted punishments
upon the guilty. This need not, however, necessarily
imply that the headman alone had the right to dispose
of cases ; for the object of the story-writer was merely
to notice the punishment meted out to the guilty ; h e
had no motive to atop to explain the constitution of the
tribunal that passed the judgement.
'The Kul%vaka-J ~ t a k a further proves that compalatively serious cases had to be sent to be the royal cburts.
for decision. For here, the headman did not try the
band of robbers, which, as the tenor of the story shows,
he would certainly have done if he had the right to do
so ; but the accused were sent to the king for trial. I t
may be mentioned here that the later ~)harmaS~stras,
while generally providing that the assemblies of co-inhabitants should decide law-suits among men, expressly
exclude from their jurisdiction cauzes concerning violent
crimes (siihasa).
Kautilya, as we have seen above, also refers to the
judicial powers exercised by the headman together with
the villagers. They could fine a cultivator who neglected
his work and expel any thief or adulterer out of the
village bounda1y.1 W e find here a further step in the
development of the corporate character of the villagers.
They are expressly invested with joint rights and responsibilities, and could be punished by the king for:
illegal exercise of their power.
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The corporate organisation of villages retained its
judicial powers during the period represented by the
Dharma-iastras. As noticed above, there is mention of
the judicial powers of the headman in Manu and Vishvu
Smyiti, among others. But the Brihaspati Smriti preserves
a satisfactory account of the judicial powers exercised by
the villagers in verses 28-30, Chapter I, quoted on pp.
58-9 above.
I t appears
from these that the village Assemblies were
- looked upon as one of the four recognised tribunals of
the land. They were second in point of pre-eminence,
and heard appeals from the decisions of the guilds (of
artizans). I t would appear also that they could try all
cases short of violent crimes. The following passages in
the N ~ r a d aSmriti seem to show that the law-givers in
ancient days tried hard to bring home to the people the
serious responsibilities that attached to their position as
members of a judicial assembly.
"Either the judicial assembly must not be entered at
all, or a fair opinion delivered. That man who either
stands mute or delivers an opinion contrary to justice is a
sinner.
"One quarter of the iniquity goes to the witness ;
one quarter goes to all the members of the court ; one
quarter goes to the king.
"Therefore let every assessor of the c o ~ ~ deliver
lt
a
fair opinion after having entered the court, discarding
love and hatred, in order that he may not go to hell."
(S. B. E., Vol. 33, pp. 38-39.)
T h e following passages in the Ngrada Smriti further
prove that the 'elders' played a conspicuou~ part in the
judicial assembly and that the latter was presided over
by a Chief Judge.
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"As an experienced surgeon extracts a dart by means
of surgical instruments, even so the chief judge must
extract the dart (of iniquity) from the lawsuit.
"When the whole aggregate of the members of a
judicial assembly declare, "This is right", the lawsuit
loses the dart, otherwise the dart remains in it.
"That is not a judicial assembly where ther are no
elders. They are not elders who do not pass a just
sentence ......" (Ibid, pp. 39-40.)
T h e significance of the second passage quoted above
is uncertain. I t seems to indicate that the unanimity
of opinion was necessary to establish the guilt of the
accused.

districts" assembled together and declared the Siidra
guilty. H e was required to present 64 cows to a temple.
111. T h e inscription is mutilated. But from the
preserved portion i t appears that a man pushed his wife
and she probably fell down and died i n consequence.
The one thousand and five hundred men ......of the four
quarters [assembled and] declared the husband guilty.
H e was required to provide for lamps in a temple.
IV. An inscription in the reign of R~jakeiarivarman reports that a certain individual shot a man belonging to his own village by mistake. Thereupon the
governor and the people of the district to which the
village belonged, assembled together and decided that
the culprit shall not die for the offence committed by
him through carelessness, but shall burn a lamp in a local
temple. Accordingly he provided 16 cows from the
milk of -which ghee had to be prepared to be used in
burning the lamp.1
V. According to another inscription2 the .culprit
had gone a-hunting but missed his aim and shot a man.
T h e people of the district at once asembled and decided
that the culprit shall make over 16 cows to the local
temple.
The ancient lawgivers also provided for special judicial assemblies to decide cases for which no rule was
laid down. Such an assembly, according to Gautama,
shall consist at least of the ten following members, viz.,
four men who have completely studied the four Vedas,
three men belonging to the (three) orders enumerated
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Evidence of South Indian records on the Judicial powers
of the Village Assembly.

A few actual cases illustrating the judicial powers of
the local popular assemblies are furnished by South
Indian records of the 10th and 12th centuries. T h e
summary of a few of them is given below.1
1. A village officer (?) demanded taxes from a
woman who declared she was not liable. The former
seems to have put her through an ordeal. T h e woman
toolt poison and died. A meeting of the people from
"the four quarters, eighteen districts and the various
countries" was held, and it was decided that the man
was liable, In order to expiate his sin he paid 32 kaiu
for burning a lamp at a temple.
11. A Siidra went a-hunting, missed his aim and shot
a Velaala. The agriculturists from "the seventy-nine
I

-

1 The summary of Nos. 1-111 is taken from G. Ep. R. 1907,
Sec. 42 (p. 77).

1 G . E p , R . , 1900, p. 11, sec. 26.
2 NO. 77 of 1900, ibid.
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first, ( and ) three men who know ( three ) different
( institutes o f ) law ( Gautama, XXVIII. 48-49 ).
An actual instance of referring the clecision of a criminal case to a special judicial assembly is furnished by a
South Indian inscription.1 A man was accidentally shot
i n p deer-hunt, and in order to decide the question of
expiation which was to be prescribed for the offender,
the B r s h m a ~ a sof the Village Assembly at Olakk3r, the
residents of the main division and those of the sub-districts met together and settled that a lamp be presented
to a shrine.
Another instance is furnished by a dispute over the
right of worship in Aragalur temple. The Judge referred
the complicated issues to the MahCjanas of several agrahars and ultimately endorsed their decision.2
Reference may be made in this connection to such
expressions as ' Paiicha-rna~dal;,' Paiichali,' and Paiichalika' which occur in inscriptions. Fleet took them
to be " the same as the PaiTchXyat of modern times, the
village jury of five ( or more persons ) convened to
settle a dispute by arbitration, to witness and sanction
any act of importance, etc.3
( ii ) Executive.
The executive functions exercised by the villagers
seem to have included those of the Collector, the Magistrate and the municipality of the present day. T h e
Kharassara-Jataka, referred to on page 116 above shows
that the headman was expected to collect the revenues on
1. Govt. Epigraphist's Report for 1910, p. 95, sec.
2. Zbid, 1914, pp. 96-97,
3. Fleet-4upta Inscriptions, p. 32, f. n. 5.
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behalf of the king and to secure the peace of the
country with the help of local men. As we learn from
the Kul~vaka-Jztaka,( see p. 127 ) that, though there
was a headman, the men of the village transacted the
affairs of their own locality, we must assume that these
functions did really belong to them, though exercised
through the agency of a headman. It may be noted in
this connection that both these functions formed essential
elements of the village communities down to the latest
period of their existence. The Dharma-iastras clearly
indicate that in addition to the above1 the ancient
village organisations exercised the municipal functions.
Thus Brihaspati Smriti lays down the following among
the duties of a village corporation:-" T h e construction
of a house of assembly, of a shed for ( accommodating travellers with ) water, a temple,2 a pool and a
garden, relief to helpless or poor people, the performance
of samskliras and sacrificial acts enjoined by sacred
taxts, the excavation of tanks, wells, etc,, and the
damming of water-courses."3
The cost of these undertakings was probably met
out of the corporate fund. T h e Jataka stories and
the statements of Kautilya quoted on pp. 126 ff., prove
that the towns and villages could levy fines and dues
from the inhabitants while the Gwalior Inscription
( p. 136 ) shows that they possessed corporate properties of their own.
1. Cf NBrada XIV. 22-24 quoted above on p. 133. Cf.also the
statement in V . 111. 6 ff. ; M. VII. 115 ff.
2. Cf. the Gwalior insc~iptionnoticed above on p. 136.
3. The whole passage has been fully discussed in connection
with the guilds, on p. 48.
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2.

The executive machinery of the village corporations.

W e may next take into consideration the executive
machinery by which these functions were carried out.
A t the head of the corporation stood the headman
who is variously styled as G r ~ m l d h i p a , Grtimani,
Gramakota, Grtimapati and Paltakila in the inscriptions
and the G~mabhojakain the Jatakas. H e was sometimes
nominated by the king, though the post seems in many
cases to have been hereditary.l H e was helped by a
council of two, three or five persons. T h e constitutional
power of this body is given in some detail in Narada
( C h . X i and B~ihaspati( Ch. XVII ). These have
been already described in connection with guilds ( pp.
49-58 ) and need not be repeated here. What kLs been
said there applies mutatis mutandis also to the Village
Assembly. It will suffice to say that though the headman and his council exercised considerable authority,
they were ultimately ~rsponsiblet o the people at large
who regularly met in an assembly-hall to discharge
their corporate functions. They had a right to make
bye-laws and frame rules regarding the attendance of
members. Regular discussions were carried on in the
assembly and the idea of liberty of speech was probably
not unknown.
A very interesting side-light is thrown on the working
of the executive machinery of the corporations by the
account of Megasthenes. His well-known account of
the administration of the city of Pataliputra may be taken
t o be applicable to the other local corporations as well.
The essence of the whole system consisted in the mana1. Jolly, Recht und Sitte. p. 93.
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gement of the municipal administration by a general
assembly and a number of small committees thereof,
each entrusted with one particula~ department Megasthenet.s account seems to be corroborated by the Bhattiprolu casket inscription which r e f i ~ sto a commitlee of
the inhabitants of the town r p. l34 1. A number of
South Indian records prove that the system subsisted
down to the latest period of ancient Indian history.

Village Corporations in South India.
Indeed by far the most interesting examples of the
village assemblies occur in Couthern India. A large
number of inscriptions prove that they had a highly
developed organisation and formed a very essential element in the state fabric of old. Thus the fourteen
inscriptions in the Vishnu temple at Ukkal, published
in the "South Indian Inscriptions, Vol. 111, Part I."
( pp. 1-22 ), furnish a very instructive insight into
their nature and constitution. It will be well to begin
with a short summary of the important portions in each
of them.
1. The Assembly of the village received a deposit
of an amount of gold from one of the commissioners
ruling over another village on condition of feeding 12
Brahmavas and doing other things out of the interest of
this sum (p. 3).
2. A certain person made over a plot of land to the
great Assembly on condition that its produce should
be utilised for supplying the God with a stipu1at:d
quantity of rice. The inscription conc!udes as follo\vs :-
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" Having been present in the Assembly and having
heard ( their ) order, I, the arbitrator ( Mndhyastha )
( such and such ) wrote ( this )" ( p. 5 ).

3. A certain person had purchased a plot of land
from the Assembly and assigned it to the villagers for
the maintenance of a flower garden ( p. 6 1.
4. The Assembly undertook, on receipt of a plot
of land, to supply paddy t o vbrious persons engaged in
connection with a cistern which the donor had constructed to supply water to the public ( p. 7 ).

5. T h e Assembly undertook to supply an amount
of paddy per year by way of interest of a quantity of
paddy deposited with them. The " great men ( Pavumakkal ) elected for the year" would cause ( the paddy )
to be supplied ( p. 6 ).

6. It refers to a meeting of tke Assembly, including
" the great men elected for ( the management of 1
charities ( ? )" and " the commissioners ( in charge of
the temple ) of Sattan " in the village. The Assembly
probably assigned a daily supply of rice and oil to a
temple. I n conclution we are told that " the great men
elected fo; ( the supervision of ) the tank" shall be
.entitled to levy a fine of ( o n e kalaiijti of gold in
favour of the tank fund from those betel-leaf-sellers in
this village, who sell ( betel-leaves ) elsewhere but at
the temple of Pidzri ( p. 11 ).

7. The inscription is mutilated and the sense not
quite clear. It refers to " the land which has become
the common property of the Assembly" and is a not;fication of its sale by the Assembly on certain terms. " T h e great men elected for that year " were to be fined
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if they fail to do certain things the nature of which
cannot be understood i p. 1 2 ).
8. The Assembly accepted the gift of an amount
of paddy on condition of feeding two BrShma9as daiiy
out of the interest ( p. 13 ).
9. I t is a royal o r d x authorising the village to sell
lands, of which the tax has not been paid for two full
years and which have thereby become the property of
the village ( p. 15 j.
10. It lecords a sale, by the village Assernbiy, of
a plot of land, which was their common property, and of
five water levers, to a servant of the king who assigned
this land for the maintenance of two boats plying on
the village tank (p. 16).
11. The great Assembly, including "the great men
elected for the year" and "the great men elected h
{the supervision of) the tank," being assembled, assigned
at the request of the manager of a temple, a plot
of land in the fresh cleaiing for various specified
pulposes connected with the temple (p. 18).
12. The village Assembly grants a village, including the flower garden, to a temple, for the requirements of worship there. The terms of grant include
the following.
"We shall not be entitled to levy any kind of tax
frem this village. We, (the great men) elected for
(the supervision of) the tank, and we. (the great men)
elected for (the supervision of gardens, ahall lot be
entitled to claim, at the order of the Assembly, forced
labour from the inhabitants settled in this village.
''(If) a crime (or) sin becomes public, the God
(i.e., the temple authorities) alone shall punish the
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inhabitants of this village (for it). Having agreed
(thus) we, the Assembly, cngraved (this) on stone.
"We, the Assembly, agree to pay a fine of one
hundred and eight kiitiam per day if we fail in this
through indifference" (p. 20).
13. It is incomplete. T h e extant portion records
a session of the great Assembly "including the great
men elected for this year, the great Bhattas elected
for (the supervision of; the tank, and (all other) distinguished men" (p. 21).
14. The son of a cultivator in the village assigned
a plot of land in the neighbourhood, from the proceeds
of which water and firepalls had to be supplied to
a rnal;ldapa frequented by Brahmanas, and a water
lever constructed in front of the cistern at the
mavdapa.
The great men who manage the affairs of the
village in each year shall supervise this charity (p. 21).
The fourtsen inscriptions, containing, as they do,
the orders issued by the Assembly of a single
village, during the 9th, 10th and 11th centuries,
furnish the best evidence for the organisation and importance of these institutions.
Further particulars about these village corporations
may be gathered from other inscriptions. As these
belong to differtnt periods and different localities, it
would not be quite safe to draw a single homogeneous picture by utilising the data which they supply.
Neverthele-S, by a careful scrutiny of these records,
we may hope to obtain a general idea of the essential
characteristics of the village institutions of South
India.
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The General Assembly.
As the Ukkal inscriptions show, the Assemtly
1 Sabha or klahnsabha ) fornied the most important
feature of these village corporations. It exercised supreme authority in all matters concerning the village
and is frequently referred to in inscriptions from South
India.
It appears fi-om a ca~eful study of these
iecords that the constitution of this body differed in
different localities and probably also at different times.
Its compositiolz and status.
According to an inscription at Tirumukkudal 'Temple,l
the local Assembly consisted of the young and old of
the village. This seems to indicate that it was merely
a gathering of the male adults of the village. Several
inscriptions, however, clearly distinguish the Assenlbly
from the people of the village,2 and according to a
few Chola inscriptions,beveral committees with the
learned Brahmanas and other distinguished men of the
village constituted the village Assembly. This shows
that in some cases, probably in many, the Assembly
was a select body. Interesting information regarding
the constitution of a typical village assembly is furnished
by a Chola record in the Tanjore District, dated A.D.
1071. It lays down certain rules framed by the
assembly of a village, in the presence of a royal officer,
for election to the local assembly and the committee4

1
2
3
4

G. Ep. R , 1916, p. 116.
ARIE., 19.1.6-7, p, 2 2 , No. 87 ; p. 23, No. 89.
G. EP. R.. 1905, p. 49, see. 7.
ARIE. 1935-6, p. 4.
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An inscription at Manur, of about the 9th century
A. D., lays down certain rules regarding the constitution
and function of the Assemblies of Brahrnadeya villages.
T h e preamble runs thus : "We, ( the members of ) the
rnahiisabha of M ~ ~ a n i l a i n a l l ~
a rbmhmadeya
,
in Kalakkudi-nadu, having proclaimed a general body meeting b y
beat of drum ; and, having assembled in the sacred
Govardhana, made the following resolution (vyavasthai)
of the
for conducting deliberations in the meetings
mnhzisabhz of this village." The regulations may be

(6) that those who do this together with their supporters
will pay a fine of five kasu on each item (in which
they have so bzhaved) and still continue to submit to
the sarrle rules."l
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summed a p as follows :
That of the children of shareholders in the village,
only one who is well-behaved and has studied the
Mantra- Briihmana and one Dharma (i.e., Code of Law)
may be on the village assembly to represent the share
held by him in the village, and only one of similar
qualifications may be on the Asssmbly for a share
purchased, received as present, or acquired by him as
strldhana (through his wife) ; (2) that (shares) purchased,
presented, or acquired as stridhana could entitle one, if
at all, only to full membership i n the assemblies ; and
in no case will quarter, half or three-quarter membership be recognised ; (3) that those who purchase shares
must elect on'v such men to represent their shares
on the asszmbly, as have critically studied a whole
Veda with its parijishtas ; (4) that those who do not
possess full membership as laid down by rule (21,
cannot stand on any committee (for the management
of villagz affairs) ; (5) that those who satisfy the prescribed conditions should, in no case, persistently oppose
(the proceedings of the assembly) by saying 'nay, nay'
to every proposal brought up before the assembly ; and

15 1

Attention may be drawn to the iote-rstinp regulation about the working of the village Assembly
contained in the last two clauses abovc. Queer as
they undoubtedly are, they were. no doubt, intended as
a cl~eck against refractory members, and there does
not seem to be any valid reason to conclude, as
some scholars have done, that these served as instruments in the hands of the upper few to silence the
opposition of the majority.
T h e regulations were meant for a Brahmadeya
village, and there were evidently regulations of a
similar nsture for the Assemblies of ordinary villages.
Of course, Vedlc scholdrship could not be prescribed
as an essential qualification for membership of the
latter. T h e Chola inscriptions lay down special property and educational quallficatio ns only with reference
to the Executive authorities of the Assembly . 2
It is difficult to determine the relation between
the people and the Assembly, and esprcially the
amount of control the former exercised ober the latter.
According to the Manalikkarai inscription3 quoted
below, an important royal proclamation was issued

1.
G . Ep. K, 1 9 1 3 , ~ . 9 8 , p a r a 23.
F o r the text and translation of the Inscription,
XXII, pp. 5-11.
2.
Ep, I n n , X X I I , p. 206.
3
Irrd. Ant., Vol XXIV, p, 308 ff

cf. Ep. Ind.,
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after a consultation \v.\..;.s duly held among the royal
officers, the members of the Assembly and the people
of the village. Again u e 1ea.n with reference to particular villages, su.11 as Tiruvidavand~i, that private
endowment? were entrusted, in some cases to its
Assembly, in other cases to its residents, and in not
a few cases, to the Assembly and the residents.
In four instances we have a specific reference to
the number of men c o m p o ~ i n e the sabhif. According
to a Tamil inscription1 the sabhd of Tiraimur consisted
of 300 men and the citizens of 400. Reference is also
made to other assemblies or subhas of 300 or 200, but
all these may be conventional numbers. A Kanarese
inscription of Vikramaditya V1 2 refers to 1,000 great
mzn of Kukkanur who met together to make a
grant of land. W e lcarn from an inscription of
Sundara Pandya I 3 that a village Assembly consisted
of 512 members. Again, an Inscription of Tribhuvanamalla, the Western Chalukya king,4 records a gift to
two hundred5 great men of the village and Kxlidasa,
its chief. This inscription indirectly establishes the
fact that in many cascs, if not in all, there was a
headman of the village, a post, the existence of which
is also testified to by othel inscriptions. An inscription

1.
2

3.
4.

5.

G. E p . R , 1908, p 23,110. 212.
G. Ep. R . 1914, p. 55,no. 509.
G. Ep. R.. 1918, p. 153, par. 43.
G. Ep. R . 1919, p. 18, no. 213.
It is possible that the number refers to a committee of the
Assembly rather than to the Assembly itself. Cf.below

sec.

8.

from the Dharwar District records an interesting dispute about the Gatrdike ( office of village headman)
between two parties, each putting the claim ofone of
its own members. A committee representing prominent persons from several neighbouring villages, acsembled
in the local teino'e, decidzd to install one of the
contestants in the ofice and took an undertaking from
the other partv that it would abide by this decision.1
Two other reco-ds from the same district mention a
distinguished lady as governing a village (firI.2
The status of these Assemblies, so far as it may
be inferred from their meeting places, considerably
varied, probably according to the importance of the
villages which they represented. Tn some instances
we hear of halls built by kings for their meetings.3
Generally, however, they met in local temples, while
in some cases the shade of a tamarind tree seems to
have been considered as good enough for the pur~ose.4

Reference is frequently made to a corporate body
called Mahzjanas. T h e term usually denotes Br%hmana
householders but it appears very likely that in some
cases they formed the local ruling Assembly. They
aye mentioned in the Lakshmeshwar Pillar inscription
of Prince V i k r a m ~ d i t ~ ain the early part of the

1.
2.
3.

4.

A R I. E. 1946-7, p. 4
Ibid.
G. Ep. R., 1916, p 116
G. Ep. R., 1910, p 90, par. 21 ; G. Ep
p. 23, no. 260.

R.,

1916.
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eighth century A.D. as a separate unit in a municipal
area along with other corpolate organisations like
guilds, etc.1 A Kanarese inscription of the Rashtrakfita king Krishna I1 records a gift by three hundred
Mah~janas,2 and another of the same king, dated 902-3
A. D., refers to a gift by a number of Brahmanas
with the approval of 120 Mah~janas.3 An inscription
of the W. Chalukya king Traiiokyamalla, dated 1053-4
A. I).,registers the gift of a garden, a wet field, five
houses and one oil-mill for the worship of Jina by
120 Mahzjanas of Rachchuru."
An inscription of Somesvara 11. dated 774-5 A. D.,
refers to the grant of a village to the 300 Mahajanas
of another village for the maintenance of the cult of
Rame4vara (Siva) in a third locality.5 Reference is
made to the Thousand headed by the Mayor of the
A g r a h ~ r a of Puli, thousand Mahajanas of Puli and
hundred of Siveyagiri.6 An inscription at Ron in the
Dharwar District refers to the 104 Mahzjanas of the
great Agrah2ra at Rona.7
A n inscription of the time of Vikramaditya V in the
Dharwar District refers to the gift of a village to the 104
MahZjanas with the conditions of enjoyment by the
donor, the Mahajanas and t h e people of the village.8
Ep. Znd , Vol. XIV, p. 189.
G. Ep. R., 1904, p. 39, no. 53.
Ep. Ztld, Vol. X I I I , p. 190.
G . Ep. R., 1919. p. 16, no 201.
Ell. Znd, XVI, p. 69
Ibid, XVIII, pp 181, pp. 181, 183, 211.
I b ~ d .XIX, p. 236.
lbid, X X , p. 69
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Three inscriptions refer to the thousand Mah~janas
of an agrahzra village and one person is described
as the foremost of them. Two other records refer,
respectively, to 300 and 200 MahZjanas. An inscription
registers the gift of a house-site and income derived
from several kinds of cess by the M a h ~ j a n a sto the
God Nage;vara outside the village. It is stated that
the area was being administered by the Four Hundred
~ v a m f s of a great Agrahzra which was constituted into
a B r a h m a ~ u r iby Tribhuvanamalla.1 Another inscription records grants made to a temple by the Five
Hundred Sv~rnisof Kadalipura headed by Nalprabhu
Gadiyafika Mallisetti, Mummuridandas and Dal?danayaka
Tlpparasa.2
W e get an insight into the nature and constitution
of this body from an inscription of the Chalukya king
Tribhuvanamalla dated l l l 2 A . D.3 T h e king granted
one entire village for the supply of materials for
offerings, food-gifts, alms, and festival cloths for the
God, the Lord Mahadeva, of the Agrahara Ittage
and this property was delivered "into the hands of
the Sheriff of the great Agrahgra Ittage and the rest
of the four hundred Mah~janas" who are described as
endowed with all conceivable virtues, including a
knowledge of the Vedas. Here it is quite apparent that
the four hundred Mah~janasformed the governing body
of the Agrahiira with a chief corresponding to the
headman of an ordinary Village Assembly. Similarly
1.
2.
3.

A.RZ.E. 1953-4, p. 37, No. 198.
Ibid, 1947-8,'p 23, No. 179.
Ep Znd., Vol. XIII, p. 36.
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we read in the Managoli inscription of tLe Chslukya
king Jagadekamalla 11, dated 1161 A. D.,1 that the
king made a grant with the a s ~ e n tof the five hundred
Mahajanas of Manimgavalli headed by the Mahaprabhu bladir~ja. It is interesting to note t5at the body
is also aimply referred to as "the five hundred."
T h e facts brought togethe] hardly leave any doubt
that the Agrahdras were ~ u l e d by the body called
Mahajanas i n very much the same way as a n ordinary
viliage by the Village Assembly. T h e numbers 300,
400 and 500 clearly show :hat the body was not an
assembly of all the adult Brzhmaga males but their
representatives, although it is difficult to determine
at present the principle on which the selection proceeded. It is likely, however, that the method of representation closely followed the system we have noticed
above in connection with the Brahmadeya villages.
Institutions of similar type also prevailed in North
India. An inscription, dated A. D. 1173, found in
Ghazipur District (U. P.), gives an account of the
steps taken by a body of Brahmanas assembled in
a village to prevent the criminal activities (theft,
robbery, etc.) of a section of the local people. T h e
Brahmanas drafted an Ordinance (sthiti) which was
accepted by mutual agreement (samvid). It laid down
that anyone who would plunder the village or do
other crimes such as the seizure of the cattle would
be blinded,2 and his entire property confiscated,

1.

2.

.

Ep. Iiirl Vol. V, p. 9
T h e original words are chakshur-vvadhah, which the editor
of the inscription takes to mean ' slaughter at sight '.
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while the abettors of the crime should be expelled
from the village and their houses demolished. T h e
adviser ( of the culprit
should be restrained (ztiritu)
and trcated as a dog, chacdala, or an ass.1 There
is no reference to the sanction of the king tc an
Ordinance presciibing SO heavy penalties. Nor is it easy
to determine the exact status of the Brahmanas
vis-a<vls the village Assembly, if there were any.
But such an Ordinance could only be framed hy the
King or a C ~ r p o r a t e Body as prescribed by the
Smyitis. The assembled Brihmanas might be, like the
Mah~janas, local ruling Assembly or authorized by
the Village Assembly to draft the ordinance. In any
case, the inscription is a unique record of the powers
and functions of the village corporations which existed
in North India.

There were different types of village assemblies
Nagara, Sabha-accordcalled by different names-Ur,
ing to different nature of their constitution. "Jf the
village was one of Vellan landlords with the necessary
famllies of farmers, artisans, barbers, potters, washermen, doctors, etc., it had the assembly of the Ur, the
members of which body were V e l l ~ n landlords. If
the village was one of merchants, traders, and men
engaced in manufacture and industry, it was subject
to the assembly of the nagara.
And if it was a
Br~hmanicalvillage h a v i n ~in it mostly Brahmaqa land-

1.

Ep. Incl.,

XXXII, pp. 305-9.
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lords with such farmers, etc., as were necessary for
the well-being of the village and the cultivation of the
lands in it, it had the sabhii for its management."
According to some scholars, each of these functioned
"for a particular group or constituency" and it will be
"unreasonable to think that in the council of the nr
or the Sabhii, the landlords were represented by the
potter, barber, etc."l
But sometimes all the three
names were indiscliminately used to denote the same
body .2

The Committees of the Village Assembly.
~ l t h o u g hthe General Assembly was the supreme
authority in the village corporaticns, the detailed
administrative work seemed to have been carried on in
most cases by one or more committees. As we have
seen above, four or five of them are specifically mentioned in the Ukkal inscriptions :
1. Great men elected for the year ( 5 , 7, 11, 12, 13).
2. Great men elected for charities (6).
3. Great men elected for tank 16, 11, 12, 13).
4. Great men elected for gardens (12).
5. Great men who manage the affairs of the village
in each year (14).
The nature and duties of the second, third, and
fourth of the above committees are quite evident from
their designation. T h e first and the fifth might have
been different names for the same body, who looked
l.

2.
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Idid, XXV, p. 74.
Idid, XXIV, p. 30

36-41.

For further discussian, cf. Ibid,
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over general and miscellaneous affai~s not covered by
other committees.
T h e number and constitution of
these committees must have varied in diffe! ent villages.
Thus two inscriptions a t Uttaramallur add the names
of four more committees, viz., "Annual superviuion,"
"Supervision of justice,"
"Cold supeivision," and
"Paiicha-V%ra vZriyam." The f i s~t is probably identical
with Nos. I and 5 above, the third probably regulated
the currency and the fourth perhbps supervised the
work of the five committees of the viIlage.1 It has
been suggested, however, that vara means 'share' and
that Pazcha-vara-v%riyam "was a comrilittee concerned
in the Tealisation of t1)e revenue in i i n d due t o the king
on certain classes of lands amounting to five shares
(pagcha-viira~out of the six of the entire assessment."2
A few Chola inscriptions3 of the 10th century A.D.,
found in North Arcot district, mention the names of
several additional village commit tees, viz, (l ) the
'great men for supervision of walds' i kudumbu), ( 2 ) the
'great men for supervision of fields,' (3) the 'great
a e n (numbering) two hundred,' 14)the 'great men for
supervision of the village,' and (5) the 'great men for
supervising (i.e., looking after) the udasii~as (ascetics 7).
Reference is also made to a 'committee to manage the
affairs of the temple,' but this is probably identlczl
with Nos. (4) and (5). An inscription of KSjar~ja1,
dated 996 A. D., also refers to the 'Tank super-

1.
2.
3.

G. Ep. R., 1899, p. 23 ; 1913, p. 105.
Ep, Itld., XXIII, p. 23. Mahalingam, p. 345.
G. Ep. R ., 1905, p. 49, para. 7 ; 1915, pp.

115-6.

160

Corporate Activities in Political Life

Corporate Life

vision committee' and the 'Village supervision committee.'l W e also hear of a Land-survey Committee,z
and a "Committee of Justice,3 the latter having counted
a lady among its members.
The Masulipatam plates of Chalukya Bhlma I1
(931-945 A. D.)Q refer to the 'Committee of five'
and 'the youths eloquent at Committee Assemblies
(viira-goshtlzi).' This shows that youngmen served in
these committees and freely joined in the discussions.
Three inscriptions from Nlttam refer to two committees.
One of these, the 'samvatsara-variyam' or the Annual
supervision committee consisted of 1 2 members and
formed a part of the great village Assembly. 'UrvZiriyam' was the name of one of the village officers,
or of a committee of officers, whose function evidently
was to see the lands of the village properly cultivated
and to collect the produce.

Constitution of the Committees.
A very interesting and detailed account of the
constitution of these committees is furnished by two
inscript~ons at Uttaramallur.
These are dated in the 12th and 14th regnal year
of the Ch3la king Parantaka I. "The early inscriptions
of Uttaramallur in the Chingleput District are found
to start from the time of the Pallavt king Dantivar-

man and cover the reigns of this king" and his four
successors and of the Chola kings Parantaka I and
RZjakesarivarman Kditya. T h e sabhd of the place is
referred to in almost all the inscriptions of these kings.
And as six records earlier than the time of Parantaka I
.. ...make specific mention of Committees, there is
certainty that the sabhn and its committees were functioning in the place during the reigns of at least six
kings prior t o the accession of VParZntaka I in A. D.
907", i. e., since at least the middle of the eighth
century A. D.l
T h e free rendering of the latter of the two records
of Parantaka I (which is merely an amended version of
the earlier) may be quoted here to give an idea of
the method by which these committees were formed.2
"This was the way in which (we, the members
of the Assembly) made rules for choosing, once every
year, 'annual supervision,' 'garden supervision' and
'tank supervision' (committees).
(1) There shall be thirty groups (or wards) (in
Uttaramallur).
(2) In these thirty wards those that livz in each
ward shall assemble and shall choose men for 'pot
tickets' (kudavolai).
The following were qualifications which one must

.

1.
2.
1.
2
3.
4.

G. Ep. R , 1918. p. 143.
G. Ep. R , 1914, p. 30.
G . Ep. R., 1910, pp. 98-99, para. 3.5.
Ep. Znd., V, pp. 137-133.
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Ibid, XXIV, pp 28-9.
Ep. R.. 1899, p. 23 ; also Arch. Swrv. Rep.,
1904-5, p. 140. For the difference between the two
versions and the improvements effected b? the later upon
the former cf. G. Ep. R., 1899, pp. 27-30.

G.
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possess if he wanted his name t o be entered on t h e
pot ticket and put into (the pot).
( a ) "He must own more than a quarter (veli) of taxpaying land."
(b) "He must have a house built on his own site."
(C) "His age must be below T O and above 35."
(d) "He must know the h l a n t r a b r ~ h m a n a( i.e. he
must k r o w it himself and be able to teach (it to others)."
(e) "Even if one owns.only one-eighth (z3elii of land
he shall have (his name) written on a pot ticket and
put ipto (the pot) in case he has learnt one Veda and
one nf the four Bhashyas, and can explain it (to others)."
(f\ "Among those (possessir g the foregoing qualifications)
(I) Only such as are well conversant with business
and conduct themselves according to sacred rules shall
b e chosen ; and (11) those who have acquired their
wealth by honest means, whose minds are pure and
who have not been on (any of) these committees for
the last three years shall also be chosen."
(g) 11) "Those who have been on any of these
committees but have not submitted their accounts, and
their relations specified below, shall not have (their
names) written on the pot tickets and put (into the
pot).
( I1 ) T h e sons of the younger and elder sisters of
t1:eir n~otl;eis.
( 111
Th. sons of their paternal aunts and maternal untie.
( IV ) T h e brothers of their mothers.
( V ) T h e brothers of their fathers.

,
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( V1 )

Their brothers.
( V11 ) Their fathers-in-law ( ? ).
( V111 ) T h e brothers of their wives.
( IX ) T h e husbands of their sisters.
( X ) T h e sons of their sisters.
( XI ) T h e sons-in-law who have married t h e
daughters of disqualified persons.
( XI1 ) Their fathers.
t XI11 ) Their sons.
( h ) ( I ) "Those against whom illicit sexual intercourse or the first fcur of t h e five great e;ns," zliz., ( 1 }
killing a Brahmin. ( Z ) drinking intoxicating liquors,
( 3 ) theft, (4) committing adultery with the wife of
spiritual teacher and ( 5 ', associating with any on e
guilty of these crimes, are recorded ; and
( I1 ) all their various relations above specified shall
not have ( their names ) written on t h e pot tickets and
p u t into ( the pot 1.
( i ) "Those who have been outcast for association
( with low people ) shall not, until they perform t h e
expiatory ceremonies, have ( their names written ) o n
t h e pot tickets ( and ) put into ( the pot )."
( j ) "Thcse who are foolhard", shall not have
j their names written on the pot tickets and put into
( the pot )." [ T h e whole of this clause is not preserved
i n the original which is damaged here. ]

k

"Those who have stolen or plundered t h e
property of others shall not have ( their names ) written
o n the pot tickets and put into ( the pot 'I."
( 1 ) " T h o ~ ewho have taken forbidden diskes (?) of
any kind and who have become pure by reason of having
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performed the expiatory ceremonies, shall not, to the
end of their lives, have ( their names ) written on the
pot tickets and put into ( the pot ) ( to be chosen to serve
on ) the committees."
( m ) ( I ) "Those who had committed.. ....sins
[ here again the original is damaged ] and have been
pure by performing expiatory ceremonies;
( I1 ) Those who had been village pests and have
become pure by performing expiatory ceremonies;
( I11 ) Those who had been guilty of illicit sexual
intercourse and have become pure by performing expiatory ceremonies ;
all tbese thus specified shall not, to the end of
their lives, have ( their names ) written on the pot
tickets for ( any of these ) committees and put into ( the
pot )."
"Excluding all these, thus specified, names shall
be written for 'pot tickets' in the thirty wards and each
of the thirty wards in the twelve hamlets1 ( of Uttaramallur ) shall prepare a separate packet with a covering
ticket ( specifying its contents ) tied to it. ( Those
packets ) shall be put into a pot. T h e pot tickets shall
be opened in the midst of a full meeting of the village
assembly, including the young and old ( members j, con-

1.

The original word is iZris. Mahalingam takes it to mear
streets and thinks that the elaborate procedure was
intended to ensure that "both the thirty wards into
whlch the village was divided as also the twelve $+is
( streets ) into which the wards were grouped were
represented on the Committees ( p. 347 ).

vened ( for the purpose ). All the temple priests, who
happen to be in the village on the day in question, shall,
without any exception whatever, be seated in the village
hall ( ? ) where the assembly shall meet. In the midst
of the temple priests, one of them who happens to be
the eldest shall stand up and lift an ( empty ) pot so a s
to be seen by all the people present. Any young boy
who knows nothing about the matter shall hand over t o
the standing priest one of ( the packets ) from the thirty
wards. T h e content ( of the packet ) shall be transferred to the ( emptv ) pot and ( well ) shaken. From
this pot one ticket shall be taken out ( bv the young
boy ? 1 and made over to the arbitrator. While taking
charge of tlle ticket the arbitrator shall receive it on the
palm of his hand with the five fingers open. H e shall
read out ( the name on ) the ticket thus received. The
ticket read by him shall also be read out by all the priests
then present at the hall. T h e name thus read out shall
be put down t and accepted ). Similarly one man shall
b: chosen for each o f the thirty wards."

"Of the thirty persons thus chosen, those who had
previously
been on
the 'garden
supervision'
( committee ), and on the 'tank supervision ( committee )
and those who are advanced in learning and those who
are advanced in age, shall be chosen for ( the committee
o f ) 'annual supervision.' Of the rest, twelve shall be
taken for the 'garden supervision' ( committee ) and the
remaining six shall form the ' tank supervision '
( committee 1. The last two committees shall be chosen
after an oral expression of opinion ( ? ). The great nlen
who are members of these three committees shall hold

I66
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offizz for full three hundred and sixty days and then
ret~re. If any one who is on the committees is found
guilty of any offznce, he shall be removed ( at once ).
For appointing :Le committees after these have letired,
the rnembers of the committee for ' supervision of
justice ' in the twelve hamlets ( of Uttaramallur ) shall
convene a meeting with the help of the arbitrator. The
selection shall be by drawing pot tickets according to this
order which lays down the rules i thereof )."
"For the Paiicha-v~ra-vzriyam and the ( committee ) for 'supervision of gold,' names shall be written
for 'pot tickets' in t h e thirty wards ; thirty ( packets
with ) coverina tickets shall be deposited in a pot and
thirty pot tickets shall be drawn ( as previously
described ). From these thirty tickets twelve men shall
be selected. Six out of these twelve shall form the 'g~lcl
suparvision' r committee ) and the I emaining six constitute the 'Paiicha-vara-variyam.' When drawing pot
tickets for i the appointnient of \i these ( two ) committees next yea:, the wards which have been already
represented ( during the year in question ) on these
committees shall be excluded and the appointments made
from the remaining wards by an oral expression of
opinion ( ? ). Those who have ridden on asses and
those who committed forgery shall not have ( t h e i r
names ) written on the pot tickets and put into
( the pot ).
"Arbitrators and those who have earned their wealth
by honest means shall write the accounts ( of the village ).
One who was writing the accounts shall not be appointe d to that office again until he submits his accounts ( for
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t h e period during ~ h i c hhe was in cffice ) to the great
men of the big committee ( in charge ) of the accounts,
and is declared to have been honest. T h e accounts
which one has been writing he shall submit himself, and
other accountants shall not be brought to close his
accounts."
"Thus, from this year onwards as long as the moon
and sun endure; committees shall always be appointed
by 'pot tickets' alone. T o this effect was the royal
order received."
The elaborate rules laid down above for the
election of committees1 most strikingly illustrate the
ultra-democratic character of these village corporations.
It is evident that the functions of the corporations were
mainly carried on by means ofthese committees and that
is undoubtedly the reason why so great precautions were
taken to safeguard t hcm against 'corruption. T h e natural
evils of a popular and democratic constitution were
sought to be eradicated without injuring its spirit and
vitality, and the regulations which they drew up for the
purpose must be pronounced t9 be a remarkable piece

1.

The original word which has been translated as committee'
is oii riyarn T h e origin of thiq word 1s obscure, but it
is frequently mentioned in connection.with Sahhii and
undoubtedly means in this context a bcdy of persons
chosen to d o a specific work, i. e something like a
standing committee. But in some cases i t is used to
designate one or more persons selected for a specific
duty, f o r the tlme being, without any reference to an
Assembly ( For a detailed discussion, cf. Mahalingam,
pp. 345-6)
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of legislation characterised alike by sagacity and foresight. Some of the provisions in the foregoing regulations extort our unstinted admiration. Though ordinarily no man possessing less than a quarter 'veli' of
tax-paying land could stand as a candidate for any one of
these committees, exception was made in favour of
persons, possessing a certain amount of education. T h e
regulation ( f), that only those who have not been on
any of these committees for the last three years would b e
chosen, is certainly calculated to give every villager a
chance of serving on them and thus qualifying himself
for the responsible membership of the corporation t o
which he belonged.1 The method of electing members,
carefully eliminating, as it did, all chances of corruption
and personal influence, may be fairly compared with all'
that we know about the republican States of ancient a n d
modern world.

An Uttaramallur Inscription, dated A. D. 922,
contains detailed regulations for choosing nine persons
who would test the correctness of the gold current in the
village. Whether they formed a regular Committee
(like the Gold Committee ) cannot be exactly determined.2
An2t'ler U t taramlllu- Inscription, dated 993-4

1.

2.

The principle is carried still further by a Chola Inscription according to which the Assembly arranged to have
the village administration attended to by those who
consented to vacate their seats by the year according to
old custom ( G. Ep. R , 1915, p. 18, no, 92 ).
Ep. Znd, XXII, 148
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A. D., records a decision of the Mahnsabhii that each
caste shall be liable for the payment of fines laid on that
caste, "whether at the gate of the royal palace, or at the
court of justice or in the ( department of ) revenue or
elsewhere." 1
A third inscription from Uttaramallur, dated A. D.
782, furnishes interesting information about the recovery
of amounts due from the ryots for having fixed the boundaries of lands, if they leave the village without paying
them 2 The fourth inscription, dated A . D. 964, lays
down rules for t h e collection of fines in general by the
"Great Men conducting the business of t h e village for
each year" through t h e Assembly. These 'Great Men'
shall be individually liable to the payment of a penalty if
they fail to act according t o the Regulations.3 It is
interesting t o note that in both these records specific
ment;on is made of the members of the Sabhii, including
important functionaries, on whom fines were ( or might
be ) imposed. This is in accordance with the text of
Katyayana quoted above, on p. 54. I t appears from
t h e third inscription that strong actions were taken
against members of the Executive who violated these
regulations. If necessary, transgressing members could
be taken to the royal court, as laid down in the Brihaspati Sahhitii i see p. 55 ).
A curious side-light is thrown on the working of
the above regulations by an inscription4 which records
1.

2
3.
4.

Ibid. 206
Ibid, X X I V , 35
Ibid, XXV, 42
G. Ep. K , 1905, pp. 27, 54.
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an agreement ( vyavast h5 ) by the village Assembly dismissing a village accountant who had cheated them and
preventing his descendants and relations from writing
the accounts of the village.
The village corporation seems to have been liable
for debts incurred by their employees. According to an
inscription of the 48th year of Kulottunga I ( A. D.
1117-18 ),l two men who had been writing the accounts
of a village i n A. D. 1115-16 appear to have incurred
debts and to havz left the village without discharging
them. T h e village corporation, whose employees t h e
accountants must have been, was required to pay the
debts by selling some fields.
Some interesting details about the working of the
village Assemblies may also be gathered from a large
number of Chola inscriptions2 from Brahmadesam, a
village in the North Arcot district. T h e records show
that it was an agrahiira with an organised village
Assembly called Gapnpperumnhkal or Gavaviiriyapperuinakkal. They invariably menticn the Assembly and its
activities. Many committees must have worked under
its control. One of these was a committee to manage
the affairs of the village ( gagavZiriyarn ) and another to
manage those of the temple ( KoyilvEriyam ). T h e
accountant of the latter committee was named or entitled
Trair~jya-ghatik~-madhyasta3
"the arbitrator of the college ( named ) Trairzjya." T h e grant recorded in inscription no. 194 is stated to have been entrusted by the
1.
2.

3.

G. Ep. R., 1907, p. 76, para, 39.
G. Ep R., 1916. pp. 115-16
For this officer see also Ukkal Inscription no. 2.
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Mahzisabhzi ( great assembly ) to the great people of the
gatrav8riyam doing duty in that vear, and if they failed,
it was stipulated that the Sraddh~mantas( i. e., those who
interested themselves in the charity ? ) would collect a
fine from each member of that committee on behalf of
the king. T h e Assembly also had, evidently under its
control, a body of madhyastas arbitrators ) who wrote
the tank accounts and received for maintenance four
'niili' of paddy every dav, seven 'kalafiju' of pure gold
every year, and a pair of cloths. In presenting account
for audit by t h e Assembly each of these was required to
undergo the o-deal of holding red-hot iron in his hand.
If he came out safe ( and hence also pure ) he would be
presented with a bonus of one quarter of the surplus
( p~daSesha? ). If, on the other hand, he burnt his hand
( and hence i n default ) he would he fined 10 ' k a l a ~ j u '
without of course further bodily punishment inflicted
upon him. T h e Gnnapperumnkkal, who formed t h e
general bqdy of the Assembly, apppar also sometimes as
the managers of the temple. In that capacity they once
seem to have given an agreement that if they destroyed
the gold that was assigned to the temple they would each
pay to the MaheSvaras of the temple a fine of 24
hiinam.
An inscription in the Suchindram temple in the
Kanya Kumari District, dated 1228-9, records details
regarding the organization of the groups of Malayala
Brahmanas from Kilgarai and their representation in the
Mahiisnbha of the village. T h e Brahmanas were divided
into eight groups, each consisting of members belonging
t o specific houses ( named ). T h e eight members, one
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from each, were authorised by the Mah~sabhiito assemble and deliberate on matters connected with the temple
and the village, and they were forbidden from having
transactions of any kind in respect of the temple lands
to their own advantage. In case of default the defaulter
was liable to a heavy fine and confiscation of property by
the Mahiisabhz.1
Some idea of the heavy work which a village
Assembly had, at least occasionally, to do, may b e
obtained from a decision of the MahasabhB of Sembian
mahadevi. "It was meeting both in the day time and i n
the nights for considering matters relating 'to the village
administration and the revenue matters relating to taxes
which resulted in inefficient work and involved an expen-diture of oil for lamps and torches in excess of the quantity sanctioned by the Sabhii. Therefore it was resolved
that the Assembly should meet only in day time."2
T h e village Assemblies enjoyed a large degree of
autonomy. They could change the constitution of the
Committees and other regulations without any permission or sanction of the Government. There are,.
however, instances to show that the State did interfere
with the freedom of the Assembly if it thought that their
work was not satisfactory. W e learn from an inscription that the Chola king Kulotturiga 111, at the instance
of two of his officers, sent to a Sabhii a new set of rules
for the election of the Executive Committee. "But on

-
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Assemblies were allowed to exercise a great deal of
autonomy and many of them made substantial changes in
the regulations without any reference to the State."l

Relation between the Village Assemblies and the
Central Government.
T h e corporations posse>sed absolute authority over
the village lands and were generally left undisturbed in
the internal management of the villages. They were,
however, responsible for the payment of taxes due from
the village, and we have an instance on record where the
members of a Village Assembly were arrested and imprisoned for the unpaid balance of the royal revenue. T h e
situation was saved by some Brahmans members of the
Village Assembly who sold 80 velis of 1a1,d for 200 kasu
i n order to clear up the revenue arrears.2
I t appears from the Tiruvallam inscription3 that
the royal officers supervised their accounts from time to
time. T h e inscription No. 1 2 at Ukkal as well as
several other records4 show that the Village 14ssembly
was liable to fine for dereliction of duty and an inscription of the time of Rzjarzja I,5 dated 996 A. D., also
refers to the same thing with interesting details. W e
are told that the Assembly of Tribhuvava-mah~d~vi-

the whole even in the late Chola period the village

l.
2.

.A R. I. E., 1958-9, p. 18
Mahalingam, p. 356

1.
2.
3.

4.
5.

Ibid, pp.

355-6
G Ep. R., 1913, p 109.
Sourh Znd. Ins, Vol. 111, Part I, no 57.
G. E p . R., nos. 342 and 343 of 1903, and no. 268 of 1911.
G.Ep.R.,1918,p.143.
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chaturv~di-marigalammet in a pavilion and made a n
agreement to the following effect with regard to a village
which was purchased from the Assembly by a certain
person and granted to the local temple : "The said
Assembly shall not levy any other tax than siddhzy,
dandiiya and pan'chavara. It shall not be'lawful for them
to violate it or to levy any kind of tax such as Sillirai
which are not mentioned in the rates already fixed. In
respect of this village the members of the 'Tank Supervision Committee' and the 'VilIaee Supervision Committee' and 'the iiramaigeyvSr' working for the year shall
not r~ceiveany kind of p a y m ~ n tin rice or paddy as
amaEji. Such of the members of the committee who
misappropriated thp collection of such taxes and signed
the order for levyine; them shall bp liable to pav a fine
of twentv-five kalaliiu of gold which shall be collected
hv the di;vakanmis ( i. e , thc manaqers of thp temple ).
Even after paying :he fines, they ( the member< of the
v h i y a m ) shall be liable to pay a fine to the Dharmzisana ( the Court of Justice ) at the place thev choose and
at the rates fixed in the aqreement. The accountant of
the variyam who allowed the unlawful co!l~ction shall be
asked to pay vetti. Those who sav 'nay' to this order
and those by whom thev are so instigated shall h e made
to pav a fine of fifteen kalaiiju to the Dharmrisana by the
Devakanmis ; and they shall thereafter be made to obey
the same order." T h e T i r u m a l ~ u r a m Inscription r e c i t ~ s
an instance where t h e Assembly was actually fined by
the king on the complaint brought by the temple authorities that it was misappropriating part of the revenues
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assigned to them.1 O n the other hand, the village Assembly could bring to the notice of the king any misdoings
of the servants of any temple within the area of the
village.2
Some of the regulations which the Assembly passed
required the sanction of the king. Thus we are told a t
the end of the Uttaramallur Regulation : "To this effect
was the royal order received." Again in the inscription
No. 9 at Ukkal we have a royal charter according sanction to the village Assembly to sell lands of those who
have not paid taues ( Cf. also instances quoted in G. Ep.
R. 1910, p. 92 ). O n the other hand, any royal harte er
affecting the status of a village was to be sent for approval
to the village Assembly before it was registered and sent
into the record office. This is proved by an inscription
of VIra R ~ j e n d r a . 3
Two Travancore Inscriptions4 of the 12th century
A. D. also strikingly illustrate this right of the village
corporations. T h e first records the grant of some paddy
lands by the royal officers of VenSd with the object of
providing for the daily offerings in a temple. T h e
second inscription purports to be a c h a ~ t e r executed by
the royal officers and the people, of the village assembled
together. I t records that in accordance with the royal
proclamation they have made over the paddy lands to the

1.
2.
3.
4.

G. Ep. R , 1907, p. 71.
C . Ep. R., 1909, p. 83, para, 28
Referred to by Mr. S. K. Aiyangar in "Ancient India,"
pp. 177-8.
Ind. Ant., Vol. XXIV, pp 3 7 - 8 .

Corporate Activities i n Political Life

176

Corporate Life

servants of the temple, subject to eminor charges and
deductions, and concludes with the remarkable clause :
"In witness whereof we the people oi Talakkudi ( hereunto affix ) our signatures," and the signatures follow.
T h e editor of these two inscriptions remarks as follows :
"It is remarkable that the people of Talakkudi had the
right to execute, and in a manner to ratify, the royal
grant. T h e reservation as to minor charges and deductions, appearing in this ( the latter ) inscription but
absent in the former, would point to certain cesses levied
by village associations, on lands falling within their
unioa" Another Travancore Inscription of which the
summary is quoted later also shows by its re amble that
the proclamation which it contains was issued "after a
consultation having been duly held among the royal
officers, the members of the village assembly and the
people of the village." A number of P'ivdya inscriptions
conclusively prove that all royal orders regarding gifts of
lands, or making lands tax-free, had to be regularly
communicated to the Assembly of the village to which
the lands belonged. The Assembly then met together,
received the official document, proclaimed the particular
lands to be tax-free by an executive order, and sometimes
fixed the boundaries.1
Reference may be made to several other inscriptions testifying to the important position occupied by the
village Assembly in ancient Indian polity. An inscription of the Chola king R ~ j a r ~IJI
j a registers an order of
the prince to his officer through the citizens of

1.

G. Ep.

R., 1917, p. 110, para. 8.
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Mummad Solapuram. l Another inscription of the Patdya Kulagekharadeva registers an order of the Village
Assembly under the instruction of ( the king ), for acquiring certain private houses which were required in constructing the second priikzira of the local temple.2 An
inscription of RzjZdhirXja I, dated 1048 A. D., records
that the Assembly of RZjar2ja-chaturv~di-marigalammet
in a pavilion in company with the governor of the town,

,

and gave effect to an order of the king issued under the
signature of his royal secretary, stating that on the lands
belonging to a certain temple only the lowest rate of tax
needs be levied.3
It appears that sometimes the members of a Village
Assembly had audience of the king on public business.
An inscription,4 dated in the 5th year of the reign of
Kulagekharadeva, states that the members of the Assembly of T i ~ u p p u t t u rwished to pay their respects to His
Majesty, and wanted money for the expenses of the
journey. T h e visit contemplated being probably one of
public interest, the Assembly made certain temple lands
rent-free and received 120 'kiisu' from the tenants.5

Cordial relations between the Assembly and the King.
There are frequent references to cordial relations
between the Assembly and the king. A poet composed a
1. G. Ep. R., 1909.p. 10.
2. G. Ep. R., 1917, p. 27, no. 408.
3. G . Ep. R., 1918, p. 147.
4. G . Ep. R., 1909, p. 84, para. 28.
5. Cf. also Ibid, p. 17, nos. 103, 104
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k ~ v y a glorifying the king, and the Assembly was
required to listen to it, and adjudge its merit, by a royal
order. The Assembly was evidently satisfied with his
work and made him a gift of land.1 Several inscriptionsz record gifts of land by the Assembly, or
other religious and charitable acts performed by them,
for the sake of the health of the king, or for celebrating
a royal victory. W e learn from a n inscription at Alafigudi3 that special prayers were offered at a temple, at
the expense of the Village Assembly, for the recovery,
from ill health, of a member of the royal family.
Another inscription4 records that the Assembly, in
company with the prince, opened water-works and performed consecration ceremony of the God.

Powers and Functions of the Village Assembly

T h e Ukkal inscriptions are calculated to give a very
fair idea of the general powers and functicns of the
Village Assembly. These prove beyond all doubt that the
village corpor~tionshad reached a very high state of perfection. They were looked upon as part and parcel of
the constitution of the country and were entrusted with
the entire management of the village. They were practically the absolute proprietors of the village lands inclu1. G. Ep. R., 1919, p.
G. Ep. R., 1909, p.
p. 96, para. 18.
3. G. Ep. R., 1899, p.
4. G. Ep. R., 1918, p.

2.
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66 no. 198.
26, nos. 195, 196; G. Ep R,, 1919,
20, para 53,
32, no. 347

ding fresh clearings, and were responsible for the total
amount of revenue to the Government. In case the
owner of a plot of land failed to pay his share it became
the common property of the corporation which had a
right to dispose of it to realise the dues1 ( Nos. 9, 7,
10 ).2 The corporations also seem to have exercised the
exclusive right of administering justice ( N o . 12; also
see ante p. 140 ).
14 careful analysis of the Ukkal inscriptions will
further show that the corporation practically exercised all
the powers of a State within its narrow sphere of activity.
I t possessed corporate property ( 3, 7, 9, 10 ) which it
could sell for public purposes ( 3, 7. 9, 10 ) such as
providing for the necessities of a temple ( 6 , 11, 1 2 )
which sems to have been looked upon as an important
part of its duties. It was a trustee for public charities of
all kinds, and received deposits of money ( 1 ), land ( 2,
3, 4, 10, 14 ) and paddy f 5, 8 ) under the condition to
provide, out of their interest, the things stipulated bjr
the donors. These included feeding of Br%hkans( 1 ),
supplying rice to the God established in a temple ( 2 ),
supply of paddy to specified persons ( 4, 5 ), maintenance of flower garden ( 3 ), maintenance of boats ( l 0 )

1 Another instance is furnished by an inscription of the time of
RZjijPndra Choladzva I. The V~llageAssembly of Ratnagiri sold by public auction a piece of land, after having paid the taxes on it for 15
years on behalf of the original holders who left the place to live elsewhere without arranging to pay the accumulated dues on the land
(G. Ep. R., 1915, p. 98). For other instance see G. Ep. R., 1910, p.92.
2 The figures ineicate the serial number of inscriptions referred
to above.
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and the provision of water and firepans to Br3hmar;ls
( 14 )i T h e corporation could regulate the market and
assign particular place for the sale of particular commodities ( 6 ). I t could regularly impose taxes ( l 2 ), and
even levy extra tolls for specific objects of public utility.
I t had also the power to exact forced labour from the
inhabitants of the village ( 12 ). Sometimes the corporation exercised jurisdiction over other villages, and the
instance furnished by No. 12 is interesting, inasmuch as
it shows that the corporation of Ukkal possessed another
village more than 3 miles distant, and this was granted
away, free from all taxes and customary dues, i n order
t o provide for the necessities of a temple in Ukkal itself.
The Village Assemblies served as the agent of the
Central Government for the execution of royal orders.
Occasionally, it co-operated with the local officer of the
king in giving effect to royal orders.1

11
Propep Maintenance of
tion and irrigation.

the Meacs of Communica-

T h e proper maintenance of communication and irrigation seems to have demanded the special care of the
village corporations. An inscription at U t t a ~amallur2
reports that a certain road in the village had been submerged under water and became unfit to be used even
by cattle. Consequently, the village corporation decided
that the road should be widened. For this purpose land
1 Mahalingam, pp. 368, 366.
2 G. Ep. R., 1899, p. 23.
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had to be acquired by purchase from the ryots of the
village. T h e duty of acquiring the land and making
the new road was assigned to the 'Garden Supervision
Committee.'
A number of inscriptions refer to the irrigation works
undertaken by the village corporations. T h u S two inscriptionsl from Trichinopoly district record the arrangement made by a Village Assembly for removing silt.
140 baskets of earth had to be taken out of the tank and
deposited on the bund every day. T h e establishment
consisted of six labourers, a supervisor, a carpenter, a
blacksmith and fishermen, who were paid stipulated
quantities of paddy. Several records register gifts of
money by private individuals, the interest of which was
to be spent by the Assembly in annually removing silt
from the tank and depositing it on the bund. I n one
case the Assembly expressed their gratification at the
charitable act of the donor and exempted him from the
payment of certain taxes. One endowment provided
for the upkeep of a 'second boat' which was to be employed for removing silt. Ancther inscription records
that the Village Assembly of Uttaramallur accepted a n
endowment and undertook to arrange for the removal
of silt every month from the local tank.2
Besides private donations as Zrippatti the income
from whicLl went to meet the cost of repairs of tanks,
there was also a regular tax called Zri-iiyam collected for

1 G . Ep. R., 1903, Nos. 342, 313.
2 Cf. Mr. Venkayya's article in Ann. Rep. Arch. Surv. India,
1903-4, pp. 236 ff., on which this paragraph is mainly based.
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the same purpose.1 A Chola inscription of the 10th
century A.D.2 states that the villagers agreed ro contribute towards the repair of the tank. 'The committee
for Supervision of Tanks' in the village levied the contributions and agreed to arrange for the removal of silt
annually.
In addition to private donations and the general
tax, the Assembly resorted to other expedients to get
money for irrigation purposes. Thus we learn from a
Chola inscription3 that the Assembly received an
endowment of 1CO liiisu frcm sn individual for providing
offerings in a temple and for expounding S;va-dharma
in the Assembly-hall built in the temple by the same
person. They utilised the sum for repairing damages
caused by floods to irrigation channels. Another inscription4 states that certain ryots had failed to pay the
dues on their holdings. The Village Assembly paid the
amount for them, and their land was taken over, for
the benefit of the tank, for three years. If the defaulters failed t o pay up thefr dues at the end of the
term, the land would be sold for the benefit of the tank.
T h e Assembly had full powers to acquire private
lands for purposes of irrigation, for we learn from a
Chola inscription5 that the Assembly gave iands in
exchange for fields taken up by the bed of their newly
constructed tank.

1 G . Ep. R., No. 140, of 1919, olso cf. No. 66, of 1919.
2 G Ep R , No. 178 of 1902.
3 G Ep R , 1912 p 16, No 214
5 G Ep R, 1907, Nc 84
4 G Ep R. 1898, No 61
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All these varied duties were no doubt performed
under the immediate direction of 'the Tank Supervision Committee.'

Famine Relief
Even the most well-designed schemes of irrigation
were bound to fail at times and then the villages must
have suffered from famine and scarcity. The Village
Assemblies had terrible responsibilities on these occasions and evidence at hand shows that they manfully
faced them.
An inscription at Aladgudi.1 dated in the 6th year
of R ~ j a r q a refers
,
to a terrible famine in the locality.
T h e villagers had no funds to purchase paddy for their
own consumption, seed grains and other necessaries for
cultivation. For scme reasons, the famine-stricken inhabitants could ezpect no help in their distress from the
royal treasury. Accordingly the Assembly obtained on
loan a quantity of gold and silver consisting of temple
jewels and vessels from the local temple treasury. In
exchange for this the members of the Village Assembly
alienated 8314 veli of land in favour of the God. From
the produce of this land the interest on the gold and
silver received from the temple was to be paid.
A Chola inscription also records that the Assembly
borrowed money from temple treasury on account of
"bad time" and scarcity of grains."z
1 G EP. R , 1899, p. 20,para 53.
2 G. EP.. R,1914, P. 45, No. 397.

184

Corporate Life
Corporate Activities in Political Life

The Government seem to have fully recognised the
heavy responsibility of the Assemblies and the faithful
manner in which they discharged their duty. Hence
they sometimes empowered the corporation to regulate
the Government dues with a view to the actual condition of the country. A very remarkable instancs occurs
a
Keralavarin the Manalikkarai Inscription of ~ T r Ravi
man dated in the year 410 of the Kollam Era ( 1156-57
$aka or 1234-35 A.D. ) of which the substance is given
below.
In the year 410 is issued the following proclamation
&I

after a consultation having been duly held among the
loyal chieftains ruling a t Vanad and the members of the
Assembly (Sabha) of Kodainallur and the people of that
village, as well as Kovdan Tiruvikraman, entrusted with
the right of realising the Government dues. Agreeably
to the understanding arrived at in this consultation we
command and direct that the tax due from Government
lands be taken as amounting in paddy to (such and such
measure). In seasons of drought and consequent failure
of crops the members of the Sabhz and the people of the
village shall inspect the lands and ascertain which have
failed and which have not. T h e lands that have failed
shall be assessed at one-fifth of the normal dues. Similarly the mzriibzrs of the S2bhZ and the people should
report to the officer-in-charge if all the taxable lands
equally failed, and after the said officer was satisfied by
personal inspection, one-fifth only of the entire dues
shall be levied. If the members of the Sabha and the
people agree among themselves and pray in common for
the postponement of the payment as the only course
open to the majority among them, this demand ( i. e.,
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one-fifth the usual rate ) shall be apportioned over all the
ltinds paying tax to Government ( to be levied in the
subsequent harvest ) but without interest."l

13
Absolute Authority of the Vz7lage Assembly over its
lands and people.
I t has been noted above, in section 9, that the inscriptions prove the Village Assembly to have exercised practically an absolute authority over all village concerns. As we
have seen, they were the proprietors of village lands, and
their power of selling lands2 and making them tax-free3
is clearly provcd by a number of records. The headman
of a viilage had to take the permission of the Village
Assembly for disposing of lands owned by him a s
Brahmadeya.4 There is even one instance where the
queen had to purchase lands5 from them. They could
also impose taxes and imposts of various descriptions and
borrow money for communal purposes.6 That they did
not play a despot and were generally restrained by constitutional usages and other checks is proved by an inscrip1.
2.
3.

4
5.
6.

Ind. A n t . Vol. XXIV, p 305 ff.
G. Ep. R., 1904, p. 32. No. 386; 1907, p. 16, No. 71;
p. 32, Nos. 287, 291; p. 33, No. 297.
Ep. I n d , Vol. 111, p. 285; G. Ep. R., No. 153, of 1919
Ep. Ind , XVII, p, 309
G. Ep. R.. 1905, p. 32- No. 669.
G. Ep R., 1919, p. 67, No. 212; also the extract from G.
Ep. R., 1918, p. 143, quoted above.

.
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tion of Vikrama Chola.1 T h e members of the Assembly
of Tirunarai~urhad spent on communal business money
in excess of the sanctioned amount, and as they could not
impose additional taxes on the ~ e o p l e ,they sold a piece
of land to the temple in return for the money which they
apparently got from the temple treasury.
A singular instance of the authority sometimes exercised by the Village Assembly over private individuals is
furnished by the following regulations:-"Persons
who are
qualified to do the services of accountancy, carpentry,
etc., should take up such services i n the village only.
Those who engage themselves in these services beyond
the village will be considered t o have transgressed the
law, to have committed a fault against the Assembly and
to have ruined the village."2
A modified form of local self-government is hinted at
in an inscription, dated A. D. 1051, found at Sudi i n
Dharwar District. It records the details of the corporate
regulations granted by the authorities to eight Settis
( named ) and the Eighty households. These regulations
had broken down during the invasion of the Cholas, and
were renewed. T h e regulations cover wide grounds.3
An inscription of the 12th century A. D. from
South Arcot District4 refers to a famine as a consequence
of which several families left the village. Fearing that

1.
2.
3.
4.

G. Ep. R., 1909, p. 96, para 46.
G. Ep. R., 1919, p. 66, No. 205.
Ep. Ind. XV, p 80.
A. R. I. E. 1434-5, p. 60
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by this move their village would be speedily depleted,
the families that still remained convened a meeting of
the Sabh% and decided therein to redistribute the 24
shares into which the village had beer originally divided
with the express condition that no one could sell or barter the lands to any outsiders. It was decreed that the
seller, the ~ u r c h a s e r and the scribe, who wrote the
documents relating thereto, would not only forfeit the
lands so disposed of, but in addition would be liable to a
fine.

Village Assembly as Public Trustees and local Banks

A large number of South Indian records hold out the
Village Assemblies as serving the functions of public trustees and local banks. W e have already noted in the case
of Ukkal inscriptions that they kept deposits of money
out of the interest of which they fulfilled the conditions
laid down by the donor. This interesting function of
the Village Assembly is referred to with some additional
details in earlier inscriptions from different localities.
T h e Ambasamudram inscription of the Pandya king
Varaguqa 1 9th century A.D. 11 records that he gave
into the hands of the members of the Assembly of Ilaxigokkudi two hundred and ninety ' k m , ' from the interest of which, the capital ramaining unspent, offerinss
had to be providetl for to a certain temple. For this
(amount ) the members of the Assembly had to measure

1 Ep. Ind., Vol. IX, pp. 84 ff.
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out five hundred and eighty 'kaldm' of paddy per year (as)
interest, at the rate of two 'jzalam' for each 'kisu.' Out
of this (income ) the servants of the lord and the
committee of the Assembly were to jointly pay for offerings four times a day according to a scale which was laid
down in great detail.
Far more interesting is the long inscription found at
Tiruchchendur in the Tinnevelly District, also belonging to the reign of Craraguna. I t refers to deposits
made by the King with 17 Village Assemblies to supp1y
the annual requirements of a temple in that 1ocality.l
An inscription of the year A. D. 959, found in the
neighbourhood of Madras, records a gift of one hundred
gold Nishkns, bearing interest at the rate of three
Mashas per Nishka per year, to a Village Assembly for
conducting a special service in a local temple on a particular day every year. A long list is given of the articles
to be supplied and of cooks and menials to be employed.2 Two grants of the Chola king Parantaka I record
the deposit of money by his daughter with the Assernblies ( iir ) of two villages for daily supply of oil t o a
local temple. A fine was to be paid for every day of
default.3 A similar depos it is probably referred to in an
inscription of Vishvugupta ( 8th century A. D. ) where
a person is said to have purchased "from the householders of the village of Angara" ( Shahabad District,
Bihar ) for the perpetual supply of oil to a temple.4 An
1 Ep. Ind , XXI p 101.
2 Ibid, XXWI, p. 303.
& Ibid, XXVI, pp. 234-5
4 Ibid, 246
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inscription dated 1142 A. D. records that the inhabitants of a village in Cuttack District ( Orissa ) headed by
the Fradhiini ( headman ) named S'aqda received a deposit of gold for feeding the perpetual lamp in a temple.1
Seventeen instances2 of the similar function of
Village Assemblies are furnished by the Chola inscriptions in Tanjore temple. O u t of the money deposited
with them they were to furnish, as interest, either a sum
of money or specified quantities of paddy to the temple.
Three inscriptions of Lalgudi in the Tanjore District,
belonging to the 9th century A. D., refer to similar
deposits of money with three Village Assemblies. Two
of these mention that if the Assemblies fail to supply the
ghee as stipulated, the members, collectively or individually, shall pay a fine which, in one case, is 216
kiivam, and in the other case, double the quantity of
default and a fine of 500 kapam of gold.3
A Tamil inscription records t h e gift of a piece of land to
the Assembly on condition that they should burn a lamp
i n a local temple.+ T h e supervision of the charity was
entrusted to 'the Annual Tank Supervision Committee.'
Another inscriptions records that the Assembly received
75 kalalij'us of gold for feeding daily five Brahmanas. O f
the fourteen inscriptions in TirukkovHlur6 temples pub-

1 Ibid, XXX, p. 91.
2 South Ind. Ins, I:. Nos. 9-19, 25-28, 35, 54.
3 Ep. Ind., XX, p. 62.
4 G. Ep. R., 1905, p. 33, No. 685.
5 G . Ep. R.. No. 155 of 1919
6 Ep. Ind., Vol. VII, pp. I3m ff.
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lished by Hultzsch, six refer to deposits of money and
paddy with the Assembly on condition that they should
perform certain specified charitable acts.
Sometimes the Assembly received a fixed deposit and,
by way of interest, remitted the taxes on certa'n lands,
specially those belonging to a temple. I n one such case
on record1 a devotee of the local temple collected 160
kasu by donations and deposited it with the Assembly
for making the temple land tax-free. Itl an analogous
case2 the Assembly sold to a local temple the right of
collecting tax from the stalls opened in the bazaar.
T w o inscriptions at T i r u n ~ m a n a l l ~ r rafer
3
to the gift
of 100 "undying ( and ) unaged big sheep" to the
Assembly on condition of supplying a stipulated quantity
of ghee for burning lamps in the local temple. The
adjectives 'unaged' and 'undying' mean that those sheep
which died or ceased to supply milk had to be replaced
by other lambs that had grown up in the meantime.
Sometimes the people endorsed the endowments
accepted by the Assembly. An inscription of Rzjaraja
Chola4 records the gift of a sum of money by a merchant, from the interest of which the Assembly and the
residents of Tiruvidavandai had to supply oil to feed a
perpetual lamp. Sometimes these endowments involved
two-fold banking transactions. W e learn from a Choia
inscription5 that a merchant made over a sum of money
to the residents of Taiyiir on condition that they should

1 G. Ep. R , 1918, p 150
3 Ep. Ind. Vol, VII, p, 137
5 Ibid, p, 28, No, 267

2 G, Ep, R, 1911, p. 32, No, 321
4 G , Ep. R. 1911, p, 27, No, 261
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pay interest in oil and paddy to the Assembly of Tiruvidavandai for burning a lamp in the temple and feeding
35 Brahmanas.
There are other examples,too numerous to be recorded in detail, where the South Indian records representthe Village Assemblies as ~ u b l i ctrustees or local banks.

15
Relation between the Village Assembly and the Local Temple
There was close and oftentimes a cordial relation
between the Village Assembly and the authorities of the
local temple. This was specially the case where the
village in question was 'Brahmadeya' and assigned to a
temple. According to an inscription of RZjarzja,l the
inhabitants of such villagzs were to supply to the Tanjore
temple (1)as temple treasurers such Brzhmanas as were
rich in land, connections or capital ; (2) Brahmachzrins,
as temple servants and ( 3 ) accountants for writing the
accounts ( of the temple ). The Tanjore inscriptions of
this king refer, by name, to one hundred and forty-four
( 1+4.
) Village Assemblies that were to supply Brahmachsrins as temple servants2 and one hundred and five
( 105 ) others that were to supply temple watchmen.3
W e have already seen above how the Village Assembly and the temple authorities zealously guarded their
respective rights and preferred complaints against each
other to the ruling power if any of them neglected their
1.
2.
3.

South Ind. I n s , II., No. 69.
Ibid.
Ibid, Nos. 57, 70. [ I t is not certain whether the former,
containing 13 out of the 105 instances, belongs to RZjarZja or
RZjendra Choladeva. ]
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proper duties. In one case1 we hear that some members of the Assembly were in charge of the store-room
of the temple.
Proper Maintenance o i the local Religious and .Charitable
Institutions by the Village Assembly.
I n general, however, the village corporations fully
recognised their responsibility for maintaining temples
and other local institutions. This is well illustrated by
an inscription from ~ d a ~ b ~ ~ k k aAm plot
. 2 of land
purchased from the villagers by a Brghmana lady and
preqented to a temple for the maintenance of a perpetual
lamp was found unsuitable for irrigation and n o one
came forward to cultivate it. T h e lamp had consequently to be discontinued and the trustees of the temple
appear to have requested the villagers to take back into
their own management the land which they had once
sold to the BrZhmana lady, and to supply instead the
This
required number of cows to maintain' the lamp.
was done and the land was resumed.
T h e Assembly, not infrequently, reduced the rents of
lands belonging to temples and sometimes even altogether
remitted the taxes due from them.3 A Chola inscription
even records that no taxes should h e levied on the

1. Ep. Ind., Vol. VII, p. 145.
2. G. Ep. R., 1911. p. 73, para. 28
3. G. Ep. R., 1919, N3s. 429, 538 ( p. 37 ), 430 ( p. 37 ),
508 ( p. 42 ); 1905, p. 28, No. 553; 1909, p. 33, Nos.

292-294.
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temple belongings.1
Sometimes the Assembly made gifts of lands for the
regular supply of gkirIands2 and other thingss to temples. They also made provisions for burning larnps4 and
singing hymns5 in local temples. There are various
cases on record showing that either the Assembly itself
granted lands or facilitated purchase of lands by private
parties for making offerings to the temple.6

A Remarkable Institution.
T h e Vil!age Assembly also made provisions for educational and charitable institutions and in r o s t cases
these were associated with local temples. A remarkable
instance of this kind of activity is furnished by an inscription of,the time of RBjendra Chola7 i c. lC25 A.
D. ). T h e record states that. in ~ r d e to
r secure success
t o the arms of the king. the Assembly of R~jarjja-chaturv~di-marigalammade the following provisions to the Lord
in the temple of R~jarjja-Viqqagar. T h e charities were
mainly intended for maintaining a hostel and a college
for Vedic study as detailed below:( i ) Four persons were appointed for the recitation
of the Tiruviymn!i hymns in the temple and they were
,

1. G. Ep- R., 1915, No. 133, pp. 21. 97.
2. G. EF. R., 1918, p. 150.
3. G- FP. R:. 1907, P. 13, No. 43, p. 40, No. p. 423, 1908, pp.
44-45, NOS. 489-492.
4. G. Ep. R., p. 25, No. 246
5. G . Ep. R , 1909, p. 47, No. 423, 1915, p. 21, NO. 126.
6. G , P.R., p. 32, Nos. 374, 375, 378-380; also cf. No. 405 of
1918 and No. 30 of 1919.
7. G Ep. R. 1918, pp. 145 ff.
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allowed three kuruvi of ~ a d d yeach per day. T o mt et
this charge, lands measuring half a zZli and two mii in
extent were given.
( ii ) F o r feeding twenty-five S$;-~aishqavas in the
matha attached to the same temple, one zTli and four mii
of land were allotted.
( iii ) Sixty kalam of paddy and three kalaiiju of gold
were also provided for the Seven-days' festival of k n i Anulam in order t o feed one thousand Vaishqavas and
dasas ( devotees ) who came to witness it.
( iv ) Half a veli and two mE of land and some gold
were given to meet the cost of taking the god in procession round the village in a car, for the grant of cloths to
the mendicants on the occasion, for purchasing cloth to
be put on the deity, for offerings, bath and garlands, for
performing certain ceremonies, etc.
T h e following students were fed:( a ) Seventy-five studying the Rigveda.
( b ) Seventy-five studying the Yajur-Veda.
( c ) Twenty studying tlle Chandoga-S~ma
( d ) Twenty studying the TalavakZra-S~ma.
( e ) Twenty studying the Vsjasaneya.
( f ) T e n studling the Atharva.
( g ) Ten studying the Baudhgyaniya Gyihya-kalpa
a n d Gaqa,
thus making a total of 230 Brahmach%rins for studying
the above-mentioned Vedas which, with the forty persons learning the Riipzvatara, came to 270. Six ni[i of

( j ) T e n persons learning the Vedanta.
F o r these 70 pupils provision was made at the rate one
kuruni and two ndli of paddy each per day.
O n e kalam of paddy was given to the nambi who
expounded the Vyiikarana, one &lam to another who
expounded the Prabhakara; and one kalam and one tiini
to the third who expounded t h e V e d ~ n t a .
Ten professors were appointed to teach the \.edas as
detailed below:-Three to teach the Rigveda.
Three to teach the Yajus.
One to teach the Chnndoga.
One to teach the Talavakara-Szma.
One to teach the Vsjasan~ya.
O n e to teach the ~ a u d h ~ ~ a nGrihya
i ~ a and Kalpa
and KZthaka.
T h e fee of the above teachers is given in detail and
it appears that, in all, for the 61 kcclanju of gold and
the paddy that were lequired for maintaining the entire
establishment, the temple was put in possession of 45
vSli of land.
Sometimes the assembly maintained charitable institutions established by others. W e learn from an inscription that the Assembly of Tribhuvana-Mah~devi-chaturv~dimarigalampurchased lands to meet all the requirements of the charity established in the temple by a
general of Rsjendra Chola to secure the health of the
king. Land was purchased to the extent of 72
vZli yielding an annual rental of 12,000 i"a!am of paddy
i n order to provide for(1) Offerings, worship, etc., on a grand scale,
( 2 ) Conducting festivals and {ceding Vaishqaws

paddy was allotted for each of these per day.
Further there were( h ) Twenth-five learning the V ~ ~ k a r a n a .
( i ) Thi~ty-fivelearning the Prabhakara, a n d
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( 3 ) Feeding 12 Vedic teachers,
(4) Feeding 7 teachers of other subject.;,
(5) Feeding 190 Vedic students,

ing on him certain privilez~sin the temple. T h e other
inscription shows that the corporation or Tirupputiir
had already, two years ago, made over to one hkdhava-

(6) Feeding 70 other students.
T h e land was exempted from all taxes except three specified ones, and t h e students and teachers were exempted
from certain payments and obligations. 1
There are even cases on record where the Assembly
sold lands for maintaining a feeding house.2 Such in-

chakravartin, the right of 'pzdikk~val.' This term probably means the protection of village ifiom outsiders).
I t was possiblv the fear of Mahomedan invasion that induced the corporation to take this step.
A large number of inscriptions from the Madaksira
Taluk, rangin? over a lonq period from the early 9th
century down to the 17th, show the high sense of honour
which th- rjpople uniformly entertained for the village
patriots and th-ir heroic sacrific~son behalf o f the village.
Some of thesc records are quite interes:inrg in their
details. T h e Harati chief granted a field to a certain
person for having successfully protected the village from
enemies during two or three destructiv~raids. About
A D. 966 Erega, a servant of Ayyapad~va,seems to have
fought with the Cholas succc.ssfull y so that all the people
of PeiTjeru praised him. There are also other references
to rent-free grant connectcd with the spilling of blood
in the cause probably of protectinq a community or a
villaqe.1 Again, an inscription from M a r u d ~ d u , belonqing to the 8th year of RPjarZja I registers that a
certain Kalipperum~n lost his life in the act of affording

stances may be multiplied, but those given above are
enough to indicate the philanthropic activities of the
Assembly.
16

Vitlage Assembly as the protector of the village.
T h e responsibility of the villsge corporations for :he
safety of the village is well illustrated by two inscriptions3 from T i r u p p u t ~ r . A temple i n the village was
occupied by the encamped Mahomedans, probably in
their first raid to South India. I n consequence of this
the inhabitants became unsettled. A t this juncture a
certain Vis~layadevareconsecrated the temple and saved
the people appzrently from an imminent moral and reiigious degradation. T h e villagers, of their free will,
agreed among themselves to show their gratitude to Viszlayadcva by assigiling to him a specified quantity of corn
from the harvest reaped by each individual and conferr-

protection, against ruin, to his native village. T h e good
residents of the district provided for a permanent lamp
to burn in the local temple in o:der to secure merit for
the martyr.?

1. G. p. R . 1919, p. 96, para. 18.
Ep. R . 1919, p. 61. Nos. 151452.
3. G. Ep. R., 1909, pp. 82-83, para. 27.

1. G Ep.R.,
2 G Ep R.,

1917.p 114, para.18.
1913,p. 96, para.21.
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Reference is also made to a thousand of the betel
sellers who made grants in memory of a local hero who
died in course of defending the kine of the betel-sellers
when robbers were carrying them off.
A n inscription of the tenth century from Chingleput
District states that when Muttaraiyan died fighting a
gang of robbers who raided the village, the Assembly
of the village granted to his son a piece of land as kalippatti ( i. e. land given to a hero ).2
An interesting information regarding the corporate
feelings of the villagers is supplied by an inscription from
TirumeyE~nam.3 T h e Assembly of Nzliir having assembled under a tamarind tree in their village, decided
that the residents of their village should not do anything against the interests of their village nor against
t h e temple of Tirumayanam-Udaiyzr, and simiiar institutions, That if they did so, they must suffer as the
'grZmadrohins' do, and that people who act against this
decision should not be allowed the privilege of touching
Siva, etc.
T h e corporate character of the village was recognised
even by hostile kings, Thus a Kumbhakonam record
states that when Parzntaka I conquered Madura, he
I

levied an impost of 3,000 kalanju of gold on the members of the Kumbhakonam Assembly and that they had
agreed t o pay the amount.4 An inscription from Tiru-
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pattur,l dated in the 36th year of the reign of Kulas>khara I, refers to the capture of the village by a
certain Valluvanadalvan. The invader asked the members of the village Assembly and two private individuals to submit to certain proposals. This they refused
to do and many left the village. Suck of the Assembly
as he could lay hands upon, and the two
individuals, he confined in the temple with the object oT
compelling them to approve of his procedure. Later
on, the matters were set right by the king, but the very
fact that an invader found it necessary to coerce the
Assembly to accept his decree shows that the corporate
character of t h e village was such an integral part of the
constitution that it was impossible for any person, either
a friend or: foe, to ignore it.

Corporate Activity of tlze People of large areas.
Apart from the high!y organised corporations subsisting in small local units the corporate spirit among
t h e people of South India was remarkably displayed,
on
various
occasions,
by
the
combined
wider areas. Thus
activity of the populace of
a Pallava inscription2 records an agreement among the
residents of the country to the north of the river Kvinai
and to the south of the Pennai. Reference is also made
to a great district Assembly meeting in a royal abode
and consisting of, among others, 'the sixteen of the eight

1, Ep. Ind. XVI, p. 75.
2. A . R . I . E , 1947-8,p. 3
3. G.Ep. R., 1911.p.75,para. 30.
4. G . E p . R . , 1912, p. 63,para,15.
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1. G . Ep. R . , 1909, p. 83, para. 28.
2 . G.Ep, R., 1907, p. 18, No. 95.
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distr;cts.'l Very often the common religious feeling was
at the bottom of these corporate activitids. A good example is furnished by the Kudumiyamalai inscription of
the reign of Kulottunga 1 2 ( A.D. 1005-6 ). I t ~ e c o r d s
that the people living in the district called Rattapzdikonda-Chola-Valaniidu ( which seems to have comprised a
considerable portion of the Pudukkotai state ) made an
agreement with two persons ( aparently Br~hmanas) that
they should levy brokerage on all the betel-leaves imported into the said district, and, out of the proceeds,
supply 30,000 areca nuts and 750 bundles of betel-leaves
annually to a certain temple. T h e people of the district
and 'the blameless five hundred men ( constituting ) the
army ( padai )' of this district were appointed to supervise this arrangement.
A more interesting case is the agreement made by the
'seven hundred' residing in a larger division of a nadu,
villagers, townsmen, and local landlords of a large area
for the supply of rice and the prokision for the perpetual
burning of a lamp in a temple.3
A further inztance of similar union is furnished by an
inscription4 from Kamarasavalli dated in the loch year
of JatZvarman Virap3ndya. It registers that the residents of the eighteen sub-divisions ol' the seventy -nine
districts assembled together and set apart the income
derived bj7 them from certain articles of merchandise to
meet the cost of repairs to the temple.
1. Ep: Ind., Vol V, p 23.
2. G. Ep. R., 1905, p. 5 2 , para 17,
3.
Ind., XVI, p. 341.
4.
Ep. R., 1915, p 104. para. 36.

8.
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A few more examples of similar activity occur i n
South Indian records. The Managoli inscription1 tells
us that the five hundred Sviimins of Ayysvole, the five
hundred Mahiijanas of. ManimgavallT, the Set.& of the
locality, the Nakaras, the Setlis who made a business of
lading, the betel-leaf Giit~igas,the guild of oilmen, the
sealer of flour and churning-sticks of the Tardavadi
thousand, the Gavures of many districts, the Mummuridabda, and 'the sixteen of the eight districts,' etc., met
together to provide for the necessary expenses of the
local temple and the customary religious rite?. An inscri~tionz of the Hoysala VIra Vallzla records a gift of
land by the residents of Elugarai-nzdu for the requirements of a temple. W e also learn from an inscription3
of Rsjendra Chola that the inhabitants of three districts
granted a lease of land to a servant of a temple. Again an
inscription4 of Parantaka I informs us that the residents
of a disttict contributed a voluntary fee for the conduct
of worship in a particular temple. T h e fee is specified
as follows :--l12 pabarn on each tenant ; l i 3 panam from
bridegroom and 113 panam from bride in each marriage
ceremony, etc. Another ir scription5 records an agreement by the residents of a district who had met in a
rnandaprl to raise 1 msdai from each village in order to
construct an embankment on the side of the river and to

1. Ep. Ind., Vol. V, p. 2 3 .
2. G . Ep. R., 1907,p.42,N0.444.
3. G. Ep. R., 1909, p 57, No. 501.
4. G.Ep.R.. 1911, p. 69.
5. G. EP. R , 1912, p. 35, No. 404.
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prevent any injury from floods to a temple. A Pgndya
inscription1 refers to a grant, by common consent, of a
certain quantity of paddy to a. temple by the agriculturists of four districts.
But motives unconnected with religion also led to
similar corporate movements. An inscription dated in
t h z 12th year of J d t x - V ~ r m ~Sundara
n
Pal;ldyaz states
that the chiyfs of Irandumalai-n~du gave assurance to
the headman of Kun~andsrkoyilthat when they took up
arms and fought with one another they would desist
from destroying the villages under their protection and
would cause no injury tp the cultivators either resident
o r itinerant. If, however, any person is so injured, they
would pay a fine of 100 panam and if a village is destroyed they would pay a fine of 500 panam. Doing thus
they still agreed to protect ( the villages and cultivators )
though there might be cutting, piercing and dying ( in
, bheir communal fights ). Zere, again, we have rather an
instance of union of villages than that of single corporation.
A few additional examples of similar corporate activities, due to a variety of circumstances, are given below
in order to show their widespread character.
An inscription at Tirukkal%kkudi3 registers a settlement between the residents of four districts ( nddu ) as to
the order of precedence in which tha sacred ashes had to
be received, the ropes of the God's car had to be held in

1. G Ep R , 1912, p. 47, No. 12.
2. G. Ep., R, 1915, p. 103, para. 34.
3. G. Ep. R., 1916, p 125
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drawing it and the worship of, and breaking of cocoanuts
before Vinayaka had to be done.
A Tamil inscription1 of VTra P~ndya-devarecords
that the inhabitants of two districts settled that four
families were to be freed from certain obligations.
Another2 records the meeting of the rpsidents of eightem
divisions under the P~esidency of Ekambaransthar to
rectify t e area of some land. W e further learn from
aaother inscription3 that the various inhabitants of the
eighteen districts on both sides of the Klishl;la decided
t h a t a !arge fc!nam should be paid on every
boat 2s revenue.
There is sti!l
another case
on
record4 that the tenants of
12 villages
abandoned
their
fields
as a
protest against
heavy taxation and consequently the taxes were regulated.
According t o a Psndya inscription5 the Assemblies of a
village and a nadu granted a village free of taxes to
a resident of the matha
Other examples of such corporate activities have
already been referred to in connection with the judicial
powers of the Village Assembly on p. 140 above. An
inscriptiort6 from the North Arcot District, dated A. D.
1196-7, describes how two local chiefs entered into
a mutual defensive alliance and tcok a solemn vow
to stand by each other in times of danger, each to
consider the enemy of the other as his own enemy, to
l . G. Ep. R., 1910, p. 21, NO 184.
2. G. Ep. R.. 1913, p. 72, No. 28.
3. Ep Ind., Vol. 111, p. 92.
4. G. Ep. R.. 1914, p 74. No. 26.
5. A. R. I E., 1946-7, p. 19. No. 5%
6. Ibid, 1945-6, p. 4.
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help the other with men and horse whenever necessary, and to assist the other in safeguarding his property.
honour and territory whenever they were threatened.

Corporate Olganisatiorzs of Territorial Units bigger
lhan a single village.
There are evidences on record that t h e ~ etemporary
corporate activities sometimes Icc! to a more developed
corporate organisation of wider areas. A clear instance
of the permanet union of two viljage corporations is
furnished by the Tamil endorsement on the Udayendiram plates of Nandivarman, 1 T h e endorsement is
dated in the 26th year of King Parantaka I ( loth
century A. D. ) and runs as follows : "We, ithe members of) the assembly of Karichivayil, and we, (the mvmbers of thz assembly of Udaya chandra-mangalam,
( have agreed as follows ) :-we, ( the inhabitants o f )
these two villages, having joined ( and having become
one, shall prosper as one village from this (date),"
An organisation of the whole district is referred to
in an inscription in the Tiruvararigulam temple during
the reign of Kulottunga 111. In the disturbed statz of
the country the Assembly of the inhnbit2nts of Vallan ~ d u ,a sub-division, declared that thenceforward they
will afford protection to the cultivators residing within

t h e four boundaries of the sacred village of Tiruvaraligulam and (its) devadiina villages. If in the course
of this protectioil any one of the Assembly was found
to rob, czpture the cows of, or do other mischief to
the cultivators, the Assembly agreed to assign two ' m ~ '
of wet land t o the temple by way of fine for the offence
comrnitted.1 A district Assembly consisting of hcggades
( headmen ? ) and siimantas is also referred to in an inscription.2 Reference is also made to the 'blameless five
hundred of the district' and 'the headman of the districf.3 All these naturally lead to the conclusion
that in some cases at least there was a permanent
organisation of an entire sub-division or district, or
any such large group of people. This readily explains
such legal formulas in connection with land grant, as,
for example, occur in the Udayendiram Plates of Pyithivipati 11.4 "Having assembled accordingly ( the inhabitants of ) the district ( nadu ). having caused ( them )
to walk over ( the boundaries of the granted ) land ......
etc." It is evident that the entire people of a district
cannot be thought of, but only their representatives
can possibly be meant.
There are references to residents of the District who
accepted royal orders of land grants and took steps t o
give effect to them. This evidently refers to a small
1. G. Ep. R., 1915, p. 99, para.

27, and Nos.

271 and

2. G. Ep. R.. 1919, p. 17, No. 209.
3.

South Ind. Ins., Vol. 11, Part 111, p. 3LO.

4. Ibid, p. 389.

1. Ep. Ind. Vol. 111, p. 144
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p. 31.
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body of persons representing the ~ i s t r i c t . 1 Reference
is also made in Miraj Inscription of A.D. 1143-4 to a
"General County Assembly of all the Districts" ( the
nam3s of Districts follow ).2
An inscription of R g j a r ~ j aChola3 refers to the great
Assembly of twelve niidus, and in an inscription4 of the
W. Chalukya king Tribhuvanamalla we find mention of
32,000 representatives of various localities. Theye no
doubt refer to some sort of corporate organisation, the
precise nature of which it is difficult to determine.
19

Antiquity and Extent of Village Institutions in South India.

A few words may be said in conclusion regarding the
antiquity and extent of these village institutions in
Southern India. T h e Kasakudi Plates of the Pallava
king Nandivarman I1 undoubtedly indicate some sort of
regular organisation of the village, for othewise the royal
order about a land grant would not have been referred
to the inhabitants, and the latter would not have, in a
manner, ratified the royal proclamation by publicly endorsing the same.5 Nandivarman luled in the eighth
century A. D., which must, for the present, be taken
as the earliest pzriod to which the:e village institutions
may
be
traced
by
inscriptional evidence.

1. Ep. Ind. XVIII, p. 124
2. Ibid, XIX, p. 40
3. G . Ep. R., 1909, p. 59, No. 600.
4. G. Ep. R., 1919, p. 18, No. 214.
5. South Ind. Ins, No. 74, p. 360.
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Their continued existence in the 9th century
is proved by the two Ukkal Inscriptions ( Nos. 5 and 8 )
of Kampavarman' and the Ambasamudram inrcription
of Varaguna.2 The development of thzse intitutions
i n and after the tenth century A.D. is abundantly proved
by the number of Chola and Pzndya inscriptions referred
to above, and the Masulipatam plates of Chalukya Bhirna
II3 .The latter further proves that they flourished i n
Telugu countries as well as in Tamil lands further routh.
I t appears that the whole of Southern India was covered
'with a network of these organisations. A n idea of their
widespread character may be formed when we remember
that reference is made to two hundred and sixty-six
villages possessing such institutions in connection with
the maintenance of a single temple built at Tanjore by
the Chola king Rajar~jadeva.4

1. South. Ind. Ins., 111, p, 8.
Ep. Ind., V, p. 134 ff

3.

2. Ep. Ind. Vol. IX, p. 86.
4. See pp. 189, 191 above.
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CHAPTER III
CORPORATE ACTIVITIES IN POLITICAL
L I F E (11)

I
Non-Monarchical States.
W e have hitherto dealt with t h e corporate activities
of people dwelling in a State ruled over by a king. T h e
activities were exercised through various assemblies,
auxiliary to the royal power, and more or less subordinate to it. There were, however, non-monarchical
States in ancient India, where they would naturally get
fuller play and a freer atmosphere. Unfortunately, we
d o not know much about these States, but their very
existence is an unimpeachable testimony to the supreme
power wielded by the people as a corporste body.. I n
the previous part, dealing with the corporate activities
of people in a kingdom, we had to take into account
the nature of these activities as well as of the agencies
by which they were performed. In t h e present case
we may confine ourselves to the latter alone, for their
activities must have embraced everything pertaining
to the administration of a State in all its departments.
Years ago Professor Rhys Davids recognised the
exi;tence of th2se 'republican' States from some refere-
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nces in the Buddhist Literature.1 After him the subject was treated in greater detail by Mr. K. P. Jayaswal2
in he pages of Modern Review, and prof,. D. R.
Bhandarkar in his Carmichael Lectures ( Vol. I, pp,
146 ff. ). Though thc arguments of these scholars have
not been endorsed in f u l l by cthers, their main contention about the existence of non-monarchical States in
ancient India has now gained general acceptance. W e
shall attempt, in the following pages, to sketch an
account of these States on the same plan as we have
adopted in the case of the 'guilds.'

I n the Vedic period
Regarding the antiquity of the non-monarchical form
of government there are some grounds for the belief
that it was not unknown even in the Vedic period.
Zimmer finds clear traces of the oligarchical form of
government in the following verse in Rigveda.3
"As the kings ( riijanah ) assemble together in the
Samiti, the plants ( oshadh; ) gather together In him who
is called a physician, he who heals disease and destroys demon." Zimmer thinks that this refers t o a

1 Buddhist India, pp, 1.2, 10 ff.
2 Modern Iteveiw, 1013, p. 5 3 5 ff
3 X. 97. 6.
"Bei dem die Krluter zusammenkommen wie die RljZnah in der
Samiti, der gilt fur geschickten Arzt, Krankheitvertreiher, Dlmonenvernichter." Alt-indische Leben, p. 176. Macdonell, however, interprets it differently and does not accept the ccnclusion of Zimmer,
although he thinks that this state of affairs is perfectly possible .V. _I,
11-210.
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system of government i n which the State is not ruled
over by a single potentate but by several memb;rs of the
royal family jointly together. H e also contends that
s o r e of the passages in the Atharva-veda relating t o
the election of kings ( quoted above ) refer to the contest t f a member of the oligarchy for supremacy over
others. In support of his contention he cites Atharvaveda 1. 9. 3, where prayers are offered to Agni to set
the candidate in supremacy 'over his fellows' (sajntai,
Atharva-veda 111. 4. 3, where wish is expressed cn
behalf of the successful candidate : "unto thee let thy
fellows come," and Atharva-veda I\'. 22. 1-2, where
Indra is asked 'to make the Kshatriya, the sole chief of
the clan' and 'to place him as king at t h e head of the
royal family i Kshatrsipnh ).'l Zimmer finds in ancient
India a parallel of the oligarchical form of government
existing among the ancient German tribes, e. g., among
the Cherusci clan. ( It was at first ruled over by Arminius and his relatives who all bore the title of kin?;
Arminius however wanted to be the sole ruler of the clan,
and there broke out a struggle in which he was defeated).
Zimmer's view is further corroborated by the fact tha:
the Avesta contains distinct traces of the oligarchicai
form of government. This has been clearly demonstrated by Spiegel2 from Yasna 19, 183 where the ruling
1 "An der Spitze der koniglichen Famili-. stehe dieser als Konig,"
Zimmer Alt-indische Leben, p. 165. Whitney's Translation ( Vol. I,
p. 188 ) is not literal.
2 Abhandlungen der k. bayer. Akad. der W. I. Kl. 7. Band.
3 Abth. p. 683.
3 Dr. I. J. S . Taraporewala has supplied me with the following
literal translatio~lof the passage in questicn.
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powers of two provinces are contrasted. I n one of these,
the sovereign authorities consisted of the chiefs of house,
street and town, besides Zarathustra, and there is no
mention of the 'ruler of the land' which occurs in the
other case.
Mr. K. P. Jayaswall has furnished another evidence
for the existence of non-monarchical form of government
i n the Vedic period. He refers to a passage in the Aitareya Brzhmana ( VII. 3. 14 ) which mentions that among
the Uttara Kurus and the Uuttnra Madras the whole
community was consecrated to rulership and their
institutions were called 'Vairajya' or kingless States.
T w o points may be urged against this view. I n the
first place the same passage in the Aitareya Brahmava expressly
locates the two tribes beyond
the Himnlayas ( parena Himuvantarn ) and as such their
institutions cannot be taken as types of those prevailing
in India. Zimmer2 has, however, shown good grounds
for the belief that both thzse tribes are to be located in
India proper, in Kashmir and its neighbourhood, and contends, not without reason, that to the people living in

"Who (are the five) leaders ? (He) of the house, (he) of the street,
(he) 3f the towh, (he) of the country, (and) Zarathustra, the fifth, (is
leader) of those countries which (are) different from those under
Zoroastrian laws (lit.orher than those ruled over by ZoroaQtrian laws).
(The city of) Ragha belonging to Zarathustra is under four leaders.
W h o (are) its leaders ?
(He) of the house, (he) of the street, (he) of the town, (and) the
fourth Zarathcstra (Himself)."
1 Modern Review, 1913, p. 538.
2 14. L , p. 102.
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Madhyade&a,Kashmir might very well appear as 'pareaa
Himavantam.'
Secondly, the term 'Vairajya' which has been explained by Mr. K. P. Jayaswal as 'Kingless States,' has
been taken by Messrs. Macdonell and Ke'thl as denoting
some form of royal authority. This however does not
seem to be probable when we compare the four sentences
referrinq t o the forms of government in the four directions. T h u s we have
6'"
GsfWfiq6''
sa
B ~ r n ~mqm
i:

"3 3 ? B

W TTqT?:
~
$W$$

2~fWfhP$'

T h e substitution of W q U g : for 7T5111: in the last sentence cannot be looked upon as merely accidental and
lends support to Mr. Jayaswal's view that we have here
a reference to a democratic form of government.
There is one passage in the Atharva-veda (V. 18. 10)
which seems to be a conclusive evidence for the existence
of non-monarchical form of government in the Vedic
period. It occurs in the course of a long string of imprecations for the killing of a BrZhmanJs cow, and runs
as follows ;-
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Whitney translates it as follows :"They that ruled, a thousand, and were ten hundreds,
those V~itahavyas, having devoured the cow of the
Er~hmana,perished." (W. A. V., p. 251.)
Zimmer,' Muir and others translate it somewhat
differently as follows :
"The descendants of VItahavya, who ruled over a
thousand men, and were ten hundred in number, were
overhelmed after they had eaten a Br~hmana's cow."
(Muir S. T. I. 285.)
But whatever the difference, the essential fdct remains
that the V~itahavyas,thousand in number, ruled over a
territory, and there can be scarcely any doubt that we
have here an example of oligarchical or republican2 clan.
I t is also worthy of note that like the later non-monarchical clans ( Mallas, Lichchhavis, etc. ) they were antiBr~hmanical.

References in Pzinini's Grammar.
T h e existence of democratic forms of government
during ~ost-Vedic period is abundantly proved by a
number of testimonies. The earliest in point of time is
P ~ n i n i ' scelebrated treatise on Grammar which contains

1 R.L.,p 200
2 If we accept the translation given by Muir and Zimmer-

thousand ~ e o p l eruling over a thousand-the form of government
must be republican. The figure 1,000 must of course be looked apon
as convention~l.

Corporate Activites in Political Life

2 14

Corporate Life

clear traces of the existence of political corporations.
T h u s the sntra 43
1 shows that the nature
of a corporation was fullr understood in those days; for
here 'corporation' is sharply distinguished fiom mere
collection or group, clearly indicating thereby that the
former was a definite organisation bound by laws and
'egulations.
Again, as Professor D. R. Bhandarkar has shown,2
tbe same conclusion follows from another sntra3 wherein
the grammarian points out that the word safigha does

BTqmz

not signify a mere collection as the word sahghiita does,
but a gapta, i. e., a special kind of collection, or a
'corporate collection.' Further, Mr. K. P. Jayaswal
has drawn attention to "a rule laid down by P ~ n i n i ,viz.,
"Saligh-iifika-laksha~eshv=afi-ya7i-in~m=a",
the meaning of which is that "an-suffix takes place in nouns
ending in aii, ya'ii, aii i n the case of ( i. e . , to denote )
atikas and lakshat;las of sarighas."4 This not only testifies
t o the existence of samgha but also shows that a samgha
had its alika or lakshana, which
Mr. Jayaswal
would identify with ldBchchhana or heraldic crest of later
Sanskrit.5
I n several satras P5nini refers to distinct kinds of
corporations under the names of 'piiga'6 'Vriita' 7 and
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' ~ y u d h a j 2 v i s a ~ g h a . The
' ~ meaning of the first has already
been discussed above. It is difficult to determine the
real m2aning of 'Vriita', and so far as l know no satisfactory explanation has yet been offered. T h e KaQikz
commentary explains it as mmjl~8itmP A ~ ~ T ~
FE@T?I
~ S x~T:)'Z
T
The first qualifying phaiase distinguishes it from social and the second, from industrial
corporations. The third phrase I wouid take ro mean
"living by means of slaughter or killing." According to
this interpretation, V r a t a would mean a corpo~ation of
robbers like the 'Thuggies' of later days. This view is
corroborated by a passage of K ~ t y ~ y a n a , ~) ~ T ~ V W T -

m: nq?%vq b;t&~c"4

The 'ciyudhaj;uisa~fzgha'
means a corporation of military men. I t is quite clear
from Panini, V. 3, 117, that the Yaudheyas were included in this category. T h e history of the Yaudheyas
will be treated in detail later, but such examples
scarcely leave any doubt that the term iiyudhaji~isarix~ha
denoted independent political corporations or nonmonarchical States.

1 V. 3. 114.
2 "VrZta is a corporation ( of people ), belonging to different

castes, having no definite means of I~velihood,and Iiving by means of
1
2
3
4

111. 3. 42.
Carmichael Lectures, First Series, pp.
111. 3. 36
J.B.O.R.S.,Vol.V,p.27.

5 Ibid.
6 V. S. 112.
7 V. 3. 113

slaughter or killing."

141-2.

3 Quoted in Viramitrodaya. p. 426.

4 "VrIta

1s said

to be an assembly of people having various wea-

pons in their hands." -4s utsedha also means 'body', it is just possible

t h a t utsedhajivinah denoted a corporation of day-labourers of various
description.

Corporate Activities in Political Life

Corporate Life

217

(5) T h e Koliyas of R~ma-gnma.
( 6 ) T h e Mallas of K u s i n a r ~ .

(7) T h e Mallas of Piivz.

Evidence of Buddhist Literature
Our next source of information is Buddhist and'
Jaina literature. T h e existence of democratic, along with
monarchical, States is most conclusively proved by a
passage in Avadzna kataka.1 W e are told in Avadana
No. 88 that a few merchants from mid-India (Madhyade6a) visited the Deccan, and being asked about the
form of government in their country, replied, "some
provinces are under kings while others are ruled by
gnnas."2 T h e Jaina Ay~rarhga-Sutta,an earlier text,
also refers to gana-riiya ( a territory where G a ~ is
a the
ruling authority. ) 3

The Non-monarchical States rejerred to
B u d d h i s ~Literature.

it1

the

Professor Rhys Davids has drawn up a list of the
clans which are referred to by the Buddhist authors
as existing at the time of Gautama Buddha. These
are :( l ) The Szkyas of Rapilavastu.
(2) The Bhaggas of Sumsumara Hill.
(3) T h e Bulis of Allakappa.
(4) Itslamas of Kesapatta.
1 My attention was drawn to this passage by Mr. Ramaprasad
Chanda, B A..
2 "KeciddeiZ ganZdhinB kec;drZjZdhinZ iti."
3 Eor other passages testifying to the existence of a non-monarchical form of government, cf. the writings of Mr. Rhys Davids, Mr.
Jayaswal and Prof. D. R. Bhandakar cited above.

(8) The Moriyas of Pipphalivana.
(9) The Videhas of
Mithila.
(10) T h e
Lichchhavis --The Vajjianss1
of Ves%li.

The Constitution of the Lichchhavi Clan.
While it mLy be generally inferred that all these
lived under non-monarchical forms of government, we
hardly know the detailed constitution of any of them.
T h e oft-quoted passage in the . Mahaparinibbzna Sutta
in which tbe Buddha laid
down the
conditions
under which
the
Vajjians would prosper and
not decline, may be taken t~ signify the general
spirit of these constitutions.
Once while the
Buddha was at Rsjagyiha, Aj~tasatru, the king of
Magadha resolved to destroy the Vajjians and sent his
prime-minister to take the advice of the Blessed One.
When the message was delivered to the latter he addressed Ananda, "Have you heard, Ananda, that the Vajjians
hold full and frequent public assemblies ?"
"Lord, so I have heard", replied he. "So long,
Ananda," rejoined the Blessed One, "as the Vajjians hold
these full and frequent public assemblies, so long may
they be expected not to decline, but to prosper."
1 Buddhist India, p. 22. To this list should be added "the Mallas
of KBsi" on the authority of the Jaina literature. See Jaina
Kalpasiitra, edited by Jacobi, p. 65.
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[And in like manner questioning Ananda. and receiving a similar reply, the Blessed O n e declared as follows
the other conditions which would ensure the welfare of
t h e Vajjian confederacy.]
"So long, Ananda, as the Vajjians meet together in
concord, and carry out their undertakings in concoldso long as they enact nothing not already establicfjed,
abrogate nothing that has been already enacted, and act
in accordance with the ancient institutions of the Vajjians
as established in former days-so long as thev honour
a n d esteem and levere and support the Vajjian elders,
and hold it a point of duty to hearken to their words ...
so long may the Vajjians be expected not to decline but
t o prosper."l
I t thus appears that both the merits and the defects
of the democratic constitution were present in these
cases. O n the one hand, there was the general assembly,
containing both the young and the old, as the supreme
authority i n the State, with power to enact new laws and
abrogate old ones; while, on the other, they suffered f ~ o m
the want of that stability which is the peculiar merit of a
strong monarchy, and were always liable to fall victims
to disunion and a desire for too sweeping changes. Yet,
o n the whole, their constitutions were looked upon with
favour and extorted the admiration of the Lord Buddha.
Thus, referring to the Lichchhavis he sa d: '0 brethren,
let those of the brethren who have never seen the TZvatimsa gods, gaze upon this assembly (parisah)of the
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Lichchhavis, behold this assembly of the Lichchhavis,
compare this assembly of the Lichchhavis even as an
assembly of T~vatitksagods."l
T h e great Buddha was an apostle of democracy. H e
adopted democratic ideas in his system of church government and himself taught the Vajjiansz the conditions, already quoted above, under which they would prosper or
decline. It is also worthy of note that he laid down
the very same conditions, in identical w o ~ d s , for the
welfare ot his own community.3 It is obvious that he
perceived the underlying similarity between the two
constitutions, working in two different spheres of life,
and naturally looked upon both as beset with the same
sort of evils.
The introductory episodes of the Jataka stories furnish some information regarding the constitution of the
Lichchhavi clans. Thus E k a p a p ~ aJztaka ( No: 149,
I, 504 ) tells us that in the city of Vaj6~li,"There were
always seven thousand seven hundred and seven kings to
govern the kingdom, and a like number of viceroys,
generals and treasurers." The ChullakZl~riga-Jataka ( No.
301, 111. 1 ) gives the same information with some additional details-"Tradition
says that the Lichchhavis of
the ruling family to the number of seven thousand seven
hundred and seven had their abode a t VesHli, and all of
them were given t o argument and disputation." T h e
Bhadda-S~la-J2taka( No. 465, It1. 149 ) refers to "the

1.

S. B. E., Vol. XI, p. 32. I have substituted 'assembly'

( parisham ) for 'company.'

1. S. B.

E., Vol. XI,

pp 3-4
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2. Zbid,p. 4.
3. Zbid,p. 5 ff.
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tank in the Vesali city where the families of the kings get
water for the ceremonial sprinkling." W e are told that
"by the tank there was set a strong guard, within and
without; above it was spread an iron net; not even a bird
could find room to get through." T h e same Jataka relates
the story how the commander-in-chief of Kosala violated
the sacredness of the tank by bathing his wife in it and
was pursued by five hundred angry Lichchhavi kings.
Although the introductory episodes of the Jstakas
from which the ~ b o v eaccounts are taken are undoubteJly
of much later date than the events which they relate, we
cannot altogether dismiss their accounts as unworthy of
credit. ?'hough we need not attach much importance
to the concrete figures which they supply, the general
system described by them may be accepted as not much
divergent from actual state of affairs. T h u s while the
number seven thousand seven hundred and seven may be
dismissed as a purely conventional one, it may be accepted that the supreme assembly of the State consisted of a
pretty large number of members and must, as such, be
held to be a popular one. This is in complete agreement
with the inference w2 have deduced from the utterances
of the Buddha in the Mahaparinivv~na Sutta. T h e
quaint remark in the Chullakali~igaJataka that the rrembers were all given to argument and disputation, seems
to prove that the popular assembly was not merely a
formal part of the constitution, but had active, vigorous
life and wielded real authority in the State. A n idea of
the status and responsible position of these members may
be had from the curious anecdote of the tank in Vaihli.
No doubt the popular imagination had its share in building u p t h e whole story, but we must be lacking in true
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critical spirit if we fail to find in it some amount of
historical truth. It appears that each of the members
of the supreme aszembly had to pass through some sort
of consecration, like the king in a kingdom, and that an
important part of the ceremony consisted in a bath in a
tank, reserved for the purpose, in the city of VaihlT.
This sacred ceremony by itself is an unimpeachable
testimony of the surpreme trust reposed in the members and the high responsibilities attached to their
position.
T h e question naturally arises, how were t h e s ~members selected ? Now, we learn fiom Ekapanna J ~ t a k a
( I. 504 ), that corresponding to the seven thousand
seven hundred and seven kings there was a like number
of viceroys, generals and treasurers. This would imply
that each member of the supreme assembly possessed a
full suite of officers requisite for the administration of
a State. I t would appear, therefore, that each of these
members was t h e head of an administrative unit. I n
other words, the whole State consisted of a nummber of
administrative units, each of which was a State in miniature by itself, and possessd a complete administrative
machinery. T h e business of the State as a whole was
carried on by an assembly consisting of the heads of
these States who were in their turn attended by their
principal officers. Those who are familiar with the
Cleisthenian conetitution of the city-state of Athens
cannot fail to find its prototype in the city of Vai6ZlT.
For in Athens, too, there was a central Assembly, consisting of the representatives of the smallest local units,
t h e demes, which managed their own local affairs,-
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being 'corporations with officers, assemblies and corporate property.'

The nature of a Gana
T h e Lichchhavis are called 'ganas.' It has been already pointed out ( p. 132 ) that this term is app!ied in
Smriti literature to denote the corporations of villages
o r cities. That this term also denoted independent
political corporations is abundantly testified to b y
epigraphic and numismatic evidences. Thus the inscriptions refer t o the Malava and Yaudheya ganas, and
in Samudragupta's Allahabad Pillar Inscription they are
clearly distinguished from the kingdoms. T h e coins
issued by them leave no doubt that they were independent corporations, and the Bijaygadh Pillar Inscription
expressly refers to the fact that the Yaudheya gaFa used
t o elect its chief who also served as general.*
T h e V;ramitrodaya (p. 426) quotes from KZtysyana :

T h e root-meaning of the word
is a group, a
According
to
this
interpretamultitude, a communi: y.2
tion therefore m would mean a federation of different

1.
ycudheya-gana-p ~rnskuitasyalrahiiriijamahBseniipateh Fleet
translates it z s "Of the MahFrZ~aa ~ dMat ZsenZpati wha has been
made the leader of the Yaudheya tribe" ( Gupta Ins., p. 252 ). NO
objection can possibly be made to this translation as the lexicons give
'chosen' as one of the meanings of pltraskrita
2 . Prof. D. R. Bhandarkar takes 'Ktlla' i n tl-e sense of 'familv'
and explains the constitution of a gana differently (Carrnichael.
Lectures, Vol. I, pp. 160 ff.j
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groups or communities. This is fully in keeping with
the view I have put forward above about the constitution
of the supreme assembly of the Lichchhavis, on the basis
of the Jataka stories. It would follow then that each of
these communities was a State in miniature with a cornplete staff of officials, while the supreme assembly administering over the whole State consisted of the heads of
these communities. It may be noted that Mah~vagga
(V. 1)preserves, in connection with the k i ~ ~ g d o mof
Magadha, an instance of a central assembly consisting of
the heads of the smallest administrative units of the kingdom. T h e assembly was held during the reign of Bimbisara, the very period to which the constitution of t h e
Lichchhavis under discussion is to be referred.

Executive Oflcers of the Lichchhavi Gana.
T h e Jaina Kalpa Sutra refers to ?$ qg$ ?$

$W$

TT% G I f l i i l ~TZ;STW 6 W T T T ~ T $ in
~ connection with
thc illamination at the night of Mah~vfra's death. T h e
is uncertain. I t may
exact sen;e of ?zfr~~--;~nrfi
mean merely nine of the so-called 7707 Lichchhavi kings
who formed the Supreme ~ s s e m b l y , but this would
imply that Jainism was confined to a very limited section
of the Lichchhavi community an4 it is unlikely that such
a thing should be confessed by a Jaina author. T h e
other possib'e interpretation would be to take the term
to denote nine kings or heads, i. e., executive officers.
ot the Lichchhavi gana. W e have already seen that the
guilds appointed executive officers to transact their
1. Kalpa ~iitr;, edited by Jacobi, p. 65.
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business, and it is inconceivable that the affairs of a State
could have been managed by a big assembly without the
help of one or more executive officers. The s ~ w - T T ~ T ' ~ ~ ?
would thus represent the whole State of the Lichchhavis,
and this would be exactly in keeping with the tenor of
the whole passage.
Administration of Justice among the Lichchhavis
W e possess some information regarding the method
in which justice was administered among the Lichchhavis. The system is chiefly remarkable for the ultrademccratic spirit which characterises it, and is calculated t o give us some insight into the principles of
administration followed in these 'non-monarchical' States.
W e learn from Atthakath~l that a criminal was at first
sent for trial to the officer called "Vinichchaya mah%matta." If they found the accused innocent they
acquitted him, but if he was guilty in their opinion, they
could not punish him, b u t had to send him to the
next higher tribunal, that of the 'Voh~rika.' They, too,
could acquit the accused if they found him innocent,
but had to send him t o the next higher tribunal, viz.,
that of the 'Suttadhara,' if they considered him guilty.
There were three other tribunals with similar functions,
uiz., those of Atihakulaka, Sen~pati,and Uparsja, each
of which could acquit the accused, if innocent, but had
to send him to the next higher tribunal if found guilty.
T h e last tribunal, viz., that of the Rzja had alone the

1. See the translation of the important passage by Turnour in'
S A.
B., VII, pp. 993.4.

.
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right to convict the accused, and in
awarding punishment he was to be guided by, the 'Pavenipustaka' or
the Book of Precedents. The right of the individual
was thus safeguarded in a manner that has had probably few parallels in the world. H e could be punished
only if seven successive tribunals had unanimously found
him guilty, and he was quite safe if but one of them
found him innocent. And it is but fitting that t h e
right of the people should thus be safeguarded i n a
State where the people governed themselves.

The ~27cyaclan
Besides the Lichchhavis, the Sfkyas are the only clan
about whose constitution something definite is known,
Professor Rhys Davids summed u p the available information on the subject as fol1ows:l
"The administrative and judicial business of the
clan was carried out in public assembly, at which young
and old were alike present, in their common mote-hall
( santhiZgiZra ) at Kapilavastu, It was at such a parliament, or palaver, that King Pasenadi's proposition was
discussed. When ,4rnbattha goes to Kapila-vastu on
business, he goes to the mote-hall where the S ~ k i y a s
were then in session.. .
4 t 11 sing!e
chief-how, and for what period, chosen,
we do not know-was elected as office-holder, presidfig
over the sessions, and if no sessions were sitting, over
the state. H e bore the title of rzja which must have
meant something like the Roman Consul, or the Greek

1. Buddhist India, p. 19.
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Archon ......W e hear at one time that B h a d d i ~ aa, young
cousin of the Buddha's, was the raja ; and in another
passage, Suddhodana, the Buddha's father ( who is
elsewhere spoken of as a simple citizen, Suddhodana
the Sakiyan ), is called the raja."
Professor Rhys Davids' views about the s5kya clan
have been challenged in some of its essential aspects.
T h u s Watters is of opinion that Kapilavastu and the
surrounding territory mere included within the kingdom
of Kosala, and that we cannot therefole speak of a s'3kya
king or kingdom.1 So far as I know, the only ground
in support of this view is the expression "A?;dpavntti@hiincl" used, with reference to Kosala, by the Sakyas
themselves about thelr territory in the introductory
episode of the Bhaddasala Jlitaka ( KO. 465, 1V. 145 1,
T h e full significance of the expression is, however, far
from being definite, and Oldenberg took it to mean
that the &kyas owed some honorary dues to the Kosala
kingdom. Be that as it may, the same Jataha clearly
shows that RapiIavastu was outside the boundzries of
the kingdom of Kosala. For, we are told, that while
Vidiidabha resolved to destroy the s'2kyas the Buddha
set out for Kapilavastu and sat beneath a tree near the
city. "Hard by that place, a huge and shady banyan
tree stood on the boundary 1of Vidiidabha's realms."Z
This clearly proves that the Sakya territory just touched
the border, but was outside t h e jurisdiction of the
Kosala kingdom.

1. "On Yuan Chwang." Vol. 11, p. 3.
2. Jat.. IV. P . 152
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Its form of Governmeszt
T h e other objection against Prof.
Rhys Davids'
view is that regarding the constitution of the sAakyas.
Prof. D. R. Bhandar~ar maintains t h e view that t h e
I
Sakya territory was ruled by a her<>ditaryk ~ n g ,like any
ordinal y kingdom.1 Jt may be pointed out, however,
that the intloductory episodes of the J ~ t a k a sseem to
1
prove that the constitution of the Sskyas was not unlike
that of the Lichchhavis. The Kungla Jataka ( No. 536,
V, 412 ff. ) describes a feud between the S?L\as and
their neighbouring clan, the Koliyas. A careiul study o f
t h e whole account hardly leaves any doubt that the
~ ~ k y awere
s governed on the same principles as the
Lichchhavis. Thus when the quarrel grew serious over
the waters of the Rohini river which each party wanted
for irrigation purposes, the s5kyas went and to!d t h e
Counclllo~sappointed to such services. and they reported
it to the multitude of kings ( or royal families ).2 It was
then resolved, apparently by these kings, that they
should fight, and so the s$kyas sallied forth, ready for
the fray. T h e number of these kings is not definitely
stated but must be held to have been considerable In view
of the fact that two hundred and fifty princes were
offered as escorts for the Buddha.
Not only is there not the least reference to any individual royal authority in this circumstantial narrative, but
the chiefs of the S5kyas are all called kings-"Why
are
ye come here, mighty kings ?" Said the Buddha, and,
I

1. Carrnichael Lectures, First Series, p. 161.
2. Amachch'i rZjakulZnam kathesum (p. 443).
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again, we have the expression, "Becoming believers the
kings said, etc." I n the Samudda-Vanija-Jataka ( No.
466, IV, 158 ) Devadatta laments that he was renounced
by all the kings of ths 'hkyas' ( q ~ ~ - q $ f ~Similarly
f;ll).
w e learn from the Bhadda-Sala-J~taka ( No. 465, IV,
144 ff. ) how King Pasenadi sends his messenger asking
for one of the daughters of the s'zkya clan in marriage.
O n receipt of this message the S ' Z K ~ ~ S gathered together and deliberated. Here, again, there is no
reference to any king to whom the message was delivered. According to time-honoured customs ambassadors are despatched by one king to another, if there be
any, and the omission in this respect seems to lend
considerable strength to the assumption that the S'skyas
had no king in the sense which we attach to the term.
I t is true that 'V~sabhakhattiy~,'born of a slave
woman and Mah5nHma, is referred t o by the king of
Kosala as 'daughter of the S'akya king,' but M a h ~ n ~ m a
i s elsewhere ( p. 1 4 7 ) referred to as simple ' M a h z n ~ m a
the ~ ' 2 k ~ a .and
l
Vasabhakhattiya tells her son, "My boy,
your grandsires are the S'skya kings," T h e young S'5kyas
are also referred to as 'princes.'
T h e above references, though they do not help us
to acquire a detailed knowledge of the constitution of
the S'akyas. seems to me to be conclusive evidence in
favour of Prof. Rhys Davids' theory that the s'akyas
had a non-monarchical constitution. I t is difficult to
accept the view, maintained by Prof, D. R. Bhandarkar,l
that Bhaddiya, who is ca!led 'Siikya-rzjd' is to be looked

1. Carmichael Lectures, First Series, p. 161.
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upon as a hereditary king. T h e instances quoted
above from the JZtakas hardly leave any doubt that t h e
~ > k y a s ,like the Lichchhavis, had a number of riijas, who
were probably members of the supreme assembly ruling
over the State. W e hear also of a class of officers
called "upariijano" or viceroys,* and this makes it
probable, that like the Lichchhavi rEjGs the S2kya r ~ j n s
were also heads of minor administrative units. So far,
therefore, as the evidence goes,the s'5kya and Lichchhavi
constitutions appear to resemble each other to a great
extent.
We possess no detailed information regarding the
constitution of the other clans to which reference is
made in the Buddhist and Jaina texts. They probably
belonged to the same type, and on the whole the States
governed on these democratic principles seem to have
enjoyed considerable prosperity. Euddha's reply t o the
ministers of Ajztalatru is an unimpeachable testimony of
the inherent strength of the Lichchhavis. W e also learn
from Ekapanna-Jataka (No. 149,1,504) that "in those days
VaiQ~lienjoyed marvellous prosperity. A triple wall
encompassed the city, each wall a league distant from t h e
next, and there were three gates with watch-towers."
T h e high admiration ectertained by Buddha towards the
Lichchhavi people has already been referred to. Mutual
discord, as cointed out by Buddha, was however the
chief danger in these States, and the way2 in which
Vaisali was conquered by Ajatalatru by sowing dissen-

1. J a t . , V o l . V , p . 4 1 3 , i. 15.
2. Cf..
A!thalzathB translated by Turnour in J. A.
p. 994 ff, f n,

S B., Vol. VII,
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sions among its chiefs is probably a typical example of
t h e fate which befell many others.
Procedure followed zn the m3etings of the Sripreine
A~semSlyi n a Democratic State.
T h e Buddhist Texts thus clearly establish the fact
that some States in ancient India possessed democlatic
forms of government, the most notdble feature of which
was the supreme popular assembly, that regularly held
its sittings at the Santhagara in the capital city. It has
been noticed above that the Buddha introduced the same
democratic ptinciples in his church government. T h e
Buddhist Texts natur~llydwell at greater lcngt'l up011
the latter, and make it possible to form a definite idea of
the procedure by which the deliberations of these religious assemblies were guided. Years ago Prof. Oldenbergl
noticed some of the important features of this procedure.
Mr. K.P. Jayaswal has since treated the subject in a systematic way and, what is m01 e impo~tant, has deduced
from it valuable information about t h co~stitution
~
of
non-monarchical States.2 Thus he saJs : "We may
safely accept the procedure followcd at the deliberations
of the Buddhist Samqha as identical with that observed
by its parent, t h e political Samgha, in its main features."
..
Prof. D. R. Bhandarkar has also prectically supported
this view,3 and laid some stress on the arqument, origlnally advanced by Mr. Jayaswal, that as the Buddha never

1. Buddha, p. 349.
2. Modern Review, 1913.p. 664 ff.
3. Carmichael Lectures, Flrst Series, P. 184.
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stopped to explain the technical terms like jiiapti, pratijgd, they must be held to have been already current and
fairlv well known in hls time.
This argument may, however, be at once disposed of.
It is generally admitted that the Buddhist scriptures were
not put into writing till a considerable period had elapsed
since Buddha's death, and as these technical terms must
have b-en in constant use during this interval, they were
too well known then to require any specific definition. It
is not Lowever quite accurate to say that these terms have
never been defined in the Buddhist scriptures, for
although no logical definition has been offered, the term
jn'apti, and the whole procedure has been fully explained
on the first occasion a h e n we hear of it, in connection
with the initiation ceremony.
Thus we learn from M.lh%vagga, I, 12, that originally
the pabbajjd and upasampadd ordinations were conferred
on a candidate after he repeated thrice the well-known
formula, "I take my refuge in the Buddha, I take my
refuge in the Dhamma, I take my refuge in the Samgha."
Later on, on the occasion of initiating a particular
Brahman, the Euddha laid down as follows ( hlahgvagga,
I, 28 ):
"I abolish, 0 Bhikkhus, from this day the Upasamp a d ordination by the three-fold declaration of taking
refuge, which I had prescribed. I prescribe, 0 Bhikkhus,
that you confer the Upasampada ordination by a folmal
act of the Order in which the announcement ( n'atti ) is
followed by three questions
And you ought, 0 Ehikkhus, to confer the Upasampads ordination in this way: Let a learned competent
Bhikkhu proclaim the following l a t t i before the Samgha:
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'Let the Samgha, reverend Sirs, hear me. This
person N. N. desires to receive the Upasampads from
the venerable N. N... ...If h e Samgha is ready, let the

cases arising i n his organisations. The only other argument advanced by Mr. Ja~aswalin support of his theory,
is the assumption 'that the Buddhist Brotherhood,_ the
samgha, was copied out from the political samgha, the
republic, in its constitution.' But though we may generally believe that in forming his church, the Buddha was
inspired, to a great extent, by the highly flourishing
democratic States in his neighbourhood, it would be too
much to say that he deliberately copied any one of these
constitutions or accepted any thing beyond the general
d e m ~ r a t i principles
c
involved in each of them.
It would therefore be risky to accept the detailed
regulaticns of the Buddhist church as applicable to the
procedure adopted by the political assemblies of the great
democratic StaLes. Nevertheless a historian may study
them with profit in order to obtain a general view of the
stage of development attained by the latter. For, when
subjected to a careful analysis, these regulations unfold
to us a number of characteristic features which are s o
intimately associated and almost organically connected
with the workings of popular assemblies that it is difficult,
nay almost impossible, to believe that their knowledge
was confined to only one sphere of life. They are so
indispensable to the successful working of big assemblies,
that we may accept it as almost certain, that had they
been known in one sphere of life they were sure to be
imitated in others. T h u s when we read in Chullavagga.
IV. 14. 1 9 ff. how a matter could be referred by the
assembly to a committee, we may be almost sure that the
well-known modern system of expediting business by
referring complicated questions to committees was not
unknown to the ancient Indian assemblies, religious or

23 2

Samgha confer on N. N. the Upasampad% ordination
with N. N. as Upajjhaya This is the n'atti,
'Let the Samgha, reverend Sirs, hear me. T h i s
person N. N. desires to recelve t h e U p a s a m p a d ~ordination from the Venerable N. N. The Samgha confers
on N. N. the Upasampad~ ordination with N. N. as
U ~ a j j h % ~ aLet
. any one of the venerable brethren who
is i11 favour of the Upasampad~ordination of N. N. with
N. N. as U p a j j h ~ ~ be
a , silent, and any one who is not
in favour of it, speak.'
'And for the second time I thus speak to you: Let the
Samgha, etc. f as before ).
'And for the third time I thus speak to you ; Let t h e
Samgha, etc.
N. N. has received the Upasampads ordination from
the Samgha with N. N. as U p a j j h ~ ~ aT. h e Samgha i s
in favour of it, therefore it is silent. Thus I understand."
( S. B. E., XIII, pp. 169-170. )
Now this is a full exposition of the procedure, and
was quite intelligible to everybody even if he heard of it
for the first time. If Buddha merely copied existing institutions and usages he might have expressed himself
more briefly. Then, again, the string of regulations laid
down in Mahavagga, IX, 3, also shows that the Euddha
was constructing a whole system of pro'cedure and not
merely copying it from that of a political State. There i~
nothing, therefore, in the method of Buddha's expositior,
of the procedure, to show, that it was already current,
and that he merely adopted it for particular kinds of
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political. For this feature is so essentially necessary for
the successful working of an assembly, and its utility so
obvious even to the common mind, that whether it had
originated in the church or in a political assembly, it was
sure to have been copied by the one from the other.
Arguing on similar lines the following important features
of the popular assembly of a democratic State may be
gathered from the regulations relating to procedure laid
down in the Buddhist scriptures.1
( a ) Definite rules were laid down regarding the
form of moving resolutions in the assembly. ( For instances in Buddhist church cf. Chulla-vagga, IV. IT, 2;
XI. 1. 4 ).
( b ) Thzre was a rule of quorum ( Mahzvagga, IX.

3. 2.

)

( C ) In case of a difference of opinion, the sense
was
determined
by
the
of the Assembly
votes of the majority. There were prescribed methods
for counting the votes, and voting by ballot was not
unknown. ( Chullavagga, IV. 9 ; IV, 14. 26 ).
( d ) Complicated matters were referred to the committees, and if they were unable to come to any decision,
the matter was referred back to the assembly. ( Chullavagga, IV. 14. 24 ).
(e) Definite rules seem to have been laid down regarding such matters as votes of absentees ( Mah~vagga,
IX. 3. 5-6 ), and subsequent legalisation of acts done
by an illegally constituted assembly ( Chullavagga, XII.
l , 10).

1.

Cf Mr. Jay aswal's article in Modern Review, 1913, p. 664 ff.
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T h e eviderzce of Greek writers on. the Republican and
Oligarchic States i n ancient India.
Next to the Buddhist Literature, the writings of
the Greeks may be looked upon as the most important
source of information regarding the subject under review.
They clearly demonstrate the existence of the nonmonarchical forms of Government, both aristocratic and
democratic, at the end of the fourth century B. C . , when
the great Maurya Empire was in the making. Megasthenes lived for some time in India and, as a Greek
politician, Gust be presumed to have possessed definite
knowledge regarding the distinction between aristocratic
and democratic forms of government. We ought not
therefore to hesitate to accept his statement, that 'most
of the cities in his time adopted the democratic form
of government' ( McCrindle's Translation, p. 40 ). I t
is in the light of this remark that we ought to explain
his other statements that "the h?altecoraz, Singhae ( and
other tribes ) are free and have no kings" ( Ibid, pp,
143-144 1," and also that "those who live near the sea
have no kings" i Ibid, p. l56 ). Fick, however, denies
that there were republican States in the days of Megasthenes. In his opinion, what the Greek author really
meant was simply the fact, that in the immediate neighbourhood of a great kingdom like Magadha, some
towns or small States preserved their independent
existence, and not that their form of government differed
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radically from that of a kingdom.' I am unable to endorce
Mr. Fick's opinion, as he adduces no reason for t h e
same, and specially in view of the fact that a Greek
politician is hardly likely to commit mistakes regarding
such familiar institutions as democratic and aristocratic
forms of government. Eesides, hlegasthenes' account
is corroborated by the statements of other Greek writers.
Thus Arrian tells us that a republic was thrice established in India b e f x e the time of Sandrocottos.2
Jt is
true that the Greeks could not possibly have any authentic knowledge of these events, but even a tradition of
this character, current among the Indians, wodd SO a
great way towards proving our point. Then, Arrian
categorically asserts, with reference to the class of officers
called Superintendents, that 'they report eve:ythirg to the
king where the people have a king and to the magistrates
There can be no
where the people are self-governed.'3
question that here Arrian contrasts the kingdoms with
non-monarchical States.
Again, Quintus Curtius refers to the 'Sabarcae' as 'a
powerful Indian tribe where the form ot government was
democratic and not regal."f An idea of the extent and
resources of this democratic State may be formed from the
fact that it possessed an army consist~ngof 60, OCO foot,
6,000 cavalry and 500 chariots. When Alexander mar-

1. Pick, p. SO.
2 Arrian's Indika, translated by McCrind'e, p. 203.
3. Ibid. p. 2 1 2 .
4 . McCrindle, p. 252. Diodorus also says of the Sambastai (who
are identified by some with the Sabarcae) that 'they dwelt in cities in
which the democratic form of Government prevailed' (Ibid, p, 292).
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ched against them they elected three generals, a' fact
quite in keeping with their form of government. I t must
also be noted that here the question is not of a city-state,
for we are told that the bank of the Indus was 'most
thickly studded with their villages.'
The Greek writers also prove the existence of States
ruled by oligarchy. Thus Arrian's Anabasis leaves no
doubt that the city-state of Nysa had an oligarchical form
of government, its governing bodv having consisted of a
President and 300 members of the aristocracy. For we
are told that "wflen Alexander came to Nysa, the
Nysaians sent out to him their President whose name was
Akouphis, and along with him thirty deput:es of their
most eminent citizens." W e further hear that Alexander
"confirmed the inhabitants of Nysa in the enjoyment of
their freedom and their own laws; and when he enquired
about their laws he praised them because the government
of their state was in the hands of the aristocracy. H e
moreover rzquested them to send with him. .....100 of
their best m-n selected from the governing body, which
consisted of three hundred rnembers."l
Again Arrian remarks: "71 uas reporled that the
country beyond the Hyphasis was c xceedingly fertile, and
that the inhabitants were good pgriculturists, brave in
war, and living under an evczllent system of internal
government; for the multitude was governed by the
aristocracy, who exercised their authority with justice and
moderation."z Strabo also records a tradition about the
same country, that there is "an aristocratical form of

1, McCrindle, pp. 79-81.

2. McCrindle, p. 121.
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government consisting of five thousand councillors, each
of whom furnishes the state with an elephant."l
T h e Greek writers also mention various other tribes
such as the Malloi, Oxydrakai, Xathroi. Adraistai, etc.#
who seem to have lived under a non-monarchical constitution, either aristocratic or republican. It is also a

Thus the first class consisted of the Kshatriya guilds
which followed trade, agriculture and military profession. These have already been discussed in connection
with the guilds. It may only be noted here that it
appears from Kautilya's tenor of writings that they had
sometimes an independent political status.
The other class of corporations was that of the
Lichchhivikas, Vtijikas. Mallakas, Madrakas, Kukuras
Kurus and PanchZlas who made use of the epithet of
king (riij4.l
T h e statement that the Lichchhivikas make use of
the epithet of riiju is corroborated, as we hace seen
above, by the Buddhist literature. T h e ArthaS~ctra
merely proves that the Lichchhavis survived the attacks
of Aj~tagatru and that their democratic constitution
existed a t least up to the end qf the fourth or the begin-
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noticeable fact that the majority of the Indian States
with which Alexander came into contact belonged t o
this category. I t may be safely inferred, therefore.
that in the 4th century B. C. the non-monarchical form
of government was more prevalent in the Punjab than
the monarchical constitution.

Discussion about Non-monnrchzcal States zn ArthajSstra.

A fitting commentary to the accounts of the Greek
writers about the non-monarchical States of the 4th
century B. C. is furnished by the Arthahstra, attributed
to Kauplya, the celebrated minister of the founder of
the Maurya Empire.
Kaufilya devotes a whole chapter ( Bk. XI, Chapter
I ) on 'C3rporations' and divides them into two
classes :-
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1. The word Riijas'abdopalivinah is one of ccnsiderab'e difficulty.
Riijas'abda may be compared with such expression as yuvaraja6abda in
e.g., Raghuvam6a,I11-35 nripena chakre yuvarqa-iabdabhiik'and translated as "ep~thet,or tltle (including rank ?) of a king " But the
orillnary meanmg of upa~ivlllahis hardly suitable here. Thus Shamasastry's translation : "The corporations ......live by the tltle of a rZja"
offers no meaning, for how can one posslbly live by a title ? In V.S.
Apte's Sanskrit Dictionary 'to make use of' is given as one o f 2 t h e
meanings of the root upajiv and the following is quoted from Mbh.
in support of it : tadetad bhiiratam niima kabibhisr~pajivyate. This
meaning is quite suitable to both the expressions above. In the passage
of Mbh.the implied force of upajiv is that the poets not only make use
of 'BhZrata' but also derive mater~alsfor their books from it. I t may
be held, therefore, that in the present case also the Lichchhivikas not
only made use of the epithet of king but this supplied the material
or the essence of their corporate existence
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ning of the third century B. C. I have already
given some account of the constitution of the
Lichchhavis, and it may be presumed that it did not alter
much at the time of Kautilya, and that the constitution
of the other corporations mentioned b"y him belonged to
the same type. He does not give us much information
on this point but the little that he says is fully compatible with this view of the case.
Thus it is evident from the following passage that
there was a general assembly of the corporation, and that
the executive officers ( called Mukhyas ) were subordinate
to it.

" W ~ T I ~fi+31?"
X ~ T (P. 377 ), "kqaq~
fiviu6
37Ti1% W?l 8 W'' ............ [ p. 379 1. Mukhyas should

Here we must presume a general assembly of the corporarions, for qq- cannot mean anything but 'in the
midst of the assembly.' As the assembly had the right
of hearing complaints against, and punishing, the
'Mukhyas,' they must be held to have been suboldinate
to it.
R. Shamasastry has translated the word 'Mukhyas' as
the chief of a corporation (pp. 457, 458). This may be
taken to imply the existance of a supreme chief, but I d o
not find any authority for this view. That there were
several 'Mulchyas' is quite clear from such expressions as
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therefore be taken as 'executive officers.'
The members of the assembly were callad rlzjas. This
not only follows from the word TTS~S~~&%%?: but also
from such expressions as " T ~ S ~ X ~ ~ ~ H T $ ~
Evidently one could he imp~isoned or ejected ( lit.
thrown away, i. e., probably exiled \ only by the orders of
the assembly.
Hence 'TT~?&~' would denote the
members of the assembly, or in other words, each of t h e m
had the epithet ' ~ ~ sori ' king. The democratic nature
of the constitution is well hinted at by Kautilya in the
fcllowing passage:

'

Thus the ' f l q 3 ~was
' to pursue that course of action
1
which was approved by the members of the
T h e list of corporations give11 above is indeed suggestive. It includes Vrijikas, Lichchhivikas and Mallakas
jn the east, :he Kurus and PaiTchslas i n the centre, the
Madrakas in the north-west and the Kukuras in the
south-west, of Northern India. This shows that at the
beginning ot the blaurya period, the whole of Korthern
India was studded with these democratic States. T h a t
they possessed considerable power is admitted by Kautilya himself when he says that to a king the acquisition of the help of corporations is better than the
acquisition of an army, a friend or profits. Kautilya
thus corroborates and supplements the accounts of the

'~;+I~
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Greek writers whose picture of India, it may be noted,
refers exactly to the same period.
T h e onward march of imperialism was, however.
destined to make a clean sweep of all these centres of
corporate political activities, and the way was paved by
the unscrupulous doctrines of the Machiave!lian minister
of the founder of the great Maurya empire. T h e existence of independent democratic States seemed incompatible with his conception of empire, and the great minister
set himself to the task of undermining their power by
any means, fair or foul.

teachers they should cause mutual enmity on occasion.; of
disputations about certain points of :;cienc~,arts, gambling or sports: 'the fiery spies' should occa-ion quarrel
among the leaders of corporations by praising inferior
leaders in taverns and theatres, and all th? while the
unbiushing autocrat was to secretly help the inferior party
with men and money and set them a ~ a i n s t the superior
party. &'ay, more; the Btahn:in m~nister c f ('handragupta did not hesitate to recommend the free use of wine
and women to achieve his purpose. Thus, 'on cccssions
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The Imperic~lism of Kautilya and its disastrous Effects
on t h e Non-monarchical States.
Anyone who reads the chapter on 'Samgha' in Kautilya's Arthakstra is sure to be struck with the stern
resolve ancl the steady and persistent efforts with which
he proceeded to his task. His political insight could not
fail to grasp the cardinal fact that was hinted at by
Gautama Buddha, viz., 'that the essence of the strength
of a corporation lies in the unit11 among its members,' and
all his practical statesmanship, and the truly remarkable
power of inventing ingenious devices was employed for
the one end of sowing dissensions among these corporations. Thus he lays down the cardinal doctrine that
rt
spies, gaining access to all these corporations and finding out jealousy, hatred and other causes of quarrel
apong them, should sow the seeds of a well-planned
dissension among them." T h e spies employed, and the
ways and means adopted by them, were to be of various
kinds. They should incite mutual hatred by telling one
in secret, !'this man decries you"; under the guise of

of any affray( fqmq&~$ ) spies under the guise of vintners should, under the plea of the birth of a son, of
marriage or of the death of a man, distribute as toast
hundreds
of vessels of liquor adulterated
( %$
1 ?
l%
with the juice of 'madana' plant. Women endowed with
bewitching youth and beauty may be exhibited to excite
love in the minds of the chief of corporations, and then
by causing t h e woman to go to another person or by
pretending that another person has violently carried her
off, they may bring about quarrel among those who love
that woman ; in the ensuing affray the fiery spies may
kill one of them and declare ; "Thus has he been killed
in consequence of his love." I pass by the other devices
which are suggested to achieve a man's ruin by alluring
him with feminine beauty, but there is one which is too
remarkable to be left unnoticed. I t is suggested that a
mendicant-woman-a
spy-should
tell a chief who is
fond of his wife, "this (another) chief, proud of his youth,
has sent me to entice your wife.. ....secret steps should be
taken against him." T h e consequence; of course, is
obvious.
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The Corporate S p i r i t , however, survived t h e
Imperialism

of Kautilya.

I t was by these and s!milar means that Kautilya
sought to achieve his grand ideal, v i z . , 'that his master
should live as the only monarch of all the corporations'
(p. 379). T h e ideal was possibly realised to a great
extent, for we have no positive evidence of the existence
of these mighty corporations during the period of the
Mauryas. The corporate spirit to which they owed
their existence was, however, too dneply rooted in the
soil to die merely at the fiat of an imperial master. With
the downfall of the strong centralised government established by the prowess of Chandragupta and the genius
of Chznakya, the independent political corporations
reared up their heads again, and some of them attained
the highest pitch of greatness and glory. Numismstic
evidences prove that the Yaudheyas, the M~lavas, the
Vyishnis, the Arjunayanas, the Audumbaras and the
Kuqindas had established their independence during the
century that followed the overthrow of the Maurya
empire. I t is true that we no longer hear of the
Lichchhivikas, the Vyijikas, the Kurus and the P~Echiiias
as forming republican States, but their role is played by
the Mzlavas, the Yaudheyas, the A r j ~ i n ~ y a n a and
s
others. So true is it that the individual dies but the
spirit survives ! It is a remarkable fact that the republican States in the neighbourhood of Magadha vanish for
ever. One alone, the Lichchhavis, indeed appears again
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in history, but then they lived in Nepal under a monarchical form of government. The theories of Kautilya
thus seem to have been carried into practice with a
completeness that is trlrly surprising. Political ideas,
however, underwent a great change in the succeeding
period. The ideas which inspired the writings of Kaurilya
seemed out of date when Jndia had drunk deeply into imperialism for a few centuries. Political schools arose, outside the sphere of influence of Raulilya, which evinced as
much solicitude for the welfare, prosperity a n d continued
existence of these republican States as the latter had done
f(,r their ruin and destruction. A f a i r specimen of their
writings has been preseived in section 107 of the k n t i parva of M a h ~ b h ~ r a t a . 1

N E UPolitical
~

Theories favn~iring tlie existence

of

Non-monarchical States.

T o hlr. K. P. Jayaswal beiongs the credit of furnishing the right interpretation of the passage and explain-

I. It is difficult to determine, even approximately, the dates of
the various portions of the great Epic. In the present case, however.
the task becomes comparatively easier as we have independent internal evidence to show that this portion of MahHbhZrata is later in
point of time than Kaufilya's chapter on Corporation. It is evident
from PZnini's use of the term, that S a t i ~ g h a ' was a t first used to
denote all corporations. Later on, the term was monopolised by the
Buddhist re!igious community, and as the coins show, the term .gana'
was almost exclusively employed by the post-Mauryan poIiticaI corporations Now Kaufllya uses only the term Samgha to denote corporation, while'eana' alone is used in section I07 of kntiparva. This seems
to me to give rise to a strong presdmption in favour of the priority
of the chapter in ~rtha6Bstrato the corresponding one in MahBbhHrata.
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ing its bearing upon the republican States of ancient
India. He did not, however, notice that it ushered in a
new epoch of po!itical thought which was a reaction
against that rep~esentedb y the school of Kautilya. It is
but seldom that we can trace the successive stages in the
evolution 6f political idea!s in ancient Indid, and the few
instances in which we are in a ~ o s i t i o nto do so become
therefore invested with a special degree of importance.
In the case of the independent politcal corporations, we
have seen how the great Gautama Buddha looked upon
them with favour dnd how they flourished in hi:: days.
But the growing imperialism of hlagadha could
ill brook their existence, and already in the days of
Gautama Buddha, the minister of Aj~tabatruwas paving
the way for the ruin and destruction of one of the most
important of t!wm. T h e unscrupulous ways in which 11e
sowed the seeds of disension among the Vajjians are
narrated in detail in the Atthakathz'l and may be looked
upon as but practical illustration of the views of that
school of politics which found its great exponent in
Kautilya. T h e theory and practice worked qide by side,
with the result that a clean sweep was made of these
political Saliaghas with the expansion of the blaurya
Empire. In the home provinces of the Mauryas the
destruction was so complete that we never hear of any
political corporation in ages to come. The spirit, however, which gave birth to these political corporations was
slow to die. This is proved, first by a new school of
political thought which favoured the growth and develop-

I. Trauslated by Turnour in J. A. S. B., VII, p. 904, f.n
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ment of the political Sainghas, and secondly, by the
appearance of a number of them as soon as the strong
hands of the Mauri-as w?re withddrawn.

A ~ernarkibleDzssertcltion in Ma1,~bhiirataon Nonmonarchical States and the Conditions of their Welfare.
T h e section 107 of ~ ' ~ n t i ~ a rmay
v a be looked upon
as representing this new school of political thought. In
view of the importance of the subject I reproduce the
important passage and add a free translation of the
same.
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1 . The Calcutta Edition has a different reading which does not
offer any satisfactory meanlng.
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Yudhisthira said : "I wish to hear, 0 the most enlightened one, the course of conduct (gf+l) of the ganas ( 6 );
how the ganas prosper and are not torn by dissensions,
conquer the enemies and acquire allies i 7 \. T h e destruction of the gaI;las is primarily caused by dissensions
and, in my opinion, it is very difficult to keep secret the
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counsels of many ( 8 ). So I would like, 0 oppressor of
enemies ! to hear in detail everything ( about them ), and
specially tell me, 0 Bharata ! how they may not be torn by
dissensions ( 9 i. Bhishma said : "0 king, thz best of
Bharatas ! among the gapas, the kulas, and the kings,
ambition and want of toleration lead to hostilities ( 10 ).
For when one is seized with ambition he becomes intolerant and bad spirit is created between two such ( persons i
( 11 ). Mutual troubles are caused by spies, counsels
(rla)and military force, the triple method of ssima(con-,
ciliation ), diina i gift j and bheda ( dissension ), and by
means of threatening with the loss of men and money
( 12 ). I t is by means of these measures that the ganas,
the essence of whose existence is unity, are torn into
factions, and being disunited and dispirited, succumb to
the enemy through fear ( 13 ). Disunion brings ruin
upon the gapas; disunited, they fall an easy prey to the
enemies; so they should always put forth their efforts in
unison ( 14 ). Money can be acquired if the ganasl
combine their strength and efforts; and when they live in
unity external powers also make alliance with them ( 15 ).
Wise men praise those who are willing to listen to each
other's advice; those who give up selfish interests acquire
happiness in all respects ( 16 ). The best of gavas
becomes prosperous by appointing pious men, by laying
down rules for t h e administration according to Siistras,
by observing them properly ( 17 ), by chastising i even )
sons and brothers, by always instructing them, and by

accepting them when they are rendered submissive l to
authorities ) (18). Prospe~ous, again, ale t h o ~ e ganas
that always devote their attention to the organisation of,
spies and counsels and the accumulation of treasure (19).
0 king ! the gaqas that pay due respect t o the wise,
the valorous, the active, and the man of steady offorts
in business, acquire prosperity (20). T h e ganas that are
strong in resources, brave, expert in the use of arms and
well-versed in the slistras rescue the bewildered in times
s
of grave danger (21). 0 the best of ~ h ~ r a t !a anger,
dissension, fear, chastisement, causing torture dnd
punishment, and lastly murder, immediately bring the
gapas within the clutches of the enemy (22). So the gana
leaders iqqgqq~:)should be lespected, as the worldly
affairs ( of the gapas ) depend to a great extent upon
them, 0 king ! (23). 0 oppressor of enemits ! rhe spy
( deparment ) and the secrecy of counsels ( should be
left ) to the chiefs, for it is not fit that the entire body
of the gana should hear those secret matters (23). T h e
chiefs of gapa should carry out together, in secret, works
leading to the prosperity of the gava (25), otherwise1
the wealth of the gapa decays and it meets with danger
(26\, If, disunited, every one seveially tries to act up to
his own capacity, they are to be at once checked, chiefly
by the learned (27). Quarrels in families, ignored by
the old men of the family, destroy the'gotras' and thereby
create dissension among the ganas (28). It is the internal
danger 0 R5jan ! that is chiefly t o be guarded against,

1. I t is doubtful whether the unity recommended is that of
several ganas, in the nature of a confederation, or merely the unity of
the members of a single gana.

1. I a m unable to explain the phrase 'Prithagganasya bhinnasya bitatasya' occurring in this connection in the text.
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the external danger is not of much importance, but thz
internal danger immediately qaps the verjr foucdatio~l
(29). If through sudden anger, passion, or natural ambition, ( the members ) d o not speak to one another,
although similar in caste and family,-that is a sure sign
of defeat ( 30-31 ). T h e ganas are torn asunder by the
cnemizs, not by exertion, intellect or tempting them
with beautv, but by creating dissensinns and offering
bribes ; so it is said that unity is the chief ref~igeof the
gapas (31-37).
Essence of the Teachings oJ the New School

The new school thus appcars Y O possess genuine
sympathy for the political corporations. T h e contrast
with the school of Kautilya is indeed a striking one.
Instead of suggesting dubious devices b y which ruin
may be brought upon the 'ganas', it offers healthy
recommendations for avoiding those pitfalls and dangers
to which they are peculiarlv liable. It is never tired of
drawing particular attention t o tbe e v ~ l consequences
of disunion and dissensions which have been the eternal
danger of this popular form of government, and recommends forbearance and toleration as proper remedies
against them. Another drawback in the popular system wa5
the difficulty of maintaining secrecy in counsel. In older
to remove this defect they suggest the f o r m a t i ~ nof scmething like a small cabinet which alone wouid deal with
matters requiring secret deliberation. W e can very well
believe that this suqgestion was based upon actual examples and that the more important of the existing
'gapas' already possessed this cabinet system of government. Among other thinps, the establishment of a good
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system of laws and their strict enforcement, impartial
administration of justice to all, including sons and
brothers, organisation of the spy system, gradual accumulation of funds in the treasury, and proper respect to
the Inore important persons-these are looked upon as
tending to the prosperity of the 'ga~as.' I n general, the
internal danger is looked upon as more serious than the
external one, and it was generally believed that if there
were no dissensions within, they were a match for any
dowerful enemy. This idea, it will be remembered, is
as old as t h e time of Gautama Buddha, and was beautifully illustrated in the case of Ajatagatru's conquest of
Vaib~li. Even such a powerful king as Ajatagatru did
not venture to attack the Vajjians till he had sent his
minister as a spy and created mutual distrust and dissensions among them b y his agency. The new political
school seems also to recommend a close unity among the
different ganas. It was probably hoped that such confederation of gacas would Ee in a better position to fight
against their powerful enemies.
Other passages in Mahabharata show equal solicitude
for the prosperity of political gapa or samgha. T h e 'old
legend of Vssudeva and N ~ r a d a 'recited to Yudhishthira
by BIGshma (S'iptiparva, Ch. 81)is an instance to the
point. Vasudeva relates to Narada the difficulties that
have arisen in the affairs of the confederacy isarbgha)
composed of the Andhakas, Vrish~is, Kukuras and
Bhojas. T h e principal difficulty seems to have been the
division of the leading men into a number of irreconcileable groups accompanied by mutual animosity and
recriminations. Narada tells Kyishqa in reply that the
real remedy does not consist in violent measures but in a
policy of conciliation:
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'disunion' is the root cause of the ruin of the Sar2ghas
and Krishna is specially reminded to beware of it. T h e
use of the word 'Safigha'denotes that the episode is really
a piece of ~ f i g l ~ ~ ' ( V. 2 ) as ~ h T s m adescribes i t
to be.
Revival of Non-monarcltical States.
The idea is further developed in reply to Krishna's
question about the qqyqqqw :-

The last verse clearly refers to the constitution as a
Sakgha. W e get some details of it in SabhZparva, Ch.
14. W e are told that it consisted of 18 kulas and 18,000
brethren, i.e., probably adult male members. Reference
is also made to Bhoja-r~jan~a-byiddhasland this seems
to imply that there was a n Executive Council of which
these were members. In the passage quoted above,
Kyishna, the leader of the S n ~ g h a ,is asked to appease all
parties by tactful management. It it emphasised that

As the school of Kautilya brought ruin upon the political Sa&ghas, it is but natural that the new school of
political thought should be accompanied by their revival.
T h e Mahsbh'irata itself refers to quite a number of nonmonarchical clans such as the Kiratas, the Daradas, the
Audumbaras, the P'iradas, the Bzhlikas, the ~ ; b i s , the
Trigarttas, the Yaudheyas, the Kekayas, the Ambashthas,
the Kshudrakas, the M~lavas,the Paugdras, the Arigas
and the Varigasl They are called Sre@imaritaand Sastradh~ria,2 and these phrases may be compared t o the
Kshatriya-ireci of Kautilya and the Ayudha-j;vi-satigha of
Panini, to which, it may be noted, one of the above
tribes, viz,, the Yaudheyas, is expressly dzclared to
belong. As to t h e B'ihlikas, we are told elsewhere In
Mahabh~rata,3that 'the B ~ h l i k aheroes were all ~ a j a s . '
This again reminds us of the phrase raja-Sabd-opaj;vi in
Kaufilya's A r t h a h t r a , to which reference has been
made above, as well as of the fact, mentioned i n the Jatakas, that the Lichchhavis were all called rGds. Reference is also made to other tribal organisations, such as
Anarttas, K~lakiltas,KulindasP etc., although there is no
express mention of their form of government.

-

1 Ibid, Ch.LII., verses 13-16.
2 Ibid.,verse 17.
3 Ibid Ch.XXXIV,verse 13. "Biihlikii~=ch=iipare

1 Cf. SabhHparva, Ch. XIV, verses 25,32, 55, and 56.

iiirb'riiiiinak sarvva eva re."
4 Ch. XXVI, 21-4.
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I t is difficult to assign these tribal States to any definite historical period simply on the authority of MahBbhlrata. But here the numismatic evidence comes
to our help and definitely proves the existence of a
number of political Saiighar, including a good many
of' those mentioned above,shortly after the downfall of
the Maurya empire.
A short historical note on
each of these is given below.

A few Typical Non-monarchical States.

1. The Yaudheyas :-As already noticed above,
they formed an
qq' in the da:
of Faninis
Our knowledge about them is derived from coins and
inscriptions. The earliest class of their coins dates,
according to Cunningham,l from about the first century
B. C. Rapson2 agrpes with him and refers them to
about 100 B.C., and V. A. Smith3 is of the same opinion.
The legend on the coin is "Yaudheycnal' and this
hzs been changed into the next class
coins as
"Ya:~direya-ga~a~~la
jays." A n idea of the power and
resources of the Yaudheyas may be formed from
..~ the

of'

r
q~~a~Tft6giil$ii¶=qphrase in the G i r n ~ Inscription.
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and lend some weight to the claim of the Yaudheyas themselves 'that they possessed the secret charm of winning
victories.'l Rudradaman boasts in the Girnnr Inscription of 'having rooted out the Yaudheyas,' but coins
and inscriptions prove that they survived the shock
and existed as a powerful political factor down at least
to the end of the fourth century A. D. T h e name of
the Yaudheyas occurs in the Allahabad Pillar Inscription of Samudragupta as one of the tribes that "gave
all kinds of taxes, obeyed orders and performed obeisances" to the great Gupta Emperor.2 But it is quite
clear from the context of the inscription that the State
of the Yaudheyas did not form part of the territory
directly administered by the Guptas, but was something like a frontier kingdom owing allegiance and
paying taxes to them.9
The locality under the sway of the Yaudheyas may be
determined from their coins and inscriptions. One of
their inscriptions was found at Bijayagadh in the old Bharatpur State and their clay seals were found at Sonait near
Ludhiana. Their coins were found at Behat near Shaharanpur,4 "to the west of the Satlej, in Depalpur, Satgarha,
Ajudhan, Kahror, and Multan, and to the eastward in
Bhatner. Abhor, Sirsa, Hansi. Panipat and Sonpat."5 T h e

3l~fa~"P%~%%l3i
%hIFfiI

"of the Yaudhey as
rendered
proud by having
manifested
their
title of heroes among all KshatriYas."4 Such praises,
coming from an enemy, are indeed of great significance

1. This appears from the legend on a large clay seal discovered
by Mr. Carr Stephen near Ludhiana ( Proc. A. S. B., 1884, pp. 138-9)
'YodheyLnZm JayamantradharInZm.'
.

-

3. Fleet had some doubts on this point ( Zbid, note 1 ) but see

1. C.A. I. p. 76.
3. V. Cat., p. 165.

2 . R. lc. p. 15.
4. Ep. Ind. VIII. pp. 44-47,

Sylvain Levi-Le Nepal, Vol. 11. pp. 115-16.
4. Prinsep's Essays, pl. IV, 11-12.
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coins of the Yaudheyas are generally found in the Eastern
Punjab and all over the country between Sutlej and
Jumna rivers. Two large finds were made at Sonpath
between Delhi and Karna1,l four coins were obtained in
the Kangra District,2 and a great many at a place called
Jogadheri in the Eastern Punjab.3 T h e evidence of the
find-spots of coins regarding the locality of the tribe that
issued them is not entirely satisfactory. Still we may
regard the find-spots of coins as roughly indicating the
territories of the ruling tribe, if the conclusion is not
against general probability nor contradicted by proved
facts. In the present case the find-spots of coins, joined
t o the evidence of clay seals and inscriptions, seem to
indicate that the Yaudheya territory comprised an area
that may be roughly defined as being bounded on the
west by a line from Bahawalpur along the Sutlej and the
Beas up t 9 Kangra, on the north-east by a straight line
drawn from Kangra to Shaharanpur, o n t h e east by a line
drawn from Shaharanpur via Panipath and Sonpath to
Bharatpur, and on the south by a line drawn from
Bahawalpur via Suratgarh, Bhatner and Sirsa, to
Bharatpur.
It may be noted that the location of the Yaudheyas in
this area is i n entire agreement with the position assigned
t o them in the Allahabad Pillar Inscription, between the
Madras on the one hand and the Mslavas and Arjunsyanas on the other. It must not of course be at once inferred that throughout the period of their political exist-

1. Ibid. p. 76.
3. V. Cat., p. 165.

2. Ibid,p. 79.
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ence the Yaudheyas exercised sway over this vast extent
of territory. The area probably represents the greatest
extension of their power.
11. The Ma1avas.-According to the interpretation
of Sir R. G. Bhandarkar, Pa9ini refers to the M ~ l a v a sas
living by the profession of arms in the Punjab.1 They
may be identical with the Malloi tribe conquered by
Alexander. About six thousand coins of the Malavas
were discovered at an ancient site near t h e modern town
of NZgar, situated within the territory of the Raja of
UniyZra, who was a tributary of the Maharaja of Jaipur.a
T h e coins have t h e legends "Malavahr?a jaya," "Mzlav ~ n s mjaya" and "Malava ganasya jaya." Some of the
coins bear names like Mapaya, Majupa, Magajasa, etc.,
which are generally taken as the names of chiefs of the
Malava tribe. It is not known with certainty whether
the Malavas who issued these coins were identical with
or allied to the tribe of the same name in the Punjab
mentioned by P ~ n i n i .
There is some difference of opinion regarding the
antiquity of these coins. Both Carlleyle and Cunningham3 referred the earliest of these coins to about 250
R. C., but Rapson and V. S m ~ t hbring this limit lower
down to 150 B. C.4 The latter view seems to be incontestable so far at least as the published coins are concerned, for it is certain that none of them contains legends of
so early a date as the Asokan period.

I. I. A.. 1913, p. 200.

2. Arch. Sur., Rep. V1 ,p. 162

3. Ibid. p. 182.

4. V. Cat, p. 162.
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Ushavadata, the son-in-law of Kahapana, boasts in
one of his Nasik Inscriptions1 of having defeated thz
Malayas. Numerous West Indian Inscriptions prove that
'va' and 'va' are often interchanged in Prakrit, Hence
it has been conjectured that the Mzlayas are identical
with the Ma1avas.z I n the present instance the circumstance that Ushavadata went to the Pushkara lakes,
after his victory over the Malayas, lends considerab!e
weight to the proposed identity, for the lakes are quite
near t o Nzgara, the settlement of the M ~ l a v a sas dete'rmined from their coins.
Ushavadata says in his inscription : "And by the
order of the lord I went to relieve the chief of the Uttamabhadras who was besieged for the rainy season by the
Mzlayas, and the Malayas fled, as it were, at the sound
( of my approach ), and were made prisoners by the
Uttamabhadras."3 It thus appears that like the Yaudheyas, the M ~ l a v a stoo were at enmity with the Scythian
hordes that invaded their neighbouring country at the
end of the first century A. D. and established a principality under their leader Nahapana. I t might be naturally
,supposed that Nahapana was the aggressor, but the reverse seems to be the case as the Mzlayas attacked the
Uttamabhadras, probably a feudatory tribe of Nahapana, before their side was taken u p by the Scythian
chief.
Several expressions, used to denote dates in the
Vikrama Samvat in later inscriptions, seem to throw some
1. Lud No. l131
2. Bombay Gazeteer, I, p. 28 ;Rapson-Andhra
3. Ep. Ind., Vol, VIII, p. 79.

Coins, p. Ivi.
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These expressions

Dr. Thomzs and Dr. Sir R. G. Bhandarkar4 take
the word 'gana' in the sense of a "corporation" and infer
from the above expressions that the era of 58 B. C. dates
from 'the foundation of the tribal independence of the
M~lavas,'or, as the latter would specify it still mire,
"the formation of the Malavas as a gava or body corporate." Dr. Fleet5 and Professor D. R. Bhandarkar6
on the other hand look upon the expressions as simply
denoting the fact that the era was handed down by the
Malava tribe or was in use among them.
I am inclined to accept the contention of Dr.
Thomas and Dr. Sir R. G. Bhandarkar that the word
'gana' denotes a corporation, but I am unable to endorse
their views about the origin of the era. There is at least
nothing in the expressions themselves to support the
theory. T h e only safe conclusion seems to be that as the
MZlavas gave their name to the province where they
ultimately settled, the era which they used derived its

1. C. I l., 111. pp. 83. 87.
2. Ibid, pp. 154, 158.
3. Ind. Ant.. 1913, p. 161.
4. Ibid,p. 199.
5. For the long discussion on this point between Dr. Fleet and
Dr. Thomas, see]. R. A. S.. 1914, pp. 413-14, 745-47, 1010-1013; J,
R. A. S., 1915, pp. 138-ff , 502-ff.
6 . I. A., 1913, p. 162.

262

Corporate Activities in Political Life

Coroporate Life

name from them, leaving undecided, for the present, the
questioc whether the era owed its origin to them or not.
The M ~ l a v a swere an important political factor till at
least the 4th century A. D. They were defeated by
Samudragupta and occupied the same rank in the Gupta
Empire as the Yaudheyas.
111. The Arjuniiyanas.--A few coins have been discovered bearing the legend "Arjunayan~na." These
coins may be refzrred to the first century B. C.l The
find-spots of the coins are not recorded.
T h e Arjunxyanas are well known from the Alldhabad
Pillar inscription of Samudragupta. They were defeated
by the Gupta Emperor and occupied the same rank as the
Yaudheyas and the Mdavas.
T h e locality of this tribe is difficult to determine in
the absence of any record of the find-spots of their coins.
T h e only clue is obtained by the collocation of names in t h e
AHahabad Pillar Inscription of Samudragupta, I t has
been surmised that as the portion of the inscription i s
written in prose, and the author was not guided by the
exigencies of metre, the enumeration of the frontier kingdoms was made in the order of geographical position."
This is certainly the case with the Miilavas, the Yaudheyas and the Madras, and the conjecture is not unjustified that similar might be the case with the remaining
member of the compound "Miilav-Arjun~~ana-YaudheyaPl4ad~a1ca." If this be so, the Arjun~yanaswould have
to be placed between the Malavas and the Yaudheyas,

1.

R

1c.p. 11.
2. J R. A. S , 1897, p. 886 ; C A. I., p. DO.
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and we must look about for their locality between Bharatpur and Nagar. Mr. V. Smith' places the Arjunayanas in t h e tract corresponding to modern Bharatpur
and Alwar States. This, however, does not agree
with the Bijayagadh Stone Inscription, according to
which the Yaudheyas must have pushed to the southern
portion of Bharatpur State, not to say of Alwar which
lies further north.
IV, The Audumba7as.-The
Audumbaras and their
country are mentioned in P ~ n i n i . In later period,
coins are almost our only source of information about
them. These coins may be divided into three classes :
(1) Those which simply bear the tribal name
'odumbara.'
(2) Those which have the name of a king as well
as the tribal designation.
(3) Those which bear the name of the king without
the tribal designatjon.
These coins have been referred on palaeographical
grounds to the first century B.C. by Mr. R.D. Banerji.2
This fully agrees with the conclusion of Rapson who
refers them to about 100 B.C.3 T h e beginning of the
first century B.C. may therefore be accepted as the date
of these coins.
T h e coins described bp Cunningham were found in
the Northern Punjab beyond Lahore, one in a field
near JwaIamukhi and several in the Pathankot District.4

1. J . R . A . S., 1897, p. 886.
2. J. A. S. B., 1914. p. 249.

4.

C.A.I.,p.66.

3. R. Ic., p. 11

265

Corporate Life

Corporate Activities in Political Life

T h e hoard of 303 coins described by Mr. R. D.
Benerji was found in the village of Irippal in the Dehra
Tahsil, Kangra District, Punjab.1 These coins are also
found on the Manaswal plateau, Hoshiarpur District.2
The coins thus cover an area bounded by Ravi on the
north and west, Kangra on the >outh and Kullu on the
east. This may be a c c e ~ t r d as the locality of the
Audumbaras, specially as iL iully agrees with the account
of Byihat-Samhitii, M~rkaqdeyaP u r n ~ aand Vishnu P u r n ~ a ,
in which the Audumbaras are coupled with the Kapisthalas, Traigarttas and Kulindas, (Kapisthalas have been
identified with the modern Kaithals living south of
Ambala, the early home of the Trigarttas was near Kangra, and Kulindas or Kuqindas occupied both banks
of the Sutlej. i
V. The Ku~indas--.Sorne coins bear only the tribal
name 'Kuninda,' but others bear the tribal designation
as well as the name of a king. There are also other
varieties which nekd not be discussed here. It is
generally admitted that the former class is the earlier of
the two.3 Cunningham refers the latter class to about
150 B.C.4 while Rapson fixes their date at about 100
B.C.5 T h e earlier coins may therefore be referred to
the second century B.C.
T h e coins of the Kunindas were- found in an area
that may be roughly defined as being bounded on the
east by the Ganges, on the south and south-west

by
a
line joining
Hastinapur, Shahararipur,
and Ambala, on the
north
and
north-east
by the slopes of the Him'ilayas and on the north-west by
a line joining Ambala to the Himalaya slopes.1 This
area may be safely laid down as the boundary of the
Kuninda territory, for the evidence of the coins is supported in this case by the independent testimony of Ptolemy, in whose work 'Kulindrine' means the whole of the
upper tract between the Bias river and the Ganges.
That the Kuqindas or the Kulindas lived near mountain
slopes also appears from the epithet 'Kulindopatykas' in
the Vishqu Purana meaning "The Kulindas along the
foot of the hills."
VI. The Vyish~is-A single coin has preserved the
name of the Vrishni corporation. The legend on it was
first read by Cunningham2 as "Vrishni Raja-jgiiganasya
bhubharasya." When I first examined the legend on
Cunningham's plate it appeared to me that 'bhubharasya'
might well be 'Tratarasya.' I found afterwards that
similar correction was suggested by Bergny and accepted
by Rapson.3 Bergny has read the legend as. "Vrisheirtci)3'ajfiZi-ganclsyatr(a)tarasya." RZjajAii, as suggested by
Bergny and Rapson, is equivalent to 'Kshatriya.' The
coin was thus issued by the corporation of the Vrishpi
Kshatriyas.
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1. J. A. S. B. 1914, p. 247,
2. V. Cat., p. 161
4. Arch. Sur. Rep., XIV, p. 134.

I. For details of the find-spot, of. Prinsep's Essays, Vol. I, pp.
84, 204; C.A.I., p. 71; Arch. Sur. Rep. XlV, pp- 134-138.

3. C . A . I . , p . 7 1 .
5. R. Ic, p. 12.

2. C.A.I.,p.70,pl.IV.
3. J. R. 9.S., 1900, pp. 416, 420.
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Yrishni as the name of a tribe occurs in Harshacharital , while Kaufilya2 refers to the 'Vyishni Sa+gha,
or the corpbration of the Vyishnis. (These however
most probably refer to the classic tribe to which Krishna
belonged).
T h e coins may be referred,on palzographical grounds,
to the first or second century B.C.
VII. The Sibis.-In 1872 Mr. Carlleyle discovered
the ruins of an ancient city called Tambsvati Nagari, 11
miles north of Chitore. He found some very ancient
coins which he has described in Arch. Surv, Rep., VI,
p. 200. That the place was very ancient appears quite
clearly from the fact that about 117 punch-marked coins
of the most ancient type were found there. More interesting, however, is a class of coins bearing the legend

' ' s f i f ~ mfuh~jr?si=u"( "dkfkam fffF3er~q8''
according to Cunningham).
O n e of the recognised meanings of the word 'Janapada' is 'community'.3 I t is used in this sznse tn YajEavalkya I. 361.

wvEl;aafwaq rrar T& arrsaq sfs 11"
T h e legend may therefore be translated as "of the
Sibi community of Majhamika." Yajcavalkya contemplates the case of a "janapada" under a king, but the issue
of coins by the Sibi community shows that it formed an
independent political corporation.

Corporate Activities in Political Llfe

The coins show that the Sibis belonged to Madhyamika. PataTijali refers to this city as having been besieged by the Greeks, and 'Madhyamiknyas' a? the name of
a people occurs in Mahabhnrata and Byihat-Samhjt~.T h e
identity of this Madhyamik~ with Tambavati Niigari
seems very probable on the evidence of the coins. It is
true that specimens of this class of coins were also obtained by Stacy at Chitore.1 But Stacy says he purchased
them at Chitoregadh and we learn from Carlleyle that
ancient coins were brought to Chitore by the peasants or
cultivators from some other place in the surrounding
country.2 It is doubtful, therefore, whether Stacy's coins,
and the one fourd by Mr. Carlleyle at Chitore, really
belonged t o that place. But there is no doubt that this
class of coins was found at Tambnvati Nagari as Carlleyle
himself collected them from the ruins of that place.3
Sesides, the antiquity of the place is established by t h e
punch-marked coins found in its ruins.
T h e coins of the Sibi may be referred on palzographicsl grounds to the first or second century B.C.
These detailed historical notes prove the statement I
have already made, viz., that within a century after the
downfall of the Maurya Empire we witness a number of
non-monarchical States or political corporations in India4 ,
such as those of the Yaudbeyas, the M~lavas,the Arju-

Prinsep's Essays, I. p. 112.
2. Arch. Sur:. Rep., VI, p. 207.
CJ: also Arch. Sur. Rep. 1915- 16, p. 15.
This 1s also proved by the passage in ~ v a d l n a e a t a k e referred
to above on p. 216. T h e book was composed about the first century
B.C. and may be held therefore t o have reflected the- politidal condition of India after the downfall of the Maurya empire.
1.

3.
4.

1. Transl. by Cowell, p. 193.
2. ArthasIs!ra p. 11.
3. S t . Petersburgh Dictionary, srrb vote.
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nayanas, the Audumbaras, the Kunindas, the V ~ i s h ~ i s
and the Sibis. The very fact that coins were issued in
the name of the tribe and not by a king, and further that
i n some cases the word 'gana' is used along with the
tribal name, leave no doubt on the point. T h e real significance of the tribal name on the legend IS clearly
demonstrated by the early coins of the Audumbaras and
t h e K u ~ i n d a sthe
, later classes of which bear the name of
a king. They evidently show a transition from the
democratic to a monarchical State. T h e second class of
the Audumbara coins described on p.263 probably shows
a n intermediate stage, viz., a compromise between the
democratic feeling and the rising pletensions of a monarc h y ; hence probably the scrupulousness with
which the name of the tribe is always associated
with that of the king. Later on, however, we
find the complete triumph of the monarchy, and
thz tribal designation is altogether omitted i n the
legends. T h e case of the 'Sibi' probably illustrates the
political corporation of a city-state like that of Nysa
described by the Greek writers ( see ante, p. 237).

Causes of tlze final Destruction of the
Non-monarchical States.
W e have seen that some of these politica! corporations possessed great power and resources and extended
their sway over a vast stretch of territory. T h e Yaudhey a s established their reputation as a great political power
and ruled over a considerable portion of the Punjab.
T h e Mzlavas, too, were important enough to have given
their name to a vast province. Both these nations again
stood as bulwarks agiinst the intrusion of the foreign
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invaders, the Scythian Satraps. T h e struggle was probably of long duration, for we have seen that the
M ~ l a v a sfought against the forces of N a h a p ~ n a and the
Yaudheyas, those of Rudradsman. I n both the instances t h e foreigners gained the victory. I t is probable
that the other political corporations also had to facp
these foreign invasions and met with similar fate. T h e
decline of these corporations and the transition of
some of them into a monarchical State may be safely
ascribed to these causes. For i t is only too well known
how in times of national calamity, a successfu~
adventurer may grasp the power that belonged t o all,
and gradually establish his own individual sway over t h e
State. T h e rise of the Gupta power is another factor to
be reckoned with. We have seen, how from the days
of Ajntasatru, the empire-builders tried their best to
extirpate these political corporations. The Gupta
emperors did not form anv exception to the rule, for the
Allahabad Pillar In~cription informs us that the mighty
corporations like those of the Yaudheyas, the Malavas,
and the Arjunzyanas had to pay taxes and make obeisance
to the great emperor Samudragupta.
T h u s the two factors. invasion from without and the
growth of empires witihin, account for the decline and
downfall of these political corporations. T h e y have been
exposed to these trials, from the days of Alexander on
the one hand, and Ajntagatru on the other. But still
they continued to form a distinctive political factor in
the country down to the time of the Guptas. During
this period the politic~l theorists were divided in their
opinion a t o u t cl-em. T h e upholders of Imperialism
advocated their destruction ard suggested means for
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the same, while the other class had a sympathetic
attitude towards them and laid down principles by
which they could thrive and plosper. From the fifth
~ e n t u r y onwards they ceased t o be important
fzctors in Indian politics. No instance of their
existence is known to history, and the political
theorists ignore them altogether. No trace of them is to
be found i n the Pur%?as or Dharmab~stras to which
monarchy seems to be the only conceivable form of
government. Even a professedly political writer, like
the author of Sukran~ti,has not a word to say about
them. Gradually things have come to such a pass that
it requires great effort to believe, even when sufficient
evidence is forthc3ming, that institut~ons,which we are
accustomed to look upon as of western origin, had also
flourished in India long long ago.

CHAPTER TV
CORPORATE ACTIVITIES IN RELIGIOUS LIFE

RELIGIOUS CORPORATIONS IN PRE-BUDDHIST PERIOD.

It is now a matter of general knowledge that the
followers of Gautama Buddha evolved a religious corporation, which is one of the most perfect ever witnessed
in any age or country. As the matter now stands, the
organisation is liable to be looked upon as unique in the
history of India, but there are grounds for the belief that
like the religion of which it was an external' symbol, its
roots lay deep in the soil of India.
T h e 'ascetic' is a familiar figure in anc~ent Indian
history. The 'houseless state' is laid down as a regular
state of life with distinct rules and rezulations, and
although every one as a matter of fact did not pass
through all the stages laid down in the Sastras, there can
be scarcely any doubt that many of them actually did so.
W e hear so frequently about a number of them living

1 . Cf.Ga., Ch. 111, Ap., 11. 9. 21. 23.
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together in dramas that it is impossible not to look upon
it as an actual factor in ancient Indian 1ife.l
T h e Buddhist texts themselves furnish evidence for
the existence of these collective bodies of ascetics. Thus
we read in Vinaya Pitaka2 that at the time of Gautama
Buddha there lived in Uruvela three Jatilas, viz., Uruvela Kassapa, NadT Kassapa and Gay%Kassapa who were
leaders, respectively, of five hundred, three hundred and
two hundred Jatilas, There can be scarcely any doubt
that the Jatilas were Brahmanical V ~ n a p r a s t h a 3s Again
we read in the same canonical texts that Saiijaya was
leader of two hundred and fifty Paribrlijakas at RZjagyiha.4 There are, besides, frequent references to Nirgranthas and Ajiuika;
These evidences leave no doubt that long before
Buddha's time, large numbers of ascetics used to live
together under some cort of organisation. That their
organisation was guided by definite rules and regulations
appears quite clearly from the injunctions in the Dharmasutras, and the fact that the Buddhist Sa&gha derived
from it some of their characteristic laws and usages.

1. Tradition such as is recorded in the opening varses of MahSibhzrata refers to the collected body of these ascetics living together.
T h u s we read of the great assembly of the ascetics in NaimishBranya
(Mbh:, I. 1, 9) where Saunaka was the 'Kulapati: The term Kulapati
is explained as 'one who maintains ten thousand' (Mbh., I. 1. I. and
the commentary of Nilakantha).
2. S. B. E., XIII. 118.
3. Zbid, f. n. l.
4. S. B E , XIII. 144, 148.
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T h u s the 'uposatha' ceremony1 and the 'Retreat during
the rainy season,' two characteristic symbols of corporate
life of the Buddhist monks, were already current among
the ascetic orders in India in t h e days of Buddha, and the
latter instituted them in his own Snliigha in imitation of
these orders.2

The Buddhist Sahgha, the most Advanced type of
Religious Corporations in Ancient India
It may thus be held that religious corporations were
already a well-known factor of Indian society in Buddha's
time, and that the celebrated Sahgha of the latter was
not a new creation but merely a development upon the
existing institutions. Sufficient materials are not at
present available for the study olr the latter. The corporate activities of the ancient Indians in religious life will
therefore be best understood by a detailed account of the
Buddhist Safigha which was undoubtedly the most developed type of the religious corporations i n ancient India.
I propose to study the organisation of the Buddhist
church under the following heads :
1. Membership.
2. Life in the Church.
3. Organisation.
4. Characteristic ceremonies having corporate
character.

1. The general assembly of the ascetics, o n particular days, to
recite Dhamma. For particulars see below.
2. S . B. E., XIII. 239. 298 ; cf. also Ga., 111. 13, and C.V., X. 3.
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(M. V., l . 5011. (8) A eunuch (M. V. 1. 61). (9) One
deformed in person, or anV of whose limbs was cut off
The Membership of the Buddhist Church
T h e membership of the Buddhist church was open t o
all irrespective of any class or caste distinctions. T h e
life of an ascetic is prescribed for all the higher classes h
t'le Brahmanical books, but there is nothing to show that
the lowest classes, the Siidras, had any right to it.
Although the Buddha did not therefore introduce any
radical innovation in this respect, he certainly carried the
principle a step further by including the h d r a s within
his Church.1
There were, however, exceptio~~sto the general principle and the following classes of persons were excluded
from the membership of the Church2 :-

( 1 ) O n e affected with the five diseases, viz.,
leprosy, boils, dry leprosy, consumption and fits M. V.,
1. 39 ). (2) One who is in the royal service (M. V., 1.
40). (3)A
r o b b c ~(M. V., 1. 431, or one who
has broken out of jail (M. V., 1. 421, or wears the emblems of his deeds ( M . V , 1. 41). (4) One who has been
by scourging (M. V., 1, 44), or branding (M.
V., 1. 45). (51 A dzbtor (M. V., 1. 461. (6) A slave
(M. V., 1. 47). (7) O n e under fifteen years of age

1. For Buddhist views o n this subject see the texts quoted in the
next chapter. o,, also Fick, p. 39 ff
2. The reasons for the exclusion are stated in detail in the canonical texts. Cf.the references given against each of the disqualifications.

(M. V. 1. ill.
The twofold orditlations

A person who did not fall under a n y of the above
categories2 could be initiated into the Buddhist church
by pabbajjii and upasampadZ ordinations.3 T h e oldest
form of the ordination was quite simple. Those who
desired it approached the Euddha and he confer+cd c n
them the pabbajjc and upasampadd ordinations by the
formula : "Come, 0 Bhikkhu, well taught is the doctrine;
lead a holy life for the sake of the complete extinction
of suffering." (M. V., 1. 6.32). As the sa&gha grew
larger, the Buddha authorised the Bhikkhus to initiate
new members. T h e form of oldination was also changed
a great deal. T h e person who desired to receive
the ordination had his hair and beard cut off. H e then
put on ~ e l l o wrobes, adjusted his upper robe so as t o
cover one shoulder, saluted the feet cf the Bhikkhus
with his head and sat down squatting. H e then thrice
~ r o n o u n c e d the formula : ''1 take my refuge in the

l . This refers to uabbajjii ordination in general, although it
could be conferred on cow-keeper boys even under fifteen years o f
age (M. V. I. 51). The upasampad3 ordination could not be conferred on anybody under twenty years of age (M.V.I. 49).
2, It must be remembered that these r d e s and exceptions were
only gradually introduced and did r o t affect the first converts.
3 , Pabbajj3 was the lower form of ordination. I t simply denoted that the person is in a houseless state. T h e entry into the Buddhist Order was solemnised by the upasampadG ordination.
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Buddha, I take my refuge in the Dhamma, I take my
refugexin the Sarhgha."

The Upasampadii ordination
ti new form was substituted at a later date for the
upasampadZ ordination. T h e Upujjhzyal , from whom
the new convert-Saddhivihiir ika-received
the ordination, played the most important part in the system.
f i e must be a learned competent Bhikkhu who has
completed ten years since his upasampad& T h e procedure of choosing an Upajjhiiya is laid down as follows :"Let him ( who is going to choose an Upajjh~yu)
adjust his upper robe so as to cover one shoulder,
salute the feet ( of the intended Upajjhziya ), sit down
squatting, raise his j,oined hands, and say (thrice) :
"Venerable sir, be my Upajjhzya." (If the other answer)
"Well," or, "Certainly," or, "Good," or, "All right,"
or, "Carry on (your work) with friendliness ( towards
me)," or should he express this by gesture (lit. by his
body), or by word, or by gesture and word, then the
Upajjhiiya has been chosen. T h e Upajjhiiya alone could
confer upon his Saddhivihiirika the upasampada ordination:! but the latter must be possessed of certain stan-

l. The preceptor and pupil are sometimes spoken of as Achariya
and AntevBsika. As Oldenberg observes, it is very difficult or rather
impossible to draw a sharp line of distinction between Achariya and
UpajjhHya, (S.B.E., XIII, p. 178, f. n. 1).
individual, not the Samgha or a part of it, could
2. A
serve as UpajjhIya. Several classes of persons could not serve as
UpajjhHya. These are described in detail in M. V., I. 68.
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dard of education and moral practices.1 Several formalities were also required, Thus it was necessary that
the candidate should formally ask for being ordained
and provide himself with alas-bowl and robes. Then, i t
must be ascertained by formal questioning in an assembly
o f t h z Bhikkhus, whether he labours under any of the
disqualifications mentioned above, and whether his
parents have given their consent to his adopting the new
life. T h e candidate was instructed beforehand by a
learned competent Bhikkhu as to the manner in which
t o reply to these formal questionings.2 After the instruct'on was over, the instructor came to an assembly
of the Bhikkhus, not less than ten in number,3 and
asked its formal permission for the candidate to appear,
in the fo1lo;ving terms :
"Let the Samgha, reverend sirs, hear me. N. N.
desires to receive
the
upasampadii
ordination
from venerable N. N. ; he has been instructed by me. If
the Samgha is ready, let N. N. come." O n the permission
being granted, the candidate appeared before the
assembly, adjusted his upper robe so as to cover o n e
shoulder, saluted the feet of the Bhikkhus with his head,
sat down squatting, raised his joined hands and thrice
uttered the formula : "I ask the Samgha, reverend sirs,
for the upasampadii ordination : might the Samgha,

1. The details are laid down in M. V., 1. 36 2 ff. The same standard was necessary also for giving a nissaya or ordaining novice.

2.

For details cf. M. V. 1. 76
3. In border countries, the assembly could be composed of four
Bhikkhus and a chairman (M, V,, 13. $1).

'
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"Let the Samgha. reverend sirs, hear me. This person
reverend sirs, draw me out ( of the sinful world ) out of
.compassion towards me."
Then a learned competent Bhikkhu moved the following resolution ( Satti ) ; "Let the Samgha, reverend sirs,
hear me. T h i s person N. N. desires to receive the upasampadii ordination from the venerable N. N. If the
Sarhqha is is ready, let me ask N. N. about the disqualifications." Permission being granted he addressed the
candidate as follows :
This is the time for you to
"Do you hear N. N.
speak the truth and to say that which is. When I ask
vou before the assembly about that which is, you ought,
if it is so, to answer 'It is' ; if it is not 60, you ought to
answer 'It is not.'
Then followed the string of questions : ''Are ' S O U
afflicted with the following diseases ? leprosy, boils, dry
leprosy, consumption and fits p Are you a man ? Are
you a male P Are you a freeman ? Have you no debts ?
Are you not in the royal service ? Have your father and
mother given their consent ? Are you full twenty years
old ? Are your alms-bowl and your robes in due state ?
What is your name ? What is your Upajjhiiya's name ?
After satisfactory answers were received, a learned
competent Bhikkhu proclaimed the following Gatti before
the Samgha : "Let the Samgha, reverend sirs, hear me.
This person N. N. desires to receive the upasampadd
ordination from the venerable N. N. ; he is free from
the disqualifications ; his alms-bowl and robes are in due
state. N. N. asks the Samgha for the upasampadii ordination with N. N. as UpajjhZ31a. If the Samgha is ready,
let the Samgha confer on N. N. the zrpasampccdii ordination with N. N. as Upajjhiiya.

N. 3. desires to receive the upasumpadii ordination from
the venerable N. N. T h e Samgha confers on N. N. the
upasampadii ordination with N. N. as Upajjhiiya. Let
any one of the venerable brethren who is in favour of
the upnsampadd ordination of N. N. with N. N as Upajhapa, be silent, and any one who is not in favour of it,
speak.
' And for the second time I thus speak to you : Let
the Samgha, ( etc., as before ).
"And for the third time I thus speak to you : Let the
Samgha, ( etc., as before ).
"N. N. has received the upasampada ordination from
the Samgha with N. N. as Upajjh~ya. The Samgha is
in favour of it, therefore it is silent. Thus I understand."
Two classes of persons had to pass through an intermediate stage of discipline before being formally initiated
into the membership of the Church. These were persons who (1) formerly belonged to a heretic ('Titthiya)
school or, (2) were between 15 and 20 years of age.
A probation ipariviira) of four months was imposed
upon the former1 by a formal act of the Order2 on his
making the threefold declaration of taking refuge. if
he failed to satisfy the Bhikkhus by his character and

I. Exception was made in favour of the 'fire-worshippers', the
'Jatilas,' and heretics of 6 l k y a birth. They rece~vedthe ripa~am~,ada
ordination directly and no pariviisa was imposed upon them (M. V.,
I. 38. 11).
2. i.e. the system described abo~rein detail in connection with
the ~ipasarnpadii ordination.

2 80

Corporate Activities in Religious Life

Corporate Life

conduct' during this period, the upasampadii ordination
was refused him.

A person between 15 and 20 years
receive only the pabbajjii ordination by
declaration of taking refuge, and had to
twentieth jear for the upasampad& T h e

of age could
the threefold
wait till his
novice ( Sama-

?era ), as he was called during this intermediate period,
had to live a life of strict discipline under an Upajjhiiya.
He had to keep the ten precepts, viz., abstinence from
( i ) destroying life, ( ii ) stealing, ( i i ) impurity,
( iv ) lying, ( v ) intoxicating liquor, ( vi ) eating at
forbidden times, ( vii ) dancing, singing, etc.,
zlilt )
garlands, scents, ( ix ) use of high beds and ( x ) accepting gold or silver ( M. V. I . 36 ). H e was expelled
from the fraternity if he violated any of the first fivc
precepts, or if he spoke against the Buddha, the Dharma
or the Samgha, or if he held false doctrines, or had sexual
intercourse with Bhikkhunis ( M. V. I. 60 1. In five
other cases he was liab!e to be p n i s h e d ( M. V. I. 57 ).
T h e punishment could be inflicted by any Bhikkhu, with
the consent of the Upajjhiiya. ( M. V . I. 58 ).

Proclamation of the Four Resources of the Brotherhcod
As soor, as the ceremony of ordination was over, a
prospect of the life he was going to lead was held out
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before the new Bhikkhu. T h e four Resources of t h e
Brotherhood were proclaimed to him, so that he might be
prepared beforehand for the worries and troubles of the
life to come. "I prescribe, 0 Bhikkhus," said Buddha,
!'that he who confers the upasampadn ordination ( on a
Bhikkhu ), tell him the four Resources:"The religious life has morsels of food given in alms
for its resource ............,,
"The religious life has the robe made of rags taken from
a dust-heap for its resource .........
"The religious life has dwelling at the foot of a tree
for its resource ............)B
"The religious life has decomposing urine as medicine
for its resource ......... ..., ,
"Thus must the new Bhikkhu endeavour to live all
his life ; better food, robes, etc., which it might be his
e
only looked upon as
lot to enjoy from time to t i ~ being
extra allowances ('atirekal~bho')" (M.V.I. 77).
An idea of the stern moral life h e was expected t o
lead was at the same time conveyed to him in the
shape of the following four Interdictions.
"A Bhikkhu who has received the upasampad8 ordination, ought to abstain from all sexual intercourse even
with an animal.
?B

"A Bhikkhu .........ought to abstain from taking
what is not given to hin, and from theft, even of a blade
of grass.
"A Bhikkhu .........ought not intentionally to destroy
the life of any being down to a worm or an ant.
"A Bhikkhu ... ......ought not to attribute t o himself

I

The details are given in M. V. I. 38, 5-7.

any superhuman condition."

(M.V.I.78).

-282

Corporate Life

Disciplinary Period

A special training was necessary to accustom one to
these new ideas and habits. It was therefore ordained
that the new convert should live for the first ten years
in absolute dependence upon his Upuijhiiya or 2 c ~ a r i ~ a . l
T h e relation between the two is described in minute
detail in the Vinaya Texts (M.V.,I. 25. 7. ff., I, 32 1,
f f . )and may be somewhat, understood from the following general principle laid down by Gautama Buddha,
"The Upajjhiiyiya, 0 Bhi~khus, ought to consider
the Saddhivihzrika as a son ; the Saddhivihiiraka ought
t o consider the Upajjhiiya as a father. Thus these two,
united by mutual reverence, confidence, and communion of life, will progress, advance, and reach a high
stage in this doctrine and discipline." ( M. V., I. 25. 6.)

The Duties of the Disciple
T h e Saddhivihiirika was to act a s a personal attendant to Upajjhzya. 'In the morning he will give him the
teeth cleanser and water ( t o rinse his mouth with) and
his morning meal. He will accompany him in his alms~ilgrimage,offer him water to drink, prepare his bath,
dry his robe, clean dwelling place, etc., etc: He would
also be a monitor and helpmate. "If the Upajjhzya is in

1. This was the general rule ( M. V., I. 32. I ) b u t it was prescribed on a later occasion that a learned competent Bhikkhu had only
to live five years in dependence ( on his Achariya and Upipqijhiiya),
a n d an un!earned one all his life ( M. V., 1. 53. 4 ). In some cases a
Hhikkhu was authorised t o live without a Nissaya ( i.e., Independent
of Achariya and Upajjhiiya ) ( M . V , I. 53. 5 ff. ).
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danger of committing an offence by the words he says,
let (the Saddhivihiirika) keep him back." "If the Upajjhaya is guilty of a grave offence and ought to be sentenced to 'pariviisa,' 'mnnatta,' or penal discipline, let
the Saddhivihiiril~a take care that the Sarizgha impose it
upon him." Again, 'if the Sakgha wishes to proceed
against the Upajjhiiya by the Tajjaniya Kamma (or other
disciplinary proceedings mentioned in the first book of
Chullavagga), let the Saddhivihzrika do what he can in
order that the Sakgha may not proceed against the Upajjhiiya or may mitigate the proceeding. O r if the Sarizgka
has instituted a proceeding against him, let the Saddhivihiirika d o what he can in order that the UpajjhCya may
behave himself properly, live modestly, and aspire to get
clear of his penance, and that the Sarhgha m'ay revoke its
sentence." (M. V., 1. 25).

The Duties of the Preceptor
The Upajjhiiya, too, had corresponding duties. H e
must look to the spiritual and physical well-being o i his
Saddhivihiirikas. Thus we read : "Let the Upajjh~ya,0
Bhikkhus. afford (spiritual) help and furtherance t o the
Saddhivihzrika by teaching, by putting question to him,
by exhortation and by instruction. If the U p a j j h ~ y a
has an alms-bowl (or robe or other articles required for a
Bhikkhu) and the Saddhivihzrika has not, let the Upajjhaya give the same to the Saddhivih~rikaor take care
that he gets one. If the Saddhivih~rikais sick let the
Upajjh~yaarise betimes and give him the teeth cleanser
and water t o rinse his mouth with (and so on with the
other duties prescribed for Saddhivih~rika)." T h e Upajjhiiya could turn away a Saddhivihdrika for improper
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conduct1 but if the latter begged for pardon, he was
forgiven.2 In case the UpajjhTiya had gone away, or
returned to the world, or died, or gone over t o a schismatic faction, the Saddhzvihzirikas had to choose an
Achariya, who stood in the same relation to them as t h e
Upajjhiiya.

The Life in the Church
After the disciplinary period with the Upajjhiiya was
over, the Bhikkhu became a full member of the fraternity. Henceforth his individual entity practically ceased,
and he became merely a part and parcel of the great
religious corporation. His conduct, down to the minutest detail, was regulated by specific ordinances, even
the slightest violation of which was sure to bring down
upon him the ap~ropriatepunishment. I t is a tedious
task to narrate these ordinances in detail, but it would
suffice to say that these touched upon even such matters
as the robes3 a Bhikkhu is to put on, the rugs4 he is t o
lie down upon, the couch on which he is t o sit,5 the
bowl he is to use,6 the food he is to take,7 and the
The nature of these
manner in which he is to bathe.8

1 What is understood by improper conduct is explained in
detail in M. V , I 27. 6-8
2. M. V , 1. 27. In some cases the expulsion of the Saddhivihiirika and hls rehabilitation were compulsory
3. Piitimokkha (Nissaggiya PZchittiyH DhammZ, 1-10, 24-29 ;
PHchittiyH DhammH, 58-60 ). ,M. V., VIII. 13-4 ff.
4. NissaggiyZ PIchittiyH DhammZ (11-15).
5. PIchittiyP, 14.
6. PHchittiyZ, 31-46.
7. S.B.E., XI, p, 112.
8. NissaggiyP PBchittiyL DhammZ, 2 1-22.

regulations, and the extent to which they guided the
life of a monk, may be fairly conceived by one who remembers that the first great schism i n the Buddhist
church was occasioned by disputes over n o more important questions than the following :(l) Whether i t wa.; permissible for 3 Bhikkhu to store
salt in a horn ; (2) whether the midday meal might be
eaten when the sun's shadow showed two finger-breadths
after noon ; (3) whether curds might be eaten by one
who had already finished his middgy meal ; (4) whether a rug need be of the limited size prescribed, if
it had no fringe ; ( 5 ) whether it was permissible to
receive gold and silver, etc.
It may thus be said with perfect accuracy that these
rules and regulations embraced the whole life of the
Bhikkhus ; and according to the principle of the Buddhist church they could not perform even the most
insignificant or the most obviously necessary things
without a positive legal sanction. This may be illustrated by the following passage from Chullavagga (V. 14.

2) :"Now at that time the Bhlkkhus walked up and down
on a cloister on uneven ground ; and their feet were
hurt.
They told this matter to the Blessed One.
'I allow you, 0 Bhikkhus, to make it level.'
T h e cloister had too low a basement, and was inundated with water.
They told this matter to the Blessed One.
'I allow you,O Bhikkhus, to make it with a high basement.'
T h e facing of the basement fell in.
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'I allow you, 0 Bhikkhus, the use of facing of three
kinds-brick facing, stone facing, and wooden facing.'
They found difficulty in getting u p into it.
'I allow you, 0 Bhikkhus, the use of stairs of three
kinds-brick stairs, stone stairs, and wooden stairs.
As they were going up them, they fell off.
'I allow you, O Bhikkhus, the use of a balustrade.'
Now at that time the Bhikkhus, when walking u p and
down in the cloister, fell down.
They told this matter to the Blessed One.
'I allow you, 0 Bhikkhus, t o provide a railing for the
cloister.
Whxtever we may think of the particular incident
referred to in the above passage, it testifies to the rigidity
of the Buddhist canon law, and abundantly illustrates the
principle that there was very little scope for individual
discretion, and in all things, small and great, the monks
had to abide by the specific laws laid down by the illustrious Buddha.

T h e Organisation of the Buddhist Church
W e may next take into consideration the organisation
which successfully maintained this stern discipline in
the Church. It is apparent that in the earlier days t h e
word of the great Buddha was law, and his supreme
authority, the main guiding factor of the Brotherhood.
This, however, could not be a permanent arrangement,
mainly for two reasons. I n the first place, the Church
had gradually extended over a stretch of country too big
to be amenable to the personal administration of a single
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man, and secondly, provision had to be made for the
mandgement of the fraternity when the great Buddha
would be no more. A distinct organisation was therefore
slowly evolved, and although it was long before it attained maturity, its first and important stages are clearly
traceable during the lifetime of the Buddha.

Gautama Buddha, tile only Law-maker.
I n one respect. however, the old order continued.
T h e Budclha remained the only law-maker, even after
his death. Indeed it was the cardinal principle of the
Buddhist church that none but the founder of the sect
could make laws for the fraternity. The others might
explain and expound them, but could not formulate any
new laws themselves. T h e idea seems to have developed
at a very early period, and, according to traditional
account, the principle was finally established by a formal
resolution of the Safigha at the Council of R~jagriha.T h e
great Buddha had spoken to Knanda : "When I am gone,
Ananda, let the Samgha, if it should wish, revoke all the
lesser and minor precepts." "When the permission thus
accorded to the Brotherhood was taken into consideration by the Council at R~jagyiha,opinions differed widely
on the interpretation of the minor and lesser precepts.
Thereupon,on the motion of Mahz-Kassapa, the Council
'resolvecl to adliere to all the precep'ts as laid down in the
Buddha's lifetime,' 'not ordaining what has not been
ordained, and not revoking what has been ordaincd.'"z
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The Local Sahghas-absence

of any Central Organisation

T h e Buddhist church consisted, at first, of two parts:
the various local Salizghas or the communities of monks,
and the great Buddha co-ordinating them as a central
authority. Any central organisation representing the
various local communities was remarkable by its absence.
T h e defects of the system were obvious and were experienced even in the lifetime of the Buddha. This is well
illustrated by the incidents that took place at Kosambi in
the Ghositzrama ( M. V., X. 1-5 ). There the local
Salitgha pronounced 'expulsion' against a particular Bhikkhu. T h e partisans of the latter defended his conduct
and railged themselves against the decision. AS soon as
the news reached the Buddha, he exclaimed, "The Bhikkhu Samgha is divided ! the Bhikkhu Samgha is divided,"
and betooK himself to the contending parties. H e tried
to compose their differences, but was met with the reply:
"Lord, may the Blessed One, the king of Truth, be
patient ! Lord, may the Blessed One quietly enjoy the
bliss he has obtained already in this life ! T h e responsibility for these altercations and contentions, for this disunion and quarrel, will rest with us alone." Again and
again the great Buddha tried to bring them to their sense,
but he always met with the same reply, and in disgust
left the place.
T h e incident vividly exhibits the merit as well as the
defect of the system. The local autonomy conceded to
the Bhikkhus was no doubt a healthy feafure, and must
have contributed in a great degree to the force and vitality of the whole organisation. T h e deplorable weakness
of the central authority was, however, such, that it had
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-no means to enforce its decisions upon

the constituent
of authority was thought
Church. Any one with
and foresight could not
the decline and downfall

parts, even when such exercise
desirable for the benefit of the
a common degree of prudence
fail to perceive in it the seeds of
of the great Church.
W i t h the death of the great Buddha, the central
authority, weak as it was, vanished altogether, as the
great Master did not nominate any of his disciples as his
successor,l nor made any arrangement for ,a definite
organisation to take his place. There was a great danger
that the whole Buddhist Church would be divided into
a number of independent local corporations. But several
circumstances prevented this catastrophe.
In the first place, these local bodies could not, by any
means, be reduced into a number of watertight compartments, for any member of a local community could freely
pass into another simply by change of his residence. I t
is permissible to conclude from t11ewandering habits of
the Buddhist monks, that such interchange of membership was not of infrequent occurrence, and this must

1. According to Kern the Buddha had designated KPdyapa the
Great as his successor, but the following speech attributed to the
Master in the MahIparinibbhna-Sutta is more to the point : "It may
be, Ananda, that in some of you the thought may arise, "The word
of the Master is ended, we have no teacher more !" But it is not
thus Ananda that you should regard it. The truths and the rules of
the Order which I have set forth and laid down for you all, let them,
after I am gone, be the Teacher to you." ( S. B. E., XI, p . 112. )

Coroporate Life

Corporate Activities in Religious Life

have practically served, in a great degree, to check t h e
spirit of local autonomy.
In the second place, great Buddhist emperors must
have been looked upon as the head of the Church, and we
know that the great Maurya emperor Asoka actually assumed such a position.
Thirdly, the General Council that was summoned
from time to time served the purposes of a central authority and kept alive the traditions of an undivided Church.
I t was, under the circumstances, the most effective method
that could be devised for maintaining the unity of the
great Buddhist Church, and it undoubtedly shows, at its
best, the corporate feeling that animated the people of
ancient India. Altogether we hear of four such Councils, and the one held at Vaisali, of which we possess a
somewhat detailed account, may be taken as a type of
the rest.1

These were not, however, quite sufficient for purposes of regular co-ordination. For, as a measure of
practical utility, the first could hardly be expected t o
cope with the separatist tendency that must have steadily developed in course of time. The second was an
uncertain factor and could be counted upon on!y a t
rare intervals ; as a matter of fact, in course of a thousand years, only three figures stand out prominently,
viz., Asoka, Kanishka and Harsha. Lastly, the method
of calling General Councils, although most effective,

290

1. The most circumstantial account

;S

preserved in Chullavagga

of Vinaya-Pitaka, Twelfth Khandhaka. Kern sums it up as follows:'A century after the Lord's Parinirvlna the monks of Vriji lineage a t
~ a i 6 B ldeclared
i
as permissible the ten points, to wit ......( For a
general idea of these ten points see p. 285 above ). At that time the
Sthavira Yasas, ~ i k a n d a k a ' s son, came to ~ a i i i l i , and whilst
staying in the MahIvana, witnessed the unlawful practices of the
Vrijian monks. By addressing the laity he endeavoured to stop the
iniquity of the brethren, who instead of dissenting from their wrong
carried out against him the act of making excuses to the
offended laity. Yasas protested and demanded that a companion
should be appointed to go with himsrlf as a messenger, so that he
might have the occasion of asking redress for the wrongs done to him.
His demand being vouchsafed, he entered with his dompanion into
the city of Vaiiiili, where he laid his case before tne believing laymen.
He was deservedly successful in his eloquent pleading, for the lay-
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men after hea,ring him declared that he alone was a worthy Sramana
and son of Slkya. The Vrijian monks continned obstinate and
carried out against Yagas the act of excommunication But Yasas
went to Kauiambi and sent messengers to the brethren in the western country, in Avanti, and in the ~outhern country, summoning
them to an assembly. In response to his call the Buddhist monks,
numbering about 700, flocked together from these regions When
the legal assembly had met to decide the question, Revata proposed a
resolution that the Samgha should settle the question a t that place
where it arose, i.e , a t ~ a i i l l i . The resolution being adopted, the
brethren went to VaisZli. In the subsequent meeting of the Samgha
the proceedings did not succeed, mhich circumstances moved Revata
to lay a proposal before the assembly that the question should be
submitted to a committee. So he selected a committee of eight
persons, four monks of the east, and four of the west. The younger
monk Ajita was appointed as regulator of seats. As the place of
meeting of the committee was chosen the ValiklrZma, a quiet a n d
undisturbed spot.
The proceedings of the committee were conducted in this manner
that Kevata put the questions, and SavvakZmin delivered his authoritative replies. All the Ten points were declared to be against the
xules, and therewith the Vrijian monks were put in the wrong.
C Kern's Manual or Indian Buddhism, pp. 103-5 ),
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must, on the whole, be looked upon as merely a desperate attempt to remedy the defects of the constitution,
and could, by its very nature, be resorted to only in
extreme and exceptional cases.
T h e result of this state of things is clearly seen in the
repeated schisms within the bosom of the Church, and
the less and less representative character of each succeeding General Council. I t is quite clear, however, that
the idea of one universal Buddhist Church was never
absent either in theory or in popular ideas, although we
must admit that the local communities were the only
real entities for all practical purposes.
T h e inscriptions faithfully reflect this double aspect
of the Buddhist Church. Thus while some of them record gifts to the local or a special community of
monks,l others explicitly refer to the whole Buddhist
fraternity'(saliaghasa chatudisasa) as the object of their

gift.a

5
The Ultra-democratic Organisation of the Local Sa*ghas
T h e local corporations were governed on strictly
democratic principles. The general assembly of the
monks constituted the sovereign authority and the procedure of its meetings was laid down with minute

1. Lud. NOS.987, 1018, 1099,1100, 1105,1123-1126, 1175, 1248,
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The General Assembly and its Constitution
In the first place, all the fully ordained Bhikkhus i n
a community were members of the assembly. Every
one of them, unless incapacitated for some offence by
way of penalty, had a right to vote. No meeting was
legal unless all the members entitled to vote were either
present, or, being absent, formally declared their
consent.1 A minimum number of members that must be
present in order that the act may be legal, or, k~other
words, the rules of a quorum are laid down in Mahzvagga, IX. 4. The number varied for different classes
of official acts. Thus there were some acts which could
be done by only four, while others required the presence
of no less than twenty persons. Any member present
might protest if he thought that the constitution of the
assembly was in any way irregular.
Procedure adopted in the Meetings of the Assembly.
The assembly having duly met, the mover had first to
announce to the assembled Bhikkhus the resolution he
was going to propose ; this announcement was called
datti. After the n'atti followed the question ikammavdcha) put to the Bhikkhus present if they approved the
resolution. The question was put either once or three
times ; in the first case we have a zattidutiya kamma ; in
the second case a dattichatuttha Kamma.2 Minute regulations were laid down as to what acts fell respectively

1250
2. Lud. Nos. 5 , 62b, 6Ba. 998,999. 1006, 1007, 1016, 1030. 1024,
1106, 1127, 1131, 1133, 1137, 1139, 1140, 1146. Gupta Inscrlptlons,

Nos 5 6 2
3, M.

v., IX. S.

1. The formal consent of tha absent members was called clzhanda.
2. S. B. E., Vol. XIII, p 169, f. n. (2). For the practical illustration of this form see the ceremony of ordination on p. 279 a b v e .

294

Corporate Life

under the first and second categories. Any deviation
from this stereotyped form was liable to make the official
act invalid. Thus we have in Mahsvagga IX. 3. 3. : "If
one performs, 0 Bhikkhus, a lattidutiya act with one
Gatti, and does not proclaim a kammavacha, such an act
is unlawful. If one performs, 0 Bhikkhus, a lattiduti~la
act with two gattis and does not ~ r o c l a i ma kammaviichz
............with one kammaviichii and does not propose a
iiatti ............with two kammavzichiis and does not propose gatti, such an act is unlawful;"
After the resolution was formally put before the
Sarizgha once or thrice, as the case might be, it was automatically passed, if the members present kept silent. In
case any one spoke against it and there was a difference
of opinion, the decision of the majority prevailed. Regular votes were taken, and a taker of the votes was formally appointed by the Sa*gha for this purpose. 1
In case the matter of dispute was grave and complicated, it could be referred to another local community in
which there was a larger number of Rhikkhus. T h e
procedure of doing this is described in detail in Chullavagga IV. 14, 17. ff. T h e community to which the matter
was thus referred first asked for, and obtained, a guarantee that their decision would be accepted as final. Then
they procceeded to consider the subject in very much
the same way as described above. If the matter was a
complicated one and point!ess speeches were uttered in
course of discussion they could refer it to a small

1. C.V., IV. 9.
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committee.1 Only the Bhikkhus of highest repute were
selected for these committees and their appointment was
made by a formal act of the Order. If the committee
were unable to come to any decision about the question,
they handed it back to the Samgha which settled it by
the votes of the majority.
Although the votes of the majority generally decided the disputed points, the Buddhist texts make it
abundantly clear that the binding force of this general
principle was not uniformly recognised. Thus we are
told in Chullavagga IV. 10. 1, that the taking of votes
i s invalid when the taker of votes knows that those
whose opinions are not in accordance with law will be,
.or may probably be, in the majority. Again, there were
secret methods of taking votes and "if the taker of votes
ascertained that those whose opinion was against the
Dhamma were in the majority, he was to reject the vote
as wrongly taken."2 It is difficult to explain these deviations from the general democratic spirit of the regulations. The texts are quite silent as to how the matter
was to be decided if the decision of the majority were
rejected, and on the whole there hangs a mystery about
these regulations which it is at present impossible to
"clear up.
Secular Business of the Monastery.

T h e local corporation of monks carried

on

the

1. The reference to committee seems to have been a well established practice. I t was resorted to in the Council of 5 ai491i (C. V
X I I . 2 . 7).
2. C.V., IV. 14. 26.
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necessary secular business of the monastery through the
agency of a number of officers appointed by it in due
form. T h e names and number of these officers naturally
varied in different places, but the most important among
them were: ( l ) the distributor of food, including
fruits and rice gruel, ( 2 ) the keeper of stores, ( 3 ) the
regulator of the lodgings, ( 4 ) the recipient of robes,
( 5 ) the distributor of robes, ( 6 ) the keeper of raincloaks and bathing clothes, ( 7 ) the keeper of alms-bowls
and ( 8 ) the superintendent of the gardeners.1 T h e
officers were of course selected from amongst the
brethren, and only the most eminent among them were
entrusted with these important charges.

The Authority of the Sahgha over Individual Member
T h e local corporation had extensive authority over
the icdividual monks and could visit their offences with
various degrees of punishment, such as ( l ) T a j j a n i ~ a
kamma ( act of rebuke ), i 2 ) the Nissaya kamma ( putting.
under tutelage j, ( 3 ) Pabbajaniya kamma ( act of banishment ), ( 4 ) Patisoraniya kamma ( act of making amends
to the laity ), and ( 5 ) Ukkhepaniya kamma ( act of
suspension 1. A detailed account of the offences deserving one or other of these punishments, and the way in
which they were imposed, is given in the first Khandhaka
of Chullavagga. Besides these, there was the system of
probation and penance ! Parivdsa and Manatta ) which is
described in minute detail in the second and third Khandhakas. Above all, there was the act of expulsion from

1.

Cf.Kern-Manual,

p. 83.
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the Community, the highest punishment contemplated by
the Buddhist canon, and the offences involving this
extreme measure are given in the Pariijika section of the
P~timokkha.
The Corporation oJ Nuns
The nuns (Bhikkhunb) formed a distinct community
in the Buddhist Church. They had their own Sahgha
which was guided by the same rules and regulations as
that of the monks.- The BhikkhunT Sakgha was, however, for all practical purposes, subordinated to the
Bhikkhu Sahgha. T h e ordination of a new Bhikkhun;, ,
although carried on in the BhikkhunT SafigFa in exactly
the same way as that of a Bhikkhu in the Bhikkhu
Sarizgha, had to be confirmed by the latter. T h e general tendency of the Buddhist canon law was to assign
a distinctly inferior position to the BhikkhunTs, as the
great Buddha was of opinion that their admission into
the Buddhist Church was calculated to destroy its purity.
Many safeguards were devised to avert this evil, but the
essential principles guiding the corporation of monks
were equally applicable in the case of that of the nuns.
It appears from Buddha's reply to Ananda in Chullavagga X. 3. that other religious sects also admitted
women in their fraternity.l

Relation between the Individual Bhikkhu and the
Buddhist Sahgha
I . For the details of the Bhikkhuni Samgha cf: C. V., X, and the
Bhikkhuni Pltimokkha.
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The foregoing account of the Buddhist Church is
calculated to give a fair idea of the corporate character of the institution. We may now dwell upon some
special features of the organisation which bring out
this characteristic in a more vivid manner.
In the first place, attention may be drawn to the
fact, already noticed above, that the individual in the
Buddhist Church was merged in the corporation. T h e
individual had absolutely no freedom of his own, and
his life was regulated even to the minutest detail by a
-set of ordinances enforced by the corporation, A few
specimens may be quoted below just to give an idea of
the whole thing :(i) Whatsoever Bhikkhu who is not sick, shall,
desiring to warm himself, kindle a fire, or have a fire
kindled, without cause sufficient thereto-that
is a
Pnchittiya ( an offence requiring expiation ) ( S. B. E.,
XIII, p. 44 ).
,
(ii) Whatsoever Bhikkhu shall bathe at intervals of
less than half a month, except on the proper occasionthat is a Pnchittiya (ibid).
(iii) In case people should offer a Bhikkhu, who has
gone to some house, to take as much as he chose of their
sweetmeats and cakes, that Bhikkhu, should he so wish,
may accept two or three bowls full. If he should accept
more than that-that is a P~chittiya(ibid, p. 39).
(iv) Whatsoever Bhikkhu shall have a rug or mat
made with silk in it-that is a Pachittiya offence involving forfeiture (ibid, p. 24).
Iv) When a Bhikkhu has had a ncw rug made, he
should use it for six years. If he should have another

,

'
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n e w rug made within the six years, whether he has got
rid, or has not got rid of the former one,-unless
with
the permission of the Sa&gha-that is a Pachittiya offence
involving forfeiture.1

The same relation between the individual and the
corporation is brought out by the general presumption in
the Buddhist canon law that everything belongs to the
Sahgha and not to any individual monk, and that the
latter can only possess that which had been specifically
allotted to him. Thus it is a general rule that a Bhikkhu
can possess only one bowl at a time, and he can exchange
i t for a new one only when it has been broken in at least
five places. Now, if any Bhikkhu got a new bowl in
violation of the above rule, that bowl was forfeited to the
Samgha and given to the Bhikkhu who had the worst
bowl.2 Again, as a general rule, the Bhikkhus could
not possess gold or silver, and if any of them should
receive it or get some one to receive it for him, or allow
i t to be kept in deposit for him, he had to give it up for
the use of the community.3 Even when things were
allowed to a Bhikkhu for personal use, they were con-

1. The Vibhanga explains by a story, why the last clause wast.
added. "A sick m o n k was asked by his relatives to come home, that
they might nurse him. He answered that he was too ill to carry his
rug, could not get on without one, and could not have a new one
made within six years. Then the Blessed One established this exception to the general rule" ( ihid, p. 25, and footnote ).

2. S. B. E., XIII, p. 27.
3. I b i l , p. 26 and footnote.
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sidered as the property of the Sa5gha.l I t is perfectly in
keeping with this doctrine that on the death of a
Bhikkhu, the Sakgha became the owner of his property.2
"On the death of a Bhikkhu,O Bhikkhus, the Samgha
becomes the owner of his bowl and of his robes. But,
now, those who wait upon the sick are of much service.
I prescrihe, 0 Bhikkhus; t5at the set of robes and the
bowl are to be assigned by the Samgha to them who
have waited upon the sick. And whatever little property or small supply of a Bhikkhu's requisites there
may be, that is to be divided by the Samgha that are
present there ; but whatever large quantity of property
and large supply of a Bhikkhu's requisites there may be,
that is not to be given away and not to be apportioned,
but to belong to the Sakgha of the four directions, those
who have come in, and those who have not."
T h e communistic theory of property is also beautifully
illustrated by the following story.
"Now at that time the Bhikkhus who dwelt in a certain
country residence, not far from Savatthi, were worried
by having constantly to provide sleeping accommodation
for travelling Bhikkhus who came in ( f r o m country
places ). And those Bhikkhus thought : '[ This being
so, ] let us hand over all the sjeeping accommodation
which is the property of the Samgha to one ( of us ), and

1. 'No Bhikkhu had a separate personal ownership over his robes;
though nominally given to him for his own use, and really his own,
subject to the rules, they were, technically speaking, the property of
the whole Sanigha (lbid,p. 18. f n. I).
2. M. V., VIII. 27 5.
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let us use it as belonging to him.' And they [ did so 1.
Then the incoming Bhikkhus said to them : 'Prepare,
Sirs, sleeping accommodation for us.'
'There are no beds, Sirs, belonging to the Samgha.
W e have given them all away to one of us.'
'What, Sirs ? Have you then made away with property belonging to the Samgha ?
'That is so, Sirs.'
The moderate Bhikkhus murmured, etc., and told
the matter to the Blessed One.
'Is it true, 0 Bhikkhus, as they say, that Bhikkhus
make away with Samzha property ?'
'It is true, Lord.'
Then the Blassed One rebuked them, etc., and said
t o the Bhikkhus : 'These five things, 0 Bhikkhus, are
untransferable, and are not to be disposed of either by
the Samgha, or by a company of two or three Bhikkhus
( a Gaps ), or by a single individual. And what are the
five ? A park ( A r ~ m a), or the site for a park-this is
the first untransferable thing, that cannot be disposed of
by the Samgha, or by a Gaqa, or by an individual. If
it be disposed of, such disposal is void ; and whosoever
has disposed of it, is guilty of a thullachchaya. A Vihgra
or the site for a Vihsra-this
is the second, etc. ( as
before ). A bed, or a chair, or a bolster, or a pillowthis is the third, etc. A brass vessel, or a brass jar, or a
brass pot, or a brass vase, or a razor, or an axe, or a
hatchet, or a hoe, or a spade-this
is the fourth, etc.
Creepers, or bamboos, or muiija, or babbaja grass, or
common grass, or clay, or things made of wood, or
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crockery-this is the fifth, etc. ( as before, down to )
thullachchayn.' 1
Thus it was that the individual member could
occasionally realise the idea of the larger Brotherhood.
I n view of the fact that there was no central organisation
of the Buddhist Church, these peculiar theories and
practices alone could enable a member to realise that the
various local corporations were merely the parts of a
larger one. If'a monk of Kashmir, in course of his
travels, could claim by right, a bed at night in a convent
at Pataliputra, he would certainly have realised the idea
of t h e greater corporation such as nothing else would
have enabled him to do.

Characteristic Institutions and Ceremonies in the
Buddhist Church.
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regulations were laid down for fairly conducting the.
ceremony.

Regular Periodical Assemblies
T h e service was to be held by the complete fraternity
of a locality. For this purpose the boundaries of a
local area were clearly defined1 by a formal act of the
Order. T h e area was not to be too large, nor was it t o
consist of such natural obstacles as a big river without
any regular communication between the two sides b y
means of ferry boats, etc. These precautions were evidently taken to ensure the possibility of the attendance
of all the members. There was to be only one 'Uposatha'
service, on. a particular day proclaimed beforehand, and
on a fixed spot arranged for the purpose.

The recitation of the P ~ t i m o k k h a

'

Several institutions i n the Buddhist Church constantly
kept alive the corporate feeling in the minds of the
members. T h e regular assembly of the local Bhikkhus
may be mentioned first. It was at first ordained that
the Bhikkhus should assemble and recite the Dhamma
on the eighth, fourteenth and fifteenth day of each balfmonth.2 O n one of the last two days took place the
'Uposatha' service and the recitation of P~timokkha.3
This was looked upon as very important and elaborate

1. C. V., VI. 15.
2. M.V., 11.1.3.
3. M . v . , I . . ' . L

I

When the brethren had assembled together, t h e
Patimokkha was recited2 by a learned competent Bhikkhu with the formal sanction of the Assemb1y.J As the
recitation proceeded, and at the end of the description
of each class of offences, t h e question was put to t h e
assembled brethren whether they were pure with regard to it. The question was repeated thrice, and if t h e

I, If no specific boundary was determined, the boundary of the
village or the town where the Bhikkhus dwelt was accepted as the
boundary for the Uposatha service (M. V., 11. 12.7).
2. The PBtimokkha ( a classified catalogue of various offences and
their appropriate punishment ) was usually recited in its full extent
but it could be abridged in times of danger (M. V., 11. 15).
3. M . V . , I I . 3 . 3 .
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assembly remained silent, the recitation was continued,
for the silence was tantamount to a declaration of innocence.1 O n the other hand, if any of the Bhikkhus
present was guilty of any of these offences, he had to
confess his guilt and was treated according to the rules
and regulations. After the recitation of P~timokkhawas
finished, various topics connected with the Church were
discussed in the assembly2 and sometimes even official
acts were performed.3 Usually the eldest Bhikkhu was
t h e master of the ceremony, but in case he was ignorant
and unable to recite the P~timokkha, t h e Bhikkhu who
was most learned and competent took his place. I n case
all the Bhikkhus of a particular locality were ignorant,
they had to send instantly one Bhikkhu to the neighbouring community with instructions to come back after
having learnt the P~timokkha abridged or in its full
extent. If he failed to do this, the Bhikkhus had all to go
to a neighbouring community to hold the U ~ o s a t h a
service, and the recital of the ~ ~ t i m o k k h a .
T h e presence of all the members in the ceremony was
specially insisted upon. If any one was absent on
account of sickness, he had to charge another Bhikkhu
with his 'parisuddhi,' i. e., with the solemn declaration
that he was pure from the offences specified i n the P ~ t i rnokkha. H e had also to declare at the same time his
consent to the acts to be performed i n the assembly.4
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If the sick Bhikkhu did not succeed in conveying this
parisuddhi, he had to be carried to the assembly on his
bed or his chair. If the nurses of the sick man thought
that by removing him his sickness would increase c r he
would die, then the whole Sarbgha had to go to the sick
man and hold U ~ o s a t h athere. But in no case were they
to hold the ceremony with incomplete congregation.
Similarly if a Bhikkhu was seized by his relations or
kings, robbers, etc., on the Uposatha day, tbe Bhikkhus
had at first to try to have him temporarily released for
joining the Uposatha service. If they did not succeed,
they were to request them to take the Bhikkhu outside
the boundary during the Uposatha ceremony so that the
congregation might be technically complete. Failing in
this, they should rather stop the Uposatha ceremony
altogether than hold it with an incomplete congregation.
Again, if a Bhikkhu turned mad, he was first t3 be
granted 'ummattakasammuti' ( i. e., the mad man's leave )
b57 a formal act of the Order before the Uposatha ceremony could be held without him. This insistence on the
ptesence of all the members and the mutual confession
of guilt must be looked upon as indicative of, and n o
doubt greatly conducive to, the corporate spirit of the
Buddhist monks. l
Retreat during the Rainy Season,
T h e Vassa or the retreat during the rainy beason was
another institution calculated to develop the corporate

1 M. V., 11. 3.
2 M, V., 11. 15. 5. 11,
3 M. V.. 11. 23.
4 M. V.. 11. 23;

spirit among the Buddhist monks.

I t was ordained that

1. This account is taken from M.V., 11.
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for three months during the rainy season every year,
commencing either from the day after the full moon of
Ashiidha, or a month after the date, the monks had to
live in a settled residence.1 During this period, they
could not leave their place of residence, except in cases
of emergency, specified in detail in MahZvagga 111. Thus
for three months, a number of Bhikkhus lived together
in mutual amity and concord. W e get a glimpse of it
from the following short account of the life led by a
group of Bhikkhus : "He who came back first from the
village, from his alms-pilgrimage, prepared seats, got
water for washing the feet, a footstool, and a towel,
cleaned the slop-basin and got it ready and put there
( water to ) drink and food. H e who came back last
from the village, from his alms-pilgrimage, ate, if there
was any food left (from the dinner of the other
Bhikkhus ) and if he desired to do SO; and if he did not
desire ( to eat ), threw it away at a place free from grass
o r poured it away into water in which no living things
were ; put away the water for washing the feet, the
footstool, and the towel ; cleaned the slop-basin and put
it away, put the water and the food away and swept the
dining-room, etc."2
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"very Bbikkhu present invited the Sahgha to charge him
with any offence they thought him guilty of-an
offence
which they saw, or heard of, or suspected-so
that he
might atone for it.1
Kathina

Ceremony.

'Immediately after the Pavarans the robes belonging
t o the local Samgha were distributed among its members.
This was known as the Kathina ceremony. The
'Kathina,' literally 'hard,' was the stock of cotton provided by the faithful to be made up into robes for the use
of the Saingha during the ensuing year. By a formal act
of the Order a Bhikkhu was placed in charge of dyeing
and sewing these clothes. When the new robes were
ready for wear, he chose one for himself and pointed out
the remaining robes to the Bhikkhus there present, specifying which he thought fit for the elder and which f o r
the younger members of the Order. Finally he called
upon the Safigha for their formal approval of his procedure. On the receipt of such approval the Bhikkhus took
possession of their respective robes, and the ceremony
came to an end.2

Religious Corporations other than the Buddhist Sakgha,
At the end of the Vassa residence the assembled
Bhikkhus held the ceremony of PavZragH, in which

1. Usually the monks travelled from place to place during the rest
-of the year.
2. M. V ,IV. 57.

T h e Buddhist fraternity, of which a short sketch
has been given above, may be looked upon as a type of
the religious corporations in ancient Intlia. The Jaina
1. For the details and formalities of the ceremony 06M. V., 1V.
2. S. B. E.,Vok. XVII, pp. 148-152 and footnotes.
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fr,a\grnity, the 0nl~7other religious corporation of which
qxqe detailed account is known to US,clearlv belongs to
thifi type.1 Of the rest we possess very little definite
information. There can, however, be scarcely any doubt
that these religious corporations were always an important factor in ancient Indian society. I t has been already
demonstrated that there were many such corporations at
the time when Buddhism arose. Their continued existence in later times is proved by the Dharma8gstras and
inscriptions. Thus the passage from Y~jEavalkyaquoted
on p. 37 above, refers to the Q T ~ ~or Sheterodox
religious sects in laying down lules and requlaticns for
corporations. T h e cornoration of the 'Pashandis' is also
referred to in the Narada S a f i h i t ~in the fo!?owing passage :-

" a t r ; r 6 ~ 3 ~fm6:
? i ~a -3

I

An inscription of the second century A. D. records a
gift to the corporation (parshad) of the Charakas, probably 'a certain special category of Br~hmanicalascetics,'z
while another refers to the holy assembly of the
Aparajitas.3

1. Considerations of space forbid a detailed account of the Jaina
church.
2. Ep Tnd , 1-01 VIII. p. 79. Also cf. the dedicatory cave inscriptions of ~ Q o kand
a Dakaratha.
3. Lud. No. 1163,
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Their corztinued Existence till the latest Period of
Hindu India.
During t h ~later part of the Hindu period, religious corporations, specially of the various Vaishnava and
S'zkta sects, largely flourished in Southern Jndia. References to temples occur pretty frequently in Scuth
Indian records and leave no doubt that these local
religious corporations of more o r less well-defined charactzr were associated with them. They no doubt corresponded to the ancient Buddhist monasteries to a certain
extent, but their corporate organisation never reached
'the same high stage of development. A detailed account
of these institutions is not necessary for the purpose of
the present work, however interesting it might prove
to the students of Indian history. T h e same remark
applies to the similar institutions in Northern India.

Corporate Activities in Social Life

CHAPTER V
CORPORATE ACTIVITIES I N SOCIAL LIFE

The Caste Syitern, the concrete expression of Corporate
Activity in Social Life

T h e corporate activities of the ancient Indians were
most remarkably manifested in their social life, and they
were carried to a degree of perfection which is unknown
elsewhere in the world. The institution variously known
varga, jiiti or caste, is the concrete expression of
those activities, and represents, in its highest development, the best form of social corporation known to
history. It is not my object here to trace the origin and
development of the caste system as a whole, for that is
too big a subject and requires separate treatment b y
itself. I should rather confine myseIf to those essential features alone which make the term corporation applicable to it, and bring out more prominently the corporate
character of the institution.

31 l

Rigveda. T h e point has often been discussed whethe r
the caste system was known to the people of that age.
But the views of antiquarians differ much on this question. Aufrecht, Benfey, M. Mfiller, Muir, Roth,
Weber and Zimmer were of opinion that the later Br%hmanical social organisation was unknown to the Vedic
people. T h e view was endorsed by Senart, Macdonell,
Von Schroeder and Kaegi. O n the other hand, Haug
Kern and Ludwig maintain the opposite view and they
have been supported by Oldenberg and Geldner.1 It
would be of no use to consider in detail the arguments
advanced by each, but we may examine the facts so far as
they have been elucidated by theee scholars.
Caste System Unknown in the Rigvedic Period.

There is only one passage in Rigvedn, the celebrated
Purusha Siiizta, which refers to the division of society
into four classes. T h e Stikta is, however, admittedly
of late origin and cannot therefore be accepted as an
evidence of the earliest period. There are, however,
some grounds for the belief that the four classes were
not unknown to the earliest Indo-Aryans. T h e earliest
Iranian society was divided into four classes ( pishtras )
corresponding to those described in the Purusha Siikta..
Thus the Athravas ( priests ) would correspond to the
Brahmacs, the Rathaesthas ( warriors ) to the Kshatriyas,
the Viistriyas Fshouyants ( chief of family ) to the VaiJyas

Tlte Origin and Antiquity of the Caste System

W e may begin from the eariiest period of Indian
history known to us, v i z . , that represented by the

1. For a summary of these views of. A.
247 ff.

L.,p.

186. and V. I., 11, p.
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and the Huitis ( labourers ) to the Sudras.1 There is
some force i n Ludwig's argument that as the religious
ideas contained in the Gigveda reach bask to the time
when the Iranians and the Aryans lived together, we have
a right to take the social ideas also as representative of
the same period ; that if we admit the absence of similar
class distinctions in the age of Rigveda, we are bound to
presume that the Aryans originally had the distinctions
i n their society, subsequently lost them and had built
them up agaiq at some future period.2

England, the hereditary nobles in the latter forming a
suitable counterpart to t h e more or less hereditary priesthood in the former. I t may be argued, that in the case
of India the later literature shows these classes as rigid
castes, and in the absence of any proof to the contrary,
we might postulate the same with regard to the age of
Rigveda. Apart from the illoqical nature of the statement itself, the example of the Iranian society clearly
proves that the class distinctions mentioned above do not
connote any caste distinctions, and, what is more im-
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Class Distinctions of the Rigveda are Different from
Caste Distinctions.
It may thus be admitted that the four-fold aocial
division contemplated by the Purusha Siikta was known
in the age of Riqveda. There is, however, nothing to show
that the four classes formed anything approachi~gto four
castes. Every people in an advanced state of civilisation may be differentiated into the four ( or possibly
more ) elements. T h e English people, for example, may
be divided into the clergy, the noble, the middle class,
and the labourers. There is no evidence to show that
the general division of the people into four classes in t h e
age of Rigveda was more rigid than that prevailing in

1. Cf. Ludwig, Der Rigveda, 111, pp, 243-4 ; Senart, Caste, p.
140 ff.
2. Dev Rigveda, 111. 244. There is howevcr no question of the
'classen-unterschlede die auf der geburt beruhten' as Ludwig presumes. Cf. senart, Caste, p. 142 ; Spiegel, Eran, Alterthumsk, 11.
p. 551 ff.
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portant, that they do not even necessaril~lead to the
fatter.
Let us next examine the point whether, and if so
how far, these classes partook of the nature of corporations. We can speak of corporation only when there is
some link by which 3 class of people is tied together,
it be of profession, social status or something
else. Now there is absolutely no evidence that any of
the four classes of w'lich the existence may be inferred
from the hymns of Rigveda ever formed a professional
group or social unit. Exceptions may indeed be taken
to the case of B r ~ h m s p sand ~'Gdras. It may be argued
that the priest-hood already formed a professionl and
that the SBdras or DSsas formed a distinct ethnic group.
I n the first case, however, there is nothing to show that
the profession was the monopoly of a particular and
definite class of people, or that those who adopted it formed any organised social group or group:; bp themselves.

1. Muir, S. T., I. 259.
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In the latter case, although the S'iidras or D%sas were
ethnically distinct from the Aryans, there is no reason to
suppose that they were a homogeneous race, being composed, as they were, of various aboriginal races, whom
the Aryans had to confront in their Indian settlements.
I t may be broadly asserted therefore, that although
there were several classes among the Aryans in the early
Vedic period, there was n o t yet any question of caste.1

Caste in the later Vedic Period

We may next take into consideration the later Vedic
age. Weber, who has made a special study of the data
regarding caste contained in these sources, is of opinion
that the caste system was fully developed during the
period, and that we find here the system which was afterwards idealised in Manu's code, although he is constrained to admit that some laxity in the system is observable here and there.2 That this view of the development
of the caste system is erroneous is now generally recognised.3 Without going into this question in detail we shall
separately discuss the cases of Br'lhmaq, Kshatriya,
VaiSya and Siidra, just to find out to what extent any of
those partook of a corporate character.
Rights and Duties o f a Brdhmap
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are called Gods and Goda of Gods ( p. 35 ).l
They are
even held to be identical with Brahma ( p. 37 ). They
alone can take things offered in a sacrifice. They have
right to claim four privileges, viz., ( 1) Arch'l ( vene ration 1, ( 2 ) D'lna ( present, gifts, etc. ), ( 3 ) Ajyeyat~
( freedom from oppression ) and ( 4 ) A'oadhyata ( immunity from capital punishment 1. They have also four
duties, viz., ( 1 1 Br'lhmanyam ( purity of blood ), ( 2 )
P r a t i r ~ p a c h a r y (~ proper way of living ), ( 3 ) Ya6ah
( fame through the study of Veda, etc. ), ( 4 ) Lokapakti
( intellectual and religious training of the people, as
teacher, sacrificial priest and purohita ).2
These duties and privileges belong to no other classof people, at least as a h d y , and as such the Briihmaqs
must be looked upon as a distinct privileged class. There
were, besides, special rules and regulations prescribed for
the conduct of a Brahman such as that :
( 1 ) He should not carry arms ( p. 96 'I ( KauiTtak;,

93. 104 ).
i 2 ) He should not speak in a vulgar tongue (p. 97).3
( 3 ) He should initiate his son at a particular age
( p. 101 ).
( 4 ) He should observe the rules laid down for taking
food
( 5 ) He should observe Brahmacharya ( chastity )
( p. 102 ).

T h e pretension of the Briihmaq has no doubt
reached a high point. Already in Kaubitaki they
1. Senart, Caste, p. 149 ff.
2. Znd. Stud., Vol. X, p. 2.
3. Hopkins, Caste, pp. 2 , 108.

1. These pages refer to Ind. Stud. Vol. X .
2. Ind. Stud. X. 41. For detailed account of each of the above
privileges and duties see. ibid, pp. 41 -1 60.
3. S . P . B r . , 3 . 2 . 1 . 2 4 .
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The violation of these rules was meted with punishment in the form of penance, and sometimes it even ied
to the exclusion from the Brahmanic fold. T h e 'outcast,' however, could get back into his society by prrforming some penances ( p. 102 ).

through the

group of people who were collectively called Brshman
was not bound together by ties of birth. There is absolutely nothing to show that, as in later days, none but
the son of a Brahman could belong to, the class.
Rules were indeed laid down that nobody should
serve as a priest who could not prove his descent from
three (according to Kausitaki S ~ t r a or
) ten (according
to Latyayana Siitra) generations of Rishis (p. 70). But
these very rules prove distinctly that the unbroken descent in a Brahman line was as yet an ideal and not
an dctuality. It further shows the conscious attempt
towards a closer corporation to which I have referred
above.
W e have, however, not to depend upon negative
proof alone to establish our thesis. Authentic ancient
tests repeatedly declare that it is knowledge, ~ o descent,
t
that makes a Brahman. Thus we learn from ~ ' a t a ~ t h a
B r a h m a ~ a11. 6. 2. 10, that Janaka became a Brnhma?,

of

YZjEavalkya. TaittirTya-

SarhhitZ (6. 6. 1. 4) declares ''m 3 ;aWnJ
Q:
8 m ' ' - ' ~ e who
has learning is the Brahman
rishi. Again we have in Kathaka 30. 1, and MaitrzyanTya SarhhitZ 48 1 ; 107. 9.

Tile Beginning of the B r t i h m a ~Corporation.
It is thus quite clear that the Brahmans already
possessed a corporate character. It behoves us next to
take into consideration the nature of this caporation.
T h e first thing that strikes anybody is that the corporation is in the making, and that a conscious attempt
is visible to make it more and rnore perfect. I n the
first place, what is the basis of the corporation ? T h e

teachings
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'

"What d o you ask about Brahman father, what do
you ask about Briihman mother ? Since one who knows
the Veda is the father, the grandfather." T h e w ar,d
similar passages indicate that knowledqe was Ionked
upon as the primarv qualification, and hereditv counted for
little in the recognition of a person as Br~hman.1
If, then, the Brahmanhood depended upon the
knowledge and learning mainly requisite for Vedic worship, there must have been some specific rretbod
by which it was obtained. The method is fort u n a t ~ l v referred to in KauiitakI, 55, from which we
lea:-n that the teacher had the Dower to confer '~rsheyam'
or- Br~hmanhoodupon his student,:! apparently if the
latter were inclined to adopt the profzssion of a priest.
and had, in the opinion of the teacher, capacity required
for the same. This is beautifully illustrated by a

I. Und so wird,denn auch sonst noch mehrfach das Wissen alieir!
als wesentlich, dfs Ablcunft uberhaupt nls ganz unwesentlich bezeichnet (Ind. S t u d , p. 70).
2. For varioils details in connection with it, cf. Ind. Stud. X , pp.,
71-72.
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passage in Aitareya Brahmans (VII-19), quoted by
Muir.1 W e are told that "sacrifice fled from the
Kshatriga, Vaiiya and k d r a and approached to Brahman.
Wherefore now also sacrifice depends upon Brahman,
upon the Brzhmans. Kshattra then followed Brahman,
and said, 'invite me (too to participate) in this sacrifice.'
Brahman replied, 'so be it : then laying aside thy own
implements (bow, arrows, etc.) a ~ p r o a c h the sacrifice
with the implements of Brahman, in the form of Brahman,
and hav~ngbecome Brahman.' K ~ h a t t r arejoined, 'Be it
so,' and, laying aside his own implements, approached
the sacrifice with those of Brahman in the from of Brahman, and having become Brahman. Wherefore, now also
a Kshattriya, when sacrificing, laying aside his own
implements, approaches the sacrifice with those of Brahman, in the form of Brahman, and having become
Brahman." There was thus no inherent distinction
between Kshattra and Br~hman,and the one might have
been changed into the other by a change in the mode of
life and paofession. T h e same idea also occurs in
Aitareya Brahmana VII. 23.1 ; "He, a king, when consecrated (aTjm:)enters into the condition of a Brshman," and also in hatapatha Brahmana ( 111. 2. 1. 39 ff ).
O n the authority of these and other texts Weber concludes : "Thus every Rajanya and Vaiiya becomes, through
the consecration for sacrifice ( ~ : ? P T), a B r ~ h m a n during
its cantinuance, and is addressed as such" ( p. 17 ).
Again we have in hatapatha Briihmaqa ( XIII. 4. 1 . 3 ):

1 4

whosoever sacrifices, does so after having as it were

become a BrahmaV." So too Katyzyana says in his
hrauta-sfitra, VI. 4. 12 : "The word Brahman is to be
addressed to a Vaiiya and a R ~ j a n y aalso," on which the
commentator annotates : "The formula, 'This Br~hmana
has been consecrated,' is to be used at the sacrifice of a
Vaiiyz and a Rzjanya also ; and n o t the words 'this
Rzjanya, or this VaiQya, has been consecrated.'l
The passage in KauQitaki, 55, thus gives a rob able
clue to the basis of corporation which we have been
trying to discover. It is the knowledge and deportment
requisite for priestly function, and the B r ~ h m asociety
~
in those days may thus be said to be a guilt of priests. As
new members could be admitted to a craft-guild only by
some ~rescribedmethod ( aee ante, p. 46 ), so one could
be initiated into this guild of priests only after an spproved term of apprenticeship with a Master. This is
expressly acknowledged by the Siitra writers. Thus
Kpastamba says that "he ( the Kcharya ) causes him ( the
pupil ) to be born ( a second time ) by ( imparting to
him ) sacred learning" ( S. B. E., 11, p. 3 ); aIso, that
"this (second ) birth is the best"; "The father and the
mother produce the body only" ( ibid ). Again, one
"whose father and grandfather have not been initiated
( and llis two ancestors ) are
called slayers of the
Brahman. Intercourse, eating and intermarria@e with
them should be avoided" ( ibid, p. 5 ). 'No religious rite
can be performed by a ( child ) before he has been girt

I.

1. Xiuir. S T.,Vol. I. p. 368.
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Cf.Muir, S. T.,Vol. I, p. 369 and f. n.
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with the sacred girdle, since he is on a level with a k d r a
before his ( new ) birth from the Veda' ( ibid, p. 10 r .
Initiation, not birth, was thus the real claim to &%hmanhood, and we get here a rational explanation of
those elaborate ceremonies which legulated the relation
brtween a teacher and a student.
T h e analogy with the guild may be carried a step
further. /is ruany of these guilds ( like those of weavers,
barbers, potters and oil-millers ) had ultimately developed into 'castes,' so the 'guild of the priests' was alsc:
coi~vertedinto the 'Erahman easte.' W e c o r e across
those craft guilds in ancient tlme, and their representatives, forming >o many 'castes,' in modern days. I t
would be as much consonant to reason to say, that the
membership of the primitiv- guilds depended upon birth.
as to predicate the Fame of the ancient Brahman clazs.
It is necessary that W? should divest our mind of
prejudices and guard ou: selves against associating
modern ideas uith the old state of things. The anple of
vision also requires to be changed a little. W e sre
accustomed to say that the 'Rt~hmans alone could be
priests, they alone could teach the Vedas,' whereas we
should rather say that they alone were Brahmans who
possessed a knowledge of the Veda and could perform the function of a priest. One was a
Brahman because he was a Vedic scholar and a priest, and
not thc vice versa. gain, the Br%hmans of those days
did not confine their activities to the function of a priest
alone. As we have seen, some of them were fighters,
too, and it is certain that many also followed other professions. But thz prohibition to carry arms, which we
find in Kausitakf is probably a typical example of the
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gradual restriction i n this respect. Here again we find
that conscious attempt towards making the corporation a
closer one to which reference ha$ already been made.
The Corporation not yet a Rigid one.
T h e 'corporation of priests' had not as yet developed
that social exclusiveness which is the chief characteristic
of their descendants. They freely married among all
classes of people and took wives even from the ~ ' ~ d r a
class. The marriage with S%dras was indeed looked
upon with disfavour, as is evidenced by Gobhila, 3. 2.
42, etc., and, among others, the story of Vatsa, but it
was not positively forbidden (Manu, IX, 154). After considering everything Weber concluded that there was i n
those days no hard and fast rule regarding that 'purity
of blood,' about which so many injunctions and prbhibitions have been laid down in later days.1
The corporation of priests was thus not a close or
rigid one. W e find indeed conscious attempts t o make
it so, but the regulations laid down for the pupose sat
lightly upon t h e members, and were not enforced with
any amount of rigour. Slight penances only were imposed for any breach of customary duties, a n d although
continued neglect of the same led to the expulsion from
the corporation, the means of re-admission to i t were in
many cases extremely feasible.2
I have all along used the expression "corporation or
guild of priests." I t would perhaps be more correct t o

1 Ind. Stud., Vol. X, p. 75.
2 Ihid, p. 102.
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say "corporations or guilds bf priests." For we cannot
very well believe that all the B r a h q r s in d i f f e m t parts
of the country formed only one corporation. Although
there must have been some general similarity in their
aims, pursuits, and manner of living, the more coherent
organisation could embrace only a limited section. As.
a matter of fact we hear of various schools of Brahmans
at this period, such as the Yajurvedis, Madhyandins,
M a i t r ~ y a ~ iRigvedis,
s,
Apastambas, Apastamba Hiranyakei;s, etc. These very names indicate that the differentiating factors were connected with the Vedic authorities relied upon by them, and this, in a manner, corroborates what I have stated above regarding the b a ~ i sof
these corporations, viz., that it is not birth but the
knowledge required by a priest. T h e divisions of the
Brahmans according to S l k h a and Charaga also lead to
the same conclusion.
The Kshatriyas.-The various texts quoted by Weber
under the heading "Verhaltniss der beiden obersten
Kasten" ( Ind. St., X, pp. 26-35 ) leave no doubt that
the Kshatriyas, too, had formed a class by themselves.
They are frequently mentioned along with the Brahmans
as having enjoyed special rights and privileges apart from
all other classes. They no doubt represented the nobility, the descendants of the ancicnt tribal chiefs, but
there is no reason to suppose that their rank was a closed
one, or that there was any social exclusiveness about
them. Ties of rank no doubt invested them with a corporate character, but the corporation, like that of the
Brahmans, was not yet a rigid one. They developed
side by side with the Brahmans and, as we shall see later
on,maintained for long a contest for supremacy with them.
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A s the development of t k two classes mm on
almost parallel lines it is not necessary to treat the case of
the Kshatriyar separately in detail.
The Vaiiyas.-The Vaibyas represent the mass of the
people at large from which the two upper classes wore
recruited.'
Sundry regulations are laid down to mark
the distinctions of the two upper classes from them. A
few of them may be quoted below as types.
( 1 ) In a sacrificial place, a Brnhmana is addressed
with 'Ehi' and a VaiQyaand a Kshatriya witn iigahi and
ifdrava ( &tapatha Brahmaga 1. 1. 4, 12 ).
( 2 ) T h e B r a h m a ~ a may marry three wives, the
Kshatriya two,and the VaiQya only one (Ind. stud. p. 21).
( 3 ) T h e age for beginning the student life is respectively 8, 11, and 12 for Br~hmana,Kshatriya and
VaiQya( ibid 1.
( 4 ) T h e siivitri of a Brahmans is a giiyatri, that of
a Kshatriya a trishtubh, that of a VaiQya a jagat; ( p. 22 j.
( 5 ) T h e upanayana ceremony of a B r a h m a ~ atake
place in spring, that of a Kshatriya in summer, and t h a t
of a Vaiiya in autumn ( p. 22 ).
( 6 ) T h e Br~hmana,Kshatriya, and VaiQya students
utter the word 'bhavant' respectively at the beginning,
middle, and end of their speech, while begging for alms
t P. 22 ).
( 7 ) White, red, and yellow grounds are respecti-.
vely the building spots of BrZhmana,Kshatriya and Vaiiya
( 8 ) Different materials are prescribed for the

1 Cf.S. P. Br. 11. 2. 7 . 1 6 ; 12. 7 . 3 . 8 ;also, Oldenberg in Z. D.
M. G . , Vol 51, p. 280, Senart-Castes, p 153 and Fick, p. 163
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upper garment, the holy girdle ( mekhalii ), and the staff
of the Brahrnaqa, Kshatriya and Vaisya sttidents.
These and other similar distinctive characteristics, had
probably no more objective reality than the assumption
that Brahrnhna, Kshatriya and Vai6ya were respectively of
white, red and yellow colour !I (according to other authoriti es Vaibya and Kshatriya are respectively white and
dark ! ) ( p. 10 ). They no doubt betray an attempt on
the part of the Brahmanical writers to erect barriers between the three classes, but they at the same time clearly
prove that the existing distinctions were not very strong.
But a1 though the Vaiiyas were theoretically, and no
doubt, to a great extent, practically, differentiated from
the Brahmans and the Kshatriyas, there is no reason tot
suppose that they ever formed a homogeneous group.
They were too large in number and too varied in the
nature of their component parts to maintain a corporate
character ; and although they were distinguished f r ~ m
the ~ ' k d r aby birth, they remained a conglomeration of
different groups of people following different professions
and different rules of life. I t is only in later periods that
these groups developed a corporate character, and this
will be discussed later on.

The ~ k d r a s - T h e contrast between Arya and Dasa of
the previous period is replaced by that berween Arya and
S'iidra during the period under review (for the expressions clearly bnnging out the contrast and aa account o f
the symbolical struggle between S'iidra and. Arya, see
Ind. stud., X. p. 5 ff.). Dlst~nctattempts are made i n
order to accentuate the points of difference between the
two. I t is claimed that the S'iidras have no right to
approach the sacred fire ( i.e., perform sacrifice ) or read
the sacred texts (p. 11). There are however passages ia
the early texts which clearly assert these rights (p. 12).
T h e commentator remarks that In these passages t h e
~ ' ~ d r is
a to be taken in the sense of ~ a t h a k ~ r i This
.
restricted connotation of the word S05dra, as Weber remarks, is merely of secondary origin and an evidence of
the attempt to which I have just alluded. Again, the
S'iidras are denied the rite of burning the dead body'
T h e ancient texts, however, have laid down the measurements of the tumulii, respectively, for Brghrnaps, Kshatriyas, ValSyas, and S'iidras. T h e scholiasts not only
explain it away by a s~milarargument, viz., that only
the Rathakiira is to be understood here, but some o f
them even proceed a step further and boldly assert that
the measurement of the tumulus for the S'iidra is given.
merely as 'Parimma-prasaAg~t' ( for the sake of measurement ) ! l have already referred to the fact that a
marriage alliance with the S'iidras was gradually being
looked upon with disfavour.
These things point to a growing cleavage between the
Kryas, including the B r ~ h m a ~Kshatri~as
s,
and VaiSyas
on the one hand, and the S'fidras on the other. But the
entire Arya folk had as llttle claim to a corporate.

1 This is conclusively proved (if such proofs were necessary) by the
follow~ngpassages of Apastzmta, ahere, after describing the different
materials fit to be used by BxStmana, Kshatriya and ~ a i i y ahe says :
"scme declare, wlthcut any reference to caste, that the staff of a
student should be made of the wocd of a tree (that is fit to be used at
t h e sacrifice)" (S. B. E., 11, p. 9). Again '.the skin of a sheep is fit
o be worn by all castes" (ibid. p. 10).

*
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character ar the motley group of people designated as t h e

$'~dras.

The Distinction between the Briihmaw.and the ~ h d r a s
gradually Accentuated in Later Periods
The social barriers between the Aryans and the
s'cdras however went on increasing in $he succeeding
centuries. First, as regards food. I t is laid down in
Apastamba, that "~'iidras may prepare the food ( of a
householder which is used at the Viivadeva ceremony )
under the superintendence of men of the first three
castes."l I t is expressly stated that 'such food is fit
for the gods' and was eaten 'by the husband and wife,
the master and the mistr~ss, of the family.' This
shows that there was a time when the Br%hmans freely
took the food given by the ~'fidra. But then we find in
the same text such injunctions as follows :-"According
to some, (food offered by people) of any caste, who follow
the laws prescribed for them, except that of ~'fidras,
may be eaten'2 A remnant bf the old practice may however be seen in Gautama, XVII,3 according to which
"If the means for sustaining life cannot ( be procured )
otherwise, ( they may be accepted ) from a ~ ' ~ d r a . "
These injunctions show the gradual steps by which a

1 S. B. E.. 11, p . 104.
2 S , B. E., 11, p , 67. For similar injunctions cj: M. IT;. 2 11 ;
~ a i i s h t h aXIV. 4 ;V. XLI. 13-14.
3 S. B. E.,11, p. 265.

327

rigid line war drawn between the B r a b m a ~and the
6kdras.- what was fully and freely allowed at first, is
only canceded on emergent occasions, there being manifest a general tendency to gradually stop it altogether.
The theory of the impurity of touch also gradually gained
ground. Thus Apartamba says : "If during his ( Brahm a ~ ' s) meal a S'iidra touches him ( then he shall leave
off eating )."l Again, "what has been brought ( be it
touched or not ) by an impure S'iidra must not be
.eaten."= It is also laid down in Gautama that a Snataka
"shall not sip water that is offered by a ~%dra."3
Secondly, as regatds marriage. As we have seen
above, such marriage was not positively forbidden, but
generally looked upon with disfavour. Positive disqualifications were however gradually attached to it,. 'One
whose only wife was a ~ ' ~ d r afemale' was not to, be
fed
on the occasion of a funeral oblation
( S'kiddha ).45 According to the same authority, son by a
~ ' ~ d rwife
a is to receive only a provision for mainte"ance
( out of the estate ) of a Brahmaqa deceased without
( other ) male issue. At last such marriage was forbidden altogether. Says Vasishtha :
"Some declare ( that twice-born men may marry )
even a female of the ~'fidra caste like those ( other wives)
[Brahmaq, Kshatriya, VaiSya] without (the recitation of)
Vedic texts. Let him not act thus. For, in consequence

1
2
3
4

1 b i d . p 61.
Ibid, p . 60.
Ibid, p. 220.

Gautama, XV. 19,S. B. E., Vol. 11, p. 258.
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of such ( a marriage ), the degradatioh of the family
certainly issues, and after death the lass of heaven."l
Manu also goes on in the same strain : "A ~ ' i d r a
woman is not mentioned even in any (ancient) story as
the wife2 of a Brnhmana or of a Kshatriya, though they
lived in the (greatest) distress. Twice-born men who,
)
soon
in their folly, wed wives of the low ( ~ ' ~ d r a caste,
degrade their families and their children to the state of
S'cdras.
"According to Atri and to (Gautama), the son of
Utathya, he who weds a ~'iidra woman becomes an outcast, according t o Saunaka, on the birth of a son, and
according to Bhrigu, he who has (male) offspring from a(S'iidra female) 3 A Brghmaga, who takes a S'iidra wife
to his bed, will (after death) sink into hell ; if he begets
a child by her, he will lose the rank of a BrHhmaqa. The
manes and the gods will not eat the (offerings) of that
man who performs the rites in honour of the gods, of the
manes, and of guests, chiefly with a (S-iidra wife's) assistance, and such (a man) will not go to heaven. For him
who drinks the moisture of a S'iidra's lips, who is tainted
by her breath, and who begets a son on her, no expiation
is prescribed."4
The Brshmaqs thus erected an impassable barrier
between themselves and the S'iidras.
Marriage with the

latter, and the fbod prepared by them, were alike forbidden,' and even their vet9 t6uch was looked upon as
impure. T h e social exclusiveness, t o which the B r e h m a ~ s
thus committed themselves, ca+ried them still further,
until by extending the barriers further and further they
converted themselves into that rigid torporation which
we now see before our eyes. T h e same principles of exclusiveness by which they were altogether separated from
s
gradually extended to other classes of
the ~ ' ~ d r awere
people (including Kshatri~as and Vaiiyas), till they
looked upon themselves as a unique type of men, and
asserted the bold principle "that it is birth alone that
makes a Brghmaqa and n o people of any other class h a s
access to it." W e shall therefore next take into consideration this important factor that ultimately led to the
crowning success of the Br3hman.a

1 S. B. E., Vol. XIV. pp. 5-6.
2 The translator adds wlthln bracket 'first' before this word

There IS,however no author~tyfor t h ~ In
s the text itself
3 The word 'alone' 1s added by the translator but there 1s n o
authority for thls in the text.
4 S. B. E., Vol. XXV, pp. 78-79.

Birth becomes the Basis of Corporations,
The doctrine that birth alone makes one a Brahmans
is of slow growth. There is no trace of any such
doctrine in either the Veda or the Brghmaqas, and, as we
have seen above, some texts distinctly assert that it was
learning, not birth, that was really the determining factor.
How ideas changed in this respect may best be illustrated
by comparing the two stories of Visv~mitra and Janaka,
with that of Matafiga. I t is related in ancient literature,
how Vi6vi'imitra and Janaka, though originally belonging
to the Rzjanya class,became Brahmaqa by means of auste-
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The story of Matarigaz is, however,
ties and Ieaming.l
expressly designed to rbow the futility of all attern*,
however great, by people pf other dasses to become a
Br~hmaga. In course of the story Indra is made t o say
"that a Chagdsla can only become a ~'iidra in a thousand
births, a S'iidra a VBiiya after a period thirty times as
long, a Vaiiya a ~ a j a & a after a period 'sixty times the
length, a Rajanya a Brlhmaqa after a period of sixty times
the duration and so on." Muir comments upon this
passage as follows:
"The assertion here made af the impossibllity of a
Kshatriya becoming a Brahman until he has passed
through a long series of births is, of course, i n flagrant
contradiction with the stories of Viivamitra, VItahavya
and others."
T h e doctrine was gradually extended and it was asserted that both the parents must be Br5hmaqs in order that
the issue may belong to that class. I t is difficult to realise
how the existence of mixed marriage was compatible with
the doctrine. For what would be the condition of the
child whose father is Brnhmana and the mother a Kshatriya The theoretical text-books have of coures no
difficulty in answering such questions. They postulate
new caste for him as they do for the issue of each conceivable kind of mixed marriage ( cf. Gautama, IV. 16,
etc. l. Such fanciful theories do not, however, bear the
scrutiny of evidence. The Yavanas, for example, are

l For details see Muir, S. T. Vol. I, pp. 337-430.
2 Ibid, p. 440 ff
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held out as the offspring of a Kahatriya father and S'zdra
a r o t b e ! ( Gautama, fV. 21 ).
T h e truth k, that in this respect, too, tbere was a
gradual growth of Eahmanic pretensions. A verse in
Mahabharata declares that the son of a BrXhmaga is a
Britbmaga even though the mother be a Kshatriya or a
Vaiiya ( XIII. 47.17 ). But we find in Manu-Samhitz
(X. 6) that 'sons, begotten by twtce born men on wives,
of the next lower castes, they declare to be similar ( to
their fathers, but ) blamed on adcount of the fault inherent i n their mothers"1 This was then the first step
in the evolution of the theory which ultimately denied
t h e rank of the father to such children. T h e curious
manner in which these Brahmanic pretensions were gradually established is best illustrated by Gautama, IV.
22.23. T h e full. purport of these passages, as explained
by the commentators, may be quoted in extenso : (S. B.
E., 11, p. 199). "If a savarn% female, born of the
Kshatriya wife of a Brahmaqa is married to a Brahmans,
and her female descendants down to the seventh likewise, then the offspring which that seventh female descendant bears to her BrZhmana husband is equal in caste
to a Brahmaqa. I n like manner, if a savarqa male,
the son of a Brahmaqa and his Kshatriya wife, again
marries a Kshatriya wife and his male descendants down
to the seventh likewise, then the offspring of that seventh
male descendant is equal in caste to a Kshatriya. T h e
same principle must be applied to the offspring of Kshatriyas and wives of the VaiQya caste. as well as to

1 S. B.

E , Vol. XXV, p. 403.
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Vaigyas and wives of the S'udra caste." Gautama says also
that, according tp other teachers, such changes of caste
take place in the fifth generation. This process of t h e
change of caste whereby a ~ L d r aattains the rank of a
Brzhma~a,and, 4 Brzhmaqa sinks to the level of a S'~dra,
is also referred t o in Manu-Samhit%X. 64-65.
Here then we have a w l e t e - cycle of the stages
of evolution. There cqn be no doubt that at first the
issue of a Brzhma~aand a Kshatriya, Vai6ya or S'iidro
female was looked upon as Brahma~a; then his pdsition
became lower though he still retained the rank ; gradually this was altogether denied, a1though.a reversion to
i t was possible far his (or her) descendants, if fortified
by Brshmaga blood for five generations. The l i m ~ t
was next extended to seven, and the final step was
reached when this provision was omitted altogether.
Thus the gradual establishment of the two co-ordinate
doctrines, viz., (1) that none but the son of a Brahrnaxp
can belong to that class, and (2) that none but the son
of a Brzhmaqa father and Brzhmana mother can become
a Brzhmaga, ultimately led to the establishment of a
rigid social corporation which can be properly termed
the Bramaga Jiiti (caste).

Evidence of Buddhist Literature on the Development of
Caste System.
It is extremely fortunate that we have a note of time
in this gradual process of evolution of the Brahmana caste,
The canonical text books of
the Buddhists,
throw interesting sidelight
the PZli Tripitakas,
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on this question and we have good means of
approximately determining the age when they were
written. I shall therefore next consider, in some detail,
the bearings of this literature upon the p o h t at issue. It
will be well to begin with a short summary of the important texts.
The J~takas.-I. The long Introduction to Bhaddasala Jztaka relates the story how the king of Kosala was
married to Vzsabhakhattiyz, daughter of a S3kya noble by
a slave woman, and when the facts came to be known,
the queen and her son were degraded from thdir rank.
The king reported this matter to the great Buddha when
he came to the palace, whereupon the latter said :
"The S ~ k y a have
s
done wrong, 0 great king ! If they
gave any one, they ought to have given a girl of their
own blood. Bnt 0 king, this I say : V~sabhakhattiy'. is
a king's daughter, and in the house of a noble king she
has received the ceremonial sprinkling ; Vidfidabha, too,
was begotten by a noble king. Wise men of old have
said, what matters the mother's birth ? The birth of the
father is the measure :l and to a poor wife, a picker of
sticks, they gave the position of queen consort ; and the
son born of her obtained the sovereignty of Benares,
twelve leagues in extent, and became King Kaythav~hana.
the wood-carrier." (The story is told in detail in Jataka
NO. 7, 1. 133-E).
When the king of Kosala heard this speech he was
p leased ; and saying to himself !'thefather's birth is the

1

CJ.Mbh. Anu6"ana parva, Ch. 47, v. 37.
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measure of the man," he again gave norher and ron t h e
treatment suited to them.'

11. T h e Introduction to

Kumm~sapiqda J ~ t a k a
relates how Mallika, the daughter of the chief of the garland-makers of Savatthi, was made the chief queen o f
the King of Kosala (111. 405).
111. I t is narrated in Uddalaka Jataka (IV. 293) how
a Br'ahmana, the chaplain of the king of Benares, fell in
love with a light-skirts, and a son Uddalaka was born to
them. The boy, when grown up, visited his father, and
as soon as the latter was convinced of his identity by
means of the seal-ring he gave to his mother, he acknowledged U d d ~ l a k ato be a Brahmaga and got him appointed:
as a chaplain under him.

IV. It is narrated in Matariga Jiitaka how sixteen
thousand Brahmans were put out of caste by the other
Brahmans for having tasted the leavings of a Chandala
(Jataka IV. 388) (cf. also Satadhamma Jataka 11. 82-ff).
V. It is related in Chitta-Sambhiita Jataka (IV. 390ff) how two ladies-one a merchant's daughter and the
other a chaplain's-came
accross two Chagdalas while
going out of the city gate. "This is an evil omen t o
see !" they said, and after washing their eyes with perfumed water, they turned back. T h e multitude belaboured the two Chaqdalas and did them much misery
and mischief. ( Cf. also the first portion of MZtaItlga
J~taka,Vol. IV, p. 376. )

1 JBtaka, Vol. IV. UP. 147-48

The Sutt~.-!, Amba;thasutta#

:(
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Digha Nitays,

No. 3 ).
Ambattha, a young Brahmaqa, visits Gotama Buddhst
and puts on the claim, that of the four castes, the three,
Kshatriya, VaiSya. and ~ ' k d r a ,are attendants to wait o n
the Brahmaga. Buddha curbs the pride of the haughty
Brahmana by reminding him that the Krish~ayanaclan, tcr
which be belonged, was descended from a slave woman
of a Kshatriya king. W e are told that the slave-girl's
son had become a great Rishi and married the daughter
of the Kshatriya king.
Gotama then asked Ambatfha, "If a man is the son
of a Kshatriya by a Brshmana woman, will he get seat and
water among Brahma~as?" "He will." "And be admitted
to share their dish and bowl ?" "Yes." "Will they admit
him as a student of the Mantras ?" "Yes." "Will they
give him their daughters ?" 'Yes.' Will Kshatriyas
"No." "Why ?"
anoint him to Kshatriya rank 9"
"Because he is not born ( of their caste ) on the mother'
side." "Will the son of a Brahmaga by a Kshatriya
woman be received t o seat and waier, bowl and dish
among Br~hmagas?" "Yes." "Will they admit him as a
student ?" "Yes." "Give him their women ?" "Yes."
"Will Kshatriyas anoint him ?" "No."
"Why ?"
"Because he is not born ( of their caste ) on the father's
side."
"Then, Ambattha," says Gotama, "whether you
look at it from the woman's side or from the man's, the

I The following summary of this Sutta is taken from Copleston's Buddhism. P. 145 fl.
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Kshatriyas are higher and the Brzhmagas lower. Take
the case of a Brahmana who is expelled, in disgrace by his
fellow Br'ahmaqas ; will B r ~ h m a ~receive
as
him or eat with
him, or teach him ?" "No." Will they give him their
women 2" "NO." But if a Kshatriya is expelled by
Kshatriyas will Brzhmanas receive him, feed him, and
teach him ?" "Yes." "Give him their daughter 1" "Yes,"
"Then even when a Kshatriya is in t h e utmost disgrace
the Kshatriyas a r e the superiors and the Brzhmanas t h e
inferiors. It was a Br~hmana,Ambattha, who uttered the
verse :
"The Kshatriyais best among those who reckon
family. But the man ofp erfect conduct and knowledge
best among gods and men."
And this, I think, Ambattha, is very well said.
11. T h e AssalZyana Suttal ( Majjhima Nik'aya
No. 93 ).
It opens by describing how a number of BrZhmanas
a t Savatthi were trying to find someone who could
controvert the opinion put forward by Gotama, that all
the four castes were equally pure. I n their difficulty
they apply to a young and distinguished scholar, named
Assal'ayana, whom they think aqua1 to the contest.
A ~ s a l ~ ~ goes
a n a to Gautama and asks :
"The Brahrnaqas, 0 Gotama, say thus : T h e Brzh.mapas are the best caste ( va?@a) : every other caste is
inferior. T h e B r ~ h m a n a sare the white caste : every other

I The summary of this Sutta, as given below, is taken from
.'Indian Buddhism" by T.W.Rhys Davids .(Hibbert Lectures. pp.5lff)
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caste is black. T h e B r ~ h m ~ P aalone
s
are pure ; those
who are not B r ~ h m a i ~ are
a s not pure. T h e Brahmanas are
the ( only ) real sons of Brahms, born from his mouth,
sprung from Brahma, created by Brahmg, heits of
Brahma. But what do you, sir, say about this ?"
Then the Buddha asks him whether the wives of the
Brshmanas are not subject to all the ills and disabilities of
child-birth to which other women are subject. Assalayana is obliged to confess that this is so and that the
Br~hmanasput forward their claims in spite of this.
The Buddha. then, applying our modern comparative
method of inquiry, asks whether in adjacent countries
such as Bactria or Afghanistan, there are not differences
of colour similar to those between the Br~hmanasand
other castes, and yet in those countries whether slaves
cannot become masters, and masters become claves.
Again Assal~yanaconfesses the fact and that the B r ~ h mana5 put forward their claims in spite of it.
Then Gotama goes on to ask ; 'Will a murderer, if
he be a Kshatripa, VaGya or a k d r a be born after death
when the body is discolved, into some unhappy state of
misery and woe, but not if he be a Brahmana ?" Assalxyana replies that the B r ~ h m a n ais in this respect evactly
ox a par with the others. Gotama elicits similar replies
by putting the contrary case.
Thus, still qestioning, Gotama points out how,
wh ,reas when a mare is united with an ass, the offspring
is a mule, diffzrezt from both father and mother, the
union of a Kshatriya a n d a Brahmal?a, or vice versa, results
in offspring which resembles both the parents.
Finally, Gotama asks thc young Br2hmar;la scholar
"To which of two brothers, one an initiated student
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and the other not, the Br~hmanasthemselves would, on
sacred and solemn occasions, give the precedence"? "To
the initiated student," says Assalzyana. "Eut if the initiated student be of bad character, and evil habits, and
the other be of good character and virtuous habits,"
rejoins Gotama, "to whom then will the Br~hmanas
themselves give the precedence ?" "To the uninitiated."
is the reply. ''But in the former answer you yourself,
Assal~yana," says the Master, "hzve given up the preeminence of birth, and in the latter, the pre-eminence of
acquaintance with the sacred words. And in doing so
you yourself have acknowledged that purity of all the
castes which I proclaim."
VII. V~seiihasutta( S B. E.. Vol. X, p. 108 8 ).
A dialogue arose between two young men, Bhnradvaja and V ~ s e i t h a 'How
,
does one become a B r ~ h m a n a?'
Bh~radvajasaid : "When one is noble by birth on both
sidcs, on the mother's and on the father's ride, of p u e~
conception u p to the seventh generation of ancestors,
not d~scardedand not reproached in point of birth, in
this way one is a Br?ihmaga." Vasettha said: "When one
i s virtuous and endowed with ( holy ) works, in this way
he is a Br3hmana." Neither could conviilce his opponent
and so they agreed to refer the matter to Gautama
Buddha. T h e sum and substance of the latter's reply
was that 'not b y birth is one a Brahmana, nor is one by
birth no Brzhmana ; by work one is a Brahmana, by work
one is no Brahmana ; for whoever amongst men lives by
cow-keeping he is a husbandman, not a B r ~ h m a n a ,and
whoever amongst men lives by performing household
ceremonials-he is a sarcificer, not a B r ~ h m a q a ,and so
on'. ( T h e positive qualifications t h a t make up a Brah-
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mana are narrated in stanzas 27-54. ) By a s e ~ i e sof
arguments Gautama also refuted the notion that there
was a difference of species between the castes.
VIII. In Kanna~athZlaSutta ( No. 90 of the Majjhima N l k a ~ a the Buddha is represented as saying :
I There are these four cas ss-Kshatriyas,
Brihmanas,
(

Vaiiyas, and kiidras. Of these four cartes, two-the
Kshatriyas and the Brahmagas are given p~ecedence,to
wit, in salutation, hnrnape? obeis?nce, aild due
ministry."l

IX. In the Midhura Sutta2 Mahztuchchana is asked
the same question as was put to Buddha in the Assalnyam Sutta. He replies that it mere empty words to
~ i v it
e out amonq people that the Brnhmanas are the best
caste ( etc., the whoie question is repeated word for
word ). The following five reasons are assigned by him
in support of his view.
( a ) If prosperity attended a Kshatriya he could
engage in his se~vice any Kshatriya, B~jhrnana,V d y a
and ~ ~ d r aSimilarly
.
any rich man belonging to any of
the other three classes could employ a Kshatriya, Brahmans, Vaiiya or S'Gdra, and all of them would
be
equally zealous in the services of their maater-irrespective of the caste to which he belongs.
( b ) A Kshatriya, add~cred to taking life, given to
rapinc, licentlonr, lying, slanderous, bitter of rprech,
frivolous of conv~rsation, covetous, malevolent, holding

-1

2.

J. K A S., lr34,

p. 341.
For the text and translation of this Sutta see J. R. A, S. 184
346 ff
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wrong views, would pass after death to a state of suffering punishnlent-so would a BrHhmana, a Vai&ya and n
iiidra.
Kshatriga, who abstains from the above vices
(c)
would pass after death to a state of happiness and to a
realm-so would be a Brxhmana, a Vaigya and a
S'cdra.
( d 1 A Kshatriya who breaks into houses or loots or
commits burglary, or becomes a 'lighwayman or
adultery, would be executed, or burnt, or exiled
or dealt with accordin? to his deserts-so
would be a
Brihmana, a Vailya and a ~ h d r a .
A Kahatriya. who becomes an ascetic would bp
I e )
treated with r e s p x t b.1 t h e public-;o
would a
Brztlmana, a Vaigya and 2 S'ilJra.
After thus showing that the caqtr cannot affect in a n y
way the material success in life, the bliss and punisnment
liereafter, the judqrnent of ;he law courts, and i h c unifarm veneration ertend-(4 t the ascetics, hlahakachchall? winds u p by saving : "If the case be co, are these
four castes exactly eqtial, or n i t Or huiv does it strike
you ?"

Hi; royal interlocutor could only reply:-"Undoubtedly Kachchina, if the case be so, l perceive no difference between them."
Bea,ing of the Buddhist Literatuir o i l the Developnlent ?f
the Caste Spiem.

T h e Buddhist texts quoted above leave no doubt that
the theories about the equality o f castcs, and
rational "iews about higher and lower castes, welr r o t
t h e practical distinction beti-veeo the
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B ~ a h m a ~ Kshatriya,
a,
Lrailya, and S d d r a , was already
established, though it was not as rigid as obtains a t
the present day. T h e BrZhmana's rank was not a close
one, as No. V clearly contemplates the case of a
Kshatriya becoming a Brahmana.1 I t is no doubt true
that a proud claim has been p u t u p for Kshatriya that
nobody can belong to t h a t caste who was not born in it
both on the father's and mother's side. But when we
remember the distinct Kshatriya bias of the Buddhist
writers, i t will probably be conceded that this had no
more real existence than the similar claims put forward
by the B r a h m a ~ a s . Besides, it is hopelessly in conflict
with the fundamental principle preached by Buddha to
matters t h e
the king of Kosala ( No. l ) :-"What
mother's birth ? The birth of the father is t h e measure."
I t appears quite clearly from this principle a s well as the
texts cited above ( I, 111, V ), that marriage amoncs
different classes was in vogue, although several passages
b.

in the Jatakas show that marriage within one's own caste
was preferred.2 O n e of the great signs of the caste
I . T o what extent the discovery of the Buddhist texts has contributed to t h e enlargement of our views may be measured by ccntrasting
the following statement made by Rhys Davids in 1881, about the
social condition of India at the rise of Buddhism, with his views on
the subject contained in 'Baddhist India,' Chap. IV. "Inter marriages were no longer possible except between equal ranks. No Ks hatriya could any longer become a Brlhman" ( Hibbert Lectures, p.
24 1. The texts quoted above unmistakably prove that the
s i r a t Pali
scholar was undoubtedly in error. Cf. J. R. A. S., 1804, p. 6 4 3
f. n., I.
2. (Ekam sar~zajijtikaXuliilc~t~~zLi.ri
kcm gahna) JBtaka. 111, 422; cf.
also similar expressions in Jltaka I 199; 11. 121. 225; 111. 93, 162; IV,
22. C ' also the Introductory episodes to AsitHbhG JZt&a ( 11. 229 )
2nd Suvannamiga JBtaka ( 111. 1 82 ). These instances are collected by
Fick ( pp. 34-35 ).
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system is the restriction about taking food touched b y
others ; of this there is no evidence in thz Buddhist texts
whatsoever, so far at least as the upper classes are concerned. T h e remarks of Fick, who has made a special study
of the J ~ t a k a sfrom this point of view, may be quoted i n

exceptional rigour marks only the relation with Chand'lla
and there is absolutely nothing to show that there was any
restriction about food and touch between other classes,
including the S'ticiras.

34 3

h::.
"If we remember that the Aryans always attached
great importance to the question of food in all religious
matters, that the commensality has always been looked
upon as the external mark for the community of blood, it
would appear that the principle of excluding everything
unclean from the common table was an old one that was
carried from the family to the caste and there developed
into a specially rigid form. Yet we should n o t concea!
t h e fact that traces of the exclusion of lower persons from
partaking of food such as we observe in India to-day
occur but extremely rarely, if at all, in the J~takas."
T h e only instance quoted by Fick is the rerTusal of a
Sakya chief to take food with a slave girl ( IV. 144 ff ).
T h e Jatakas no doubt bear evidence to the fact that it was
considered a great sin for a Brahmans to eat the remains
of a Chqdala's food ( Text No. IV a ). They also
show that even the sight of a Chandsla was looked upon
as impure ( Text N o. IV b ), although we are told in
Mztariga Jiitaka, that the merchant's daughter who was
offended by the sight of the Chandiila ultimately became
his wife. It must be remembered, however, that this

1. Fick, pp. 29-30.

The Struggle between the Kshatriyas und the Brzihmanas.
T h e distinguishing feature of the period seems, however, to have been the struggle for ascendancy between
the Kshatriyas and Br~hmanas( cf. Texts V-IX ). T h e
Brahmanical texts are apt to lead to the inference that
such struggle never existed and that the Brshmana's claim
for supremacy was all along an undisputed fact.1 T h e
actuality of the contest for supremacy is, however,
revcaied by some incidental references in ancient texts,
which have been qubjectod to a careful analysis by
Muir.2 He had, however, to depend upon Brahmanical
texts alone which cannot be expected to reveal t h e whole
truth in an impartial manner. T h e other side of t h e
picture is depicted in the Buddhist texts, where an
undisputed supremacy
is equally claimed for t h e
Kshatriya. This is evident from the text No. V and the
fact that the Buddhist authors, in enumerating the four
castes, invariably mention the Kshatriya before the Brshmana. The Jaina texts fully corroborate the Buddhist
authors in this respect. Thus we read in Kalpastitra3
that "it never has happened nor will happen that Arhats,

1. C ' the t e s t s quoted by Weber in Ind. S t u d , X , pp. 27-41
2. Muir, S, T., pp. 337-371.
3. S. B. E., Vol. XXII, pp. 225-226..
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rtc., should be bo-n in low families, mean families ......
a r Brahmanical families. I n consequencr of Karman
t!ley might take the form of an embryo ir, the womb of a
woman belonging to there families, but they are never
b r o u ~ h tforth by birth frcm such a womb-they
are
removed to high and roble families. T h e Sakra, t h e
chief of kings and G o l f , recolved thelefore t o cFcse he
venerable ascetic Mah%v;ra to be removed from the
womb of the Br5hmani Devznanda, and to b e placed as
an embryo in the womb of the KshatrivanT T r i s a l ~ . "
I have ~ l r e a d vadmitted an amount of Kshatriya bias
in the Buddhist writers, and the same miqbt also be said
of the Jhina authors I t would thereforz b e as unfair to
accept their version without any reserve as to fully admit
all t h e Brahmanical pretensions recorded In their own
text;. O n t h e other hand, the acknowledged partiality
of the Buddhist and Jaina authors does not justify us in
absolutcl,~rejecting their statements, for, on the Fame
ground, the Brahmanical texts must also be held to be
unworthy of a n y credence. Rather, the Buddhist and
Jaina authors stand in a more favourable light in this
reqpect. They were ascetics, living outside t h e pale of
society, and were not in any way personally involved in
t h e question of the supremacy of caste. T h e Brahmanical writers, on the other hand, were actually involved i n
t h e contest for supremacy.l upon the success or failuie of

1. Unless, of course, it be maintained that they, too, were hermits, but of this there is not as good evidence as in the case of the
Buddhist and Jaina writers. Rut even if it be so, it merely proves
the equality of their claims to be heard; it does n3t prove the superiority of the BrEhmanical writers.
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which depended, to n great extent, their position in the
world. Their version was therefore liable to he more distorted and more pal tial to their own claims. A comparison
of the two classes of texts thus leads to the inference that
although both the Blzhmanas and the Kshatriyas contended for supremacy, the claim of none of them \%.as
universally recognised. T h e Buddhist texts, though upholdin? the cause of the IZshatriyas. never hide t h z real
fdcts, and Nos. V, VI, VIII and IX broadly state the
claims p u t u p by the BrZhmana. T h e Brahmanical texts,
as n gcneral rule, make no reference to the superiority
of the Kshatriyas, but some unguarded passages here
and there betray t h e real position. T h u s in VZjasaneIa
S a m h i t ~(XXXVIIT-19), the Kshatriyas are mentioned
befcre the Brahmanas, while Knthaka 28, 5, clearly
states that the Kshatriya are superior to the Brahmanas.l
According to Satapatha Brzhmana 'the Brahmaqa followed
i n the train of a king' (1.2.3.2) and 'he was an object of
respect after the king' (V. 4.2.7). A contest for supremacy between the Brzhmanas and the Kshatriyas is hinted
at in a passage in Aitareya B r ~ h m a n a(7. 22), and the
enmity between ihe tu o is clearly refsrred to in Paiichav i h Q a BrZhmana 118.10.8.1.2 Muir has also given in
detail "some legendary illustrations of the struggle
which no doubt occurred i n the early ages of H i ~ d u
history between the Brahmanas and KshatriyasW.J
T h e Buddhist texts quoted above, viz., the Introduc-

1. Ind. Stud., X, p. 30.
2. Zbid, p 28.
3. Muir, S T., Vol. I, p. 296ff
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tory episodes of the Jatakas end the Sutta texts, may be
referred to the fourth century before Christ. I t is quite
clear therefore that at this period -he Brahmanas, Kshatrivas, Vaihas and the Siilras had not yet deve'ooed
into those dose corp3rations which we understand by
the term 'caste.' One of its essential factors had indeed
gained theoretical recognition, viz., that the 'caste of
the father determined the caste of the child,' but, as we
have seen above, it was still possible to pays from one
paste into another. Then, the marriaqe among different
classes was still in vogue, and there was no restriction
about taking food, so far at least as the three higher
classes were concerned. Last, but not cf the leaqt importance, is the fact that the day of the undoubted supremacy of the Br~hmanasover all other castes had not
yet come.

The Ultimate Triumph of the Briihmanas.
T h e struggle for supremacy was however destined
to be over at no distant date. Gradually, but steadily,
the B r ~ h m a ~ aasserted
s
their rights and prerogatives,
till at last their pre-eminence was above all dispute. W e
have no means to trace the gradual stages of this
evolution, as there is no independent testimony like that
of the Buddhist texts to check the Brahmanical authorities. It may however be safely assumed, that the decline
of Buddhism and the revival of Brahmanism under the
Guptas set the final seal to the supremacy of the B r ~ h manas. Buddhism, as we have seen, identified itself
with the Kshatriya claims, and its contest with Brahma-
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nism served indirectly as a trial of strength between the
two contending parties. It is not possible at present to
determine the causes which led to the decline of Buddhism, but down it went,and carried along with it the party
with which it was associated, leaving the field to the
triumphant rival.
A reminiscence of this struggle for supremacy seems
to have been preserved in T ~ l a g u n d aInscription of the
6th century A. D.l W e are told that the Br~hrnana
Ma~iiraiarman,the founder of the Kadamba dynasty,
went to the city of the Pallava lords, eager to study the
whole sacred lore. "There, enraged by a fierce quarrel
with a Pallava horseman, ( he reflected ): 'Alas, that in
this Kali age the B r a h m a ~ a sshould be so much feebler
than the Kshatriyas ! For, if to one, who has duly served
his preceptor's family and earnestly studied his branch of
the Veda, the perfection in holiness depends on a king,
wh-t can there be more painful than this ?' And so, with
the hand dexterous in grasping the Kuia grass, the fuel,
the stones, the ladle, the melted butter and the oblationvessel, he unsheathed a flaming sword, eager to conquer
the earth." The remaining verses describe how he
defeated the Pallava forces and carved out a prin~ipalit~r
for himself.
Rigidity

of the

Brahmanic Corporations carried to
Perfection.

T h e battle was won by the Brahmanas and the citadel
fell into their hands. The next move was to make it

1.

EP. Ind.. VIIL, pp. 31, 34.
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impregnable by erecting strong barriers around it. T h e
means were within easy reach. T h e y had a corporation
which could be converted by a little modification into a
rigid and exclusive one, and they eagerly set themselves
to this task. T h e result is w hat we see to-day. Marriage
with other castes was positively forbidden and restrictions
about food and touch completed the scheme. History
once more repzated itself. T h e same means by which
the proud Aryans e r e c t ~ da barrier between them and the
non-Aryans were successfully handled by one class of
them to impose upon the rest a permanent brand of inferiority which differed only in degree from that which
fell to the lot of the latter.
I t is difficult to determine exactly the period when
this social exclusiveness of the Brshrnanas was carried to
prfection. Epigraphic evidence seems t o prove that the
marriage between Brahmanas and other castes took place
even at a verv late period. Thus the Jodhpur Inscription
of Pratihara B ~ u k a l, which belongs to t h e latter half of
the 9th century A. D., narrates that the Brahmana Harichandra, t h e founder of the family, had married two
wives, one a Brahma?; and the other a Kshatriya. T h e
issues of the former became the P r a t i h ~ r aB r ~ h m a ~ aand
s,
those of the latter, the Pratihara Kshatriyas. Whatever
we might think of this concrete case, it certainly proves
the prevalence of such mixed marriages at the t i r e when
the inscription was composed ; for, no genealogist would
have dared to explain the origin of the royal family b y a

1 . J. R. A. S.,

1894,

p. 1ff.

pro-ess which was altozeth~robsolete in his days. This
conclusion is fully corroborated by the accounts of the
Arab traveller Tbn Khordadbeh who flourished in the latter
half of the 9th century A. D. and died about 912 A. D.
Speaking about Katariyas or the Kshatriyas, he records
that the daughther of the class of Rrahma ( i . e. Brnhmal?as) are not given in marriage to the sons of this class,
but the Brahmas take their daughters.1 In South India,
too, we find the same thinq. The Tzlagunda Pillar
Inscription of Kzkustha Varmanz which may be referrecl
to about the first half of the 6th century A. D.3 proves
that although the Kadambas, to which famiiy the ruler
belonged, were B r ~ h m a ~ a he
s , married his daughter to
t h e Guptas. T h z Guptas were descended on t h e
mother's side from the V r ~ t y aLichchhavis, and yet we
find that a ruler of the Kadamba family, possessing
Brahmanic pretensions to the fullest degree, gave his
daughter in marriage to them against the strictest injuncFurther, we learn from an inscriptions of thz S'zstras.
tion at AI-ani, that even S O late as the 10th century A.D.,
DivaiZmbZ, born of the Kadamba family, was the chief
queen of a Nolnmba chisf.4 T h e Nolambas claimzd
descent from the Pallavasj who are referred to as Kshatrivas in the Talagunda inscription referred to above.
These i n s t ~ n c e smay be held to indicate that the socia!
corporations of the BrZhmanas had not reached the final

I . EILiot's History of India, Vol I, p. 16.
2. Ep. Incl., Vol. VIII, p. 24ff.
3. IKd. p. 3 1
$. Ep, Ind., S . pp. 61-62.
5, Ibid. p. 57.
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stage of development before, at any rate, the 10th
century A. D.
I have already remarked that the corporation of Brahmanas was, from the very beginning, subdivided into a
number of minor corporations. When learning, requisite for the functions of priest, formed the basis of cc~rporation, the groups were formed according to the special
subjects of study. When birth took the place of learning,
there must have grown u p distinctions based upon locality. Already in the J ~ t a k a swe meet frequently with the
term 'Udichcha Brn maqa', and phrases conveying distinct pride in birth in such a family.l
This was the
forerunner of the later Kanauj, Gauda, Kankanasth and
Tailalga Br~hmanas. When minute regulations were
established regarding food and marriage, it was inevitable that various other subdivisions would occur, Eased
on the varying degrees in which they wcre observed by
the different sections of the people. These v a ~ ~ c u s
factors have contributed towards the formation of innumerable Brahmans corporations,and the individual corporate character of each of them is so perfect that i t is not
a little dificult to find out that they all belong to one
grand corporation. Senart rightly observes: "Nous
parlons couramment de la caste br~hmaniqlie; c'est les
castes b r ~ h m a n i ~ u equ
s 'il faudrait dire. Nous enveloppons dans un seul terme gsnerique des castes multip!es
qui ont chacune leur individualit6 2

1. JLtaka 11, 82-ff, 43Sff.: 1. '356, ff., 37;-ff.

2. ''We ordnarily spzak of a Brahmanical caste,--we should rather
say, Erahmanical castes. We include in a gendral term a multiplicity

Gradual formation of other Social Corporations.

If even the Brahmanasl who formed, comparatively
speaking, a more or less definite group, could thus give
rise to so many sub-secticns which were practically so
many castes except in name, much more would we
expect similar results from the Vaiiyas and the S'6dras
(including the elements of population R hich were at
first outside the sphere of Aryan influence but gradually
came wlthin its fold).
I have already remarked that the Vai6yas a n d the
S'tidras never formed any homogeneous people. Distinct
~ r o u p s must have alrcady exjstcd zmong them frcm the
earllest period, and these u!tirnately developed into
classes or castes. T h e Vedic literature2 alone supplies
t h e names of a number oi functional groups which
correspond to recognised cas,es of the plesent day. A
few of them may be quoted as typea.
L,

Functional groups recorded
in V e d ~ cliterature. 3

Modern Caste.

Karm~ra
Kulala
Kaivarta

KarmcakPra
Kumar
Icaivartta

Occupation.

Smith
Potter
Fisherman

o f castes each of which has its individuallt~." (Senart=Castesl
p. 139 )
1 The Kshatriyas also must havc been divided into similar groups,
hut it is difficult to trace them at the present day. \Ale have, however,
such espressions as 'Brahma-Kshatma', KnqZta Kshatriya', in the
inscript~onsor the Sena k ~ n g of
s brngal,
2 Specially cf. V. S. XVI, XXX.
3 The list is compiled from V. I 11, pp .585-6.

.
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Ga~aka
Gopsla
Takshan, Tashtri
Dhaivara
Napita
Malaga
Vayitri
Surakgra

Ganak
G05la
Sut%r
Dhllvara
N%pita
Dhopi
Tanti
S'iidI

Corporate Activitiec in Social Life
Astrologer
Herdsman
Carpenter
Fisherman
Barber
Washerman
Weaver
Maker of wine

Tlie Diqerent Factors tl~cltcontributed towards
their Pormatio~z.
It may be generally inferred that many of these had
developed int:, recognised classes even during the Vedic
period. This is shown by such patronymic forms as
Dhnivara, descendant of a dhTvnra. We have already
seen that many of them such as the smiths, the potters,
the herdsmen, the carpenters and the weavers had their
own guild organisations. There can be scarcely any
doubt that these industrial organisations had ultimately
developed into social corporations.1
T h e ethnic factor also played an important part in
the same direction. T h e N i s h ~ d a s for
, example, who
are frequently mentioned as an important tlibe in the
Vedic literature (V. I. 1. 4541 are referred to as a social
corporation in Manu-sarhhit~ (X. 8). T h e tendency of
the political corporations to be gradually developed
into s x i a l onzs is best shown by the example of t h e

1 Cf. Oldenberg in Z. D. M. G., Vol. 51, p. 289.
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Snkyas of Kapilavastu, who formulated distinct rules
about food and marriage ( cf. Jntroduction to Bhaddasala Jataka IV. 145 ). It is possibly in similar ways
that the Lichchhavis were ultimately turnrd into sociap
corporations, for they are undoubtedly mentioned a;
such in Manu ( X. 22 ). T h e examples of the Gosai
and Bairagi of the present day show f u ~ t h e rthat the
religious organisations, too, contributed to the increase
of social corporations.
I t may thus be held that the vast number cf social
corporations of the present day were recruited from all
sorts of corporate organisations, such as industrial,
tribal, political, and religious. I t is impossible at
present to trace each of the existing castes to one or
other of thz above organisations, and it would be an
equally hopeless task to attempt to determine, even
approximately, the period when they had developed as
such from some pre-existing organisations.
A
in Vinaya Pitaka indicates in a general
1. "OmasavEdo nZma, dasahi lkzrehi omasati : jltiyzpi nPmena
pi gottena pi kammena pi sippenapi Zbzdhena pi limgena pi kilesena
pi ZpattiyZpi akkosena pi.
JZti nzma, dve jHtiyo, hinZ cha jZti ukkafth'. cha jHti, h i n l nZma
jZti chandHlajZti venajiti nesZdajEti, rathakZrajZti pukkusajIti, esZ
hinz nZma j8ti. UkkatthE nIma jIti khattiyajzti brihmanajzti, esZ
ukkatthZ nEma jZti."
One may be abused or reproached in ten ways, such as by reference to his jiiti ( caste ), name, potra, craft, etc. There are two
kinds of jHti, low o r high. CandZla, Vena, NishZda, RathakZra,
Pukkusa,-these are low jiitis. High jiitfs are Kshatriya, BrIhmana.
( Similar enumerations follow of the other categories )Vinaya Pifaka ( IV. pp. 6 ff.Sutta-vibhanga Plchittiya, 11. 2).
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way the period when, and the manner in which this
metamorphosis gradually took place. I t tells us that a
man may revile another in ten ways, such as by his
'caste,' 'name,' 'occupation,' 'industry,' etc. It then
specifies each of the above ten categories, saying, these
are the low castes, names, occupations, etc., these are
the high castes, names, occupations, etc. In all cases
except that of caste, it actually names a few specimens
of high and low occupations, industries, etc., and then
adds "and others which are regarded as high or low in
other countries." In the case of caste we are simply
told, "Low castes such as Chandala, Veqa, Nishnda,
Rathak~ra,and Pukkusa ; high castes such as Kshatriyas

Oldenberg observes on this passage as follows:"No suggestion is made that there are other cases of jiiti, which
can be regarded as high or low,-any such possibility even is expressly
repudiated ; wherefore naturally the existence of intermediate jHti,
between the high and the low, cannot be denied. ( Z . D. M. G.,
Vol. LI, p. 281.)
The existence of the 'middle caste' which Oldenberg h;re contemplates, evidently to save his theory that the Vaiiyas and Fiidras were
also well formed castes in those days, is doubtful. The Siidras, had
they really formed a definite caste like the examples given, must have
been mentioned among hinajZti, and the 'kyishi, Viinijya' and gorakshii' which are the proper functions of vaiiyas, would not have been
relegated to the category of karmma if the latter really formeda
distinct caste. Besides, it is hard to draw a line between the middle
and the higher or the lower caste. I n any case it is certain that in
different parts of the country many of them would be recognised as
the one or the other, and the saving clause which we find in connection with gotta, kamma, sippa, etc.. would also have occurred in
the case of the jiiti if any such middle caste really existed. I t is true
that the Buddhist texts mention the four classes. BrPhma~a. Kfha
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and Brahmanas." The significant phrase "and others
which are regarded as high o r low in other countries"
is omitted only in the case of 'caste, wherefore we must
conclude that the list, here given, of the high and low
j'itis, is exhaustive.
I t will then follow from the above passage in Vinaya
Pitaka that only the Veqa, Chandala, Nishada and
Rathak~rahave come to form real caste groups while the
leather-workers, potters and other groups of handiworkmen who are included in the categories of industry and
occupation have not yet undergone the change. Their
sippa ( handicraft ), not jati, is still their distinguishing
factor. As the Vinaya texts, from which the above,
quotation has been made, have been generally referred
to the 4th century B. C. we may safely conclude that
the metamorphosis of the ethnic ( like Nishada and
Pukkusa ) and industrial ( Rathakara, Vena, etc. )
groups into social corporations had indeed actually begun
but not made much progress, by that time.

triya, VaiSra, and iiidra-but then it should more properly be taken
as generic names used for the sake of convenience. It would have
been highly inconvenient, if not impossible, if one had to mection in
detail, Vena, Rathaklra, Pukkusa and other motley groups, every
t,ime he had to refer to general divisions of people. If v a i i y a and
Sfidra are not e u p ~ o s e dto have comprehended all the d z e r e n t
elements of population except the Brlhmana and Kshatriya. Buddha's
conclusion about the equality of castes in, e.g.. AssalHyana Sutta,
must be svpposed to have left out of consideration a number of them.
This is impossible from the very nature of the case, wherefore we
must take it, that while the Euddhist texts follow the Erahmanical
ones in mentioning ErHhmana. Kshatriya, VaiBya and Siidra, they
merely take these terms in a generic sense.
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9
The theory of 'mixed ccste.'
T h e gradual formation of these castes was incompatible with the Brahmanical theory that the Brahmaqa,
Kshatriya, Vaiiya and hiidra were the four castes into
which the society was divided. T h e existence of these
new castes could not be ignored while, on the other
hand, the Br2hmans could hardly modify the orthodox
theory without stultifying themselves. Evidently someth;ng was to be done which would preserve their theory
in!act and at the same time take into consideration
these new factors in society.
The means b y which they have sought to achieve
this end is the t h ~ o r yof 'mixed caste' which explains
the origin of every caste other than the four recognised
ones by a system of cross-breeding. T h e theory is met
with in the earliest Dharma-sfitrasl and its ful! development may be noticed in Manu.2 It would be an insult
to t h e intelligence of my readers if I stop to explain the
absurdity of the whole thing. It lies on its very face and
he who runs may read it. Senart rightly observes :
L'explication des castes mele'es n'a jamais pu faire
illusion ri personne. Drs impossibilite S fla~rantesla
jugent."3 Jolly also remarks to the same effect : "Am
jdeutlicl~stentragt das System der Mischkasten ( sahkara
zti ) den stempel der Kiinstlichkeit an der atirn."4
1. Ga. IV. 16 ff.
2. M. X. 8-ff.
3. "The explanation of the mixed caste could never deceive anybody. The utter impossibility of the thing is enough to condemn
it." ( Senart- Castes p. 121. )
4. "The system of mixed caste bears most clearly the stamp of
artificiality on the very face of it."
( Z. D. M. G , Vol. L, p. 507. )
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But although the theory is absurd, and the system
artfficial to the extreme, it is not without great historical
importance. I t clearly indicates in the first place, that
t h e division of the Aryan society into four castes was,
from the very beginning, a theoretical one ; that the
terms VaiByas and S'iidraa comprehended a number of
more or less distinct groups of people which ultimately
came to possess almost all the characteristics of the
'caste.' Secundly, it shows the anxisua desire on the
part of thc: Brahmanical authors to extend the social
system they had developed to all the varied elements of
populacion in India.1
Outside influence upon the development of the caste.
This later phase of the question deserves more than
a passing notice, specially as it explains to some extent

the gradual evolution of the industrial and various other
groups into social corporations. I t has often bees
asserted that the caste system was a natural evolution
from within. A full consideration of the whole circumstances seems to show, however, that this statement
requires to be qualified a great deal. Apart from the
corporate instincts and the general trend of Indian
intellect to introduce regular symmetry i n every department of life, at least two powerful active elements may
be distinguished, which have contributed towards the
development of these innumerable social corporations.
These may be broadly classified as religious a n d political.
( i ) Religious propaganda.

T h e Brahmanical texts are never tired of dilating
upon the merits to be acquired by following the duties
1.

Cf. Oldcnberg's views in Z. D. M. G . , Vol. LT, p. 277.
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of one's own caste. T h u s we find in Apastambal :
"In successive births men of the loxer castes are born
in the next higher one, if they have fulfilled their duties";
also in Gautamal : "( Men of ) the ( several ) castes and
orders who always live according to their duty enjoy
1I
after death the rewards of their works, etc ......
Kautilya3 lays down that 'the observance of one's own
caste duty leads one to heaven and infinite bliss,' while
according to Manu4 the people "will reach tbe most
blessed state if they act according to the duties of the
four castes in times of distress." O n the other hand the
Dharma-6astras predict, in an equally positive manner,
grave misfortunes, in the life to come, for thoae who
neglect the duties of the 'caste.' "In successive births,"
says Kpastamba,5 "men of the higher castes are born
in the next lower one, if they neglect their duties"; while
according to Manu6 a B~ahmana.Kshatriya, Vaibya and
a ~ ' k d r abecode, respectively, for reglecting the duties
of the 'caste,' an Ulk~mukhaPreta who feeds on what
has been vomitted, a Katapztana Preta who eats impure
substances and corpses, a Maitr~kshaj~otikaPreta who
feeds on pus, and a Kailasaka Preta who feeds on moths.

( ii )

Poltical Authority.

T h e Brahmans, however, did not rely upon these
injunctions alone for the due preservation of caste laws.
p
-

1. Ap. 11. 11. l0 ;also cf. Ap. 11. 2-3.
2. Ca. XI. 29.
3. ArthaSB-stra, Bk. I, Ch. 111. The word 'Sva-dharma* in the
text really means the duties of one's order ( Caste ).
4. M., X. 130.
5. Ap., 11. 11. 11.
6. M , XII. 71-72.
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They armed the royal authority with specific powers t a
enforce the same. Thus Apastambal enjoins upon a
king to punish those who have transgressed the caste
laws even by death. Gautama* also authorises the king
to punish such persons. Kautilya3 maintains that t h e
king shall never allow people to swerve from their caste
duties. Manu4 also lays down that "( T h e king )
should carefully compel Vaiiyas and ~'lidras to perform
the work ( prescribed ) for them ; for if those two
( castes ) swerved from their duties, they would throw
this ( whole ) world into confusion." Similar injunctions
are laid down also in Vishnu5 and YHjEavalkya6 Samhitss. The ~GkranTti, too, states in the same strain :
"E:~ery caste should practise the duties that have been
mentioned R? belonging to it and that have been practised bv ancestors, and should otherwise be punished by
kings."7 The execution of the S'Gdra
S'arnvuka
by Rama, as described in Ramayana, may be cited as a
typical instance. T h e Nssik cave Inscription o f
Gautam; Balair? also supplies a concrete illustration of
royal interfzrence in the caste regulations. There the list
of king GautamT-ptra's virtues includes the fact that
'he stopped the contamination of the four varnas.'8
l . A p . , 11. 10. 13-15; 11. 11. 1-4 ; also cf
2. Ga., XI 31.
3. ArthaSZstra, Bk. 1, Chap. 111.
4. M., VIII. 418.
5. v.. 111. 2.

6. Y., I. 360.
7. Ch. IV, sect. IV, 82-83. Translate<
Sarkar.
S. Ep. Ind., VIII, pp. 63-51.

Ap., 11. 27. 18

by

Binoykumar
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The caste regulations were thus enforced upon the
people by terror of punishments both in this life as nlell
as in the next. No wonder, then, that unlike other
corporations such as political or industrial, the social
corporations have gradually attained more and more
prefection and have subsisted down to our own time.
'The sacrosanct character attributed t o the latter readily
explains not only its rapid extensicn all over the coilntry
but also its enduring tenacitv arid rigidity by means of
which it has long out-lived the Srenis or Ganas, although
all the three had their origin in the same instincts.

these corporations evolved out of industrial groups, distinctive occupations also have come to be looked upon
as belonging to their very nature. It is
to
doubt, however, whether they ever formed a binding
factor, fdr less the basis, of these social corporations. In
other words, it is probable that, as in the present day, a
man might cease to follow the distinctive profession of
hi:; caste, or even adopt other professions, but would
not have thereby lost his caste. He would continue to
belong to it so long as he followed the prescribed regulations alluded to above. O n the other hand, he would not
be absolved from the guilt of violating these by consideration of the fact that he faithfully performed his hereditary occupation. This is proved by the oft-quoted
passages in Manu ( 111. 151 ff. ) which show that even
the highest caste was quite indifferent to this aspect of
the system ; so much so, that the Brahmans followed
even such occupations as, maintaining shops, selling
meats, lending money, tending cattle, and acting in a
theatre, and still retained their castes. I t does not
appear that they were even looked upon as involving any
guilt, for they are not included in the long list of offences involving expiatory ceremonies1 ( M. XI. 1-71 ).
Ii is also ordained in Manu that one who is unable to
subsist b y the peculiar occupations of his caste may
follow those ordained for the lower ones. T h u s a
Brahmana could follow the occupations of a Kshatriya and
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10
Nature and organisation of the social corporation called
'caste.'

W e have now completed the history of that evolution
which ultimately resulted in the division of Indian people
into a number of mole or less close and rigid social
corporations. It only remains for me to add a few words
regarding the nature and organisation of these
corporations.
T h e nahire of these corporations is now a matter of
general knowledge and there are reasons to believe that
things have not changed much, except in the lax observation of rules in recent days. T h e basis of the corporation was the tie of birth and its chief binding factors
were a number of prescribed regulations chiefly regarding
food, marriage and intercourse with the rest of the
community, the violation of which brought punishment
upon the offender, varying in degrees, according to the
measure of the guilt, f r ~ mslight expiatory ceremonies
to expulsion from the corporation. As manv of

1. It is indeed ordained in M,, X, 92, that by ( selling ) flesh a
BrZhmana a t once becomes an out-cast ; but this rule can hardly be
said to have been practically enforced in view of M., 111. 152.
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Vaigya, the Kshatriya, those of a Vaiiya, and the latter,
those cf a S'idra, while a ~'fidra might, under similar
circumstances, maintain himself by handicrafts.1 These
certainly point to a mobility of industry and occupation
which is hardly compatible with the idea that the latter
formed the basis or even a binding factor of the social
corporations. Although it cannot be denied that they
maintained, to a great extent, a fixity of occupation
among a certain group of people, this characteristic is to
be attributed, not to the social corporations es such, but
t o the primitive industrial organisations out of which
they arose.
T h e ancient Dharmegastras associate the 'castes' with
other ~ o r ~ o r a t i o n s . 2T h e orpanisation of these social
corporations seems to have been modelled on the same
plan as was adopted by other corporations, the guilds for
example. T h e subject has been fully dealt with in
connection with the latter and need not be repeated here.
The Gautama Dharmastitra ( XI. 29 ) and Manu ( VIII.
41, 46 ) refer to the authoritative nature of the regulations laid down by the castes. They s e ~ v e d a s Gne of
the regular courts in the kingdom for the trial of offenders in the first instance3 and a sacred character is also
attributed to this class of corporation in the verse referred
to on p. 40 ( foot-note 2 ).

1. M-. X. 81-83, 98-99.
2. This is specially noticeable in Y. 1. 361 "KulZni JZtih $reniicha GanIn JBnapadEn-stath3'-cf.
also Ga., XI ;M., VIII. 41,
219-221.
3. See quotations on p.

58. T h e Word 'Kula' used in these
passages means only a subsection of cas.te
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T h e most interesting thing, however, in this connection is the fact, that we have, even at the present day,
reminiscence of the old organisation. T h e r e is still the
chief, the executive council, the assembly, and the legal
validity of the jurisdiction exercised by each of them. A
very interesting account of this organisation, as it
obtains at present, has been fu-nished by Senart,l and
any one vtho goes through it cannot fail to be struck with
the similarity it displays to the organisation of corporations in ancient India, snch as I have tried to depict inChapter I.

Other forms of C o r p r a t e Activity in Social Life.
Besides the formation of caste-groups, the corporate
activity was manifested in various o t h x ways in social
life. As it is not in keeping with the purpose of this
work to describe each of them in detail, I shall merely
refer to a few representative specimens.

Educational institutions
Fil st, in the matter of education. corporate activity
was manifest everywhere from the big establishments
like Nalanda University down to the humblest institution
in a village. T h u s we read in Losaka Jataka ( I. 234 1
how the villagers appointed a teacher by paying his
expenses and giving him a hut to live in. Similarly, in
towns like Varanasi and Taxila, there were big establish-

1. Senart-Caste.

pp.

73, 83 ; cf. also p.

79. above.
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ments, mostly maintained by public co-operation. T h u s
we read in the same Jataka that the Bodhisattva was a
teacher of world-wide fame at Benaras with five hundred
young Brahmaqs to teach. "In those t ~ m e sthe Benares
folk used to give day by day commons of food to poor
lads and had them taught free." A very good example of
the public co-operation as well as the corporate character
of the institution itself ir furnished by Tittira Jataka
( 111. 537 ). W e read that "a world-renowned pr~fzssor
at Bcnares gave instruct~onin science to five hundred
young Brahmins. One day he thought : 'SO long as I
dwell here, I meet with hindrances to the religious life,
and my pupils are not perfected in their studies. I will
retire into a forest home on the slopes of the Himalayas
and carry on my teachings there." E e told his pupils,
and, bidding them bring sesame, husked rice, oil, gsrments and such like, he went Into the forest and building
a h u t of leaves took up his abode close by the highway.
His pupils too each built a hut for himself. Their kinsfolk sent rice and l i ~ e ,and the natives of the country,
saying, "A famous professor, they say, is living in such
and such a place in the forest, and glving lessons in
science," brought presents of rice, and the forester
also offered their gifts, while
a certain man
gave a milch cow and a calf, to supply them with milk."
Similar corporate educational institutions are frequently
referred to in the J ~ t a k a s ,e g., in IV. 391; I. 317,
402, 447, 463, 510 ; 111. 122 ; 11. 48 ; V. 128, 457.
T h e first two of these instances c!early prove that the
students had a common mess and lived as an organised
corporate body under the teacher, while the last three

Corporate Activities in Social Life

165

exarnples show that these institutions were partly maintained by honorariums raid bv the sons of wealthy
mzrnbzrs of the society. It is worthy of note that not
only religious treatiqes like the Vedas, but various secular arts and sciences were also subjccts of study in these
centres of education.1
The account of the Jatakas is in entire agreement with
the information supplied by the Brahmanical texts. T h e
rules and regulations about the life of a student in his
teacher's house, as laid down in the ancient Dharmahstras, fully harmonise with the corporate character of the
educational institutions as deduced from the Jztaka
stories.
There can be scarceiy any doubt that institutions like
the University of Nzlandz had developed out of the
system depicted in the Tittira Jataka. Their origin is
probably to be referred to a very ancient period. T h e
Byihad-iiranyakopanishad refers to the 'Samiti of t h e
P~i-ichzlas' and the context proves that it was an educational institution.
From the age of the Upanishads down to the destruction of Nzlanda and VikramaGla, many other universities
had flourished in India, but unfortunately we know very
little of them.
Reference has already been made2 to vast educational establishments in South India, and such examples are
by no means rare. Rut the crest-jewel of Indian educational institutions was the university at K ~ l a n d Zof which:

1. Fick, P . 130 ff: J. -4, S.
2. Pp. 193 ff. above.

B., 1916,

p.

17 ff
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we possess a somewhat detailed account from the
writings of contemporary Chinese pilgrims. 1
This great corporation with ten thousand members
may justly be looked upon as one of the best specimens
in the field of education, and one of the most fruitful
achievements of the corporate instincts of the ancient
Indian people.

Club-houses, social gatherings, etc.
T h e same instincts are also observable in lighter
things, such as amusement and merry-making, even from
the remotest antiquity. Zimmer2 has shown how the
Sabha in Vedic period served as the modern club-houses
after the serious business was over. In the ~ost-Vedic
period we come across an institution called 'SamZja' or
'Samajja' which seems to have served similar functions.
I t is clear from Chullavagga V. 2. 6, and Signlovsda
Suttanta,3 that besides dancing, singing and music,
something like a dramatic performance ( akkhiina),4 and
acrobatic and magical feats were included in the
programme of these popular institutions. That these
were reg~llarlyheld at some definite places follow quite
clearly from some passages in Jaina5 and Brahmanical
texts.6
1. Life of Hiuen-Tsiang translated by Beal, pp. 105-113, cf.,
also Watters-On
Yuznchwang, Vol. 11. pp. 164-169 ; I-taing's
account translated by J. Takakusu, pp- 6 5 , 86, 145, 154, 177-78.
2. A. L., p. 173 ff.
3. Grimblot's 'Sept Suttas Palis,' P. 300.
4. C ' Buddhist 'India,p. 185.
5. 'Samlja' is included in the list of p laces which a Jaina monk
is premitted to visit ( Jacobi, Jaina Siitras, 11, P. 117 ).
6. Bhishma includes 'SamEja; in the list of localities where a
foreign spy is to be looked for ( SIntiparva, ch. 69, v. 11. ).
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These social gatherings were known in later times as
" ~ o s h t h ? l which has been described in some detail
a . 2 resembled very much the modern
by V ~ t s ~ ~ ~ a n'This
institution called club. I t took place i n a definite house
where people used to meet in the evening to amuse
themselves with music, dancing, drinking, and various
discourses on literature and arts. Sometimes there were
garden parties and drinking bout in a member's residence. These institutions were apparently meant for
healthy amusement and relaxation, and care was taken
that they may not be converted into too learned or vulgar
assemblies. T h i s is quite clear from the following :

=Im?f4
8.?%3$
m* $awm I
m~ i &
g i%
q ~
%
i iraa
t II CIV. 50)
T h e next verse shows that due safeguards were taken
t o prevent them from being reduced t o centres of jealousy or hatred.

"m ;its ~ M k a ar
r v tM-qqf63 I
s ~ f a ' w hm
r Y =I A W & ~ V : II (IV. 51)

eTkqf$%

It appears from the use of the word
that
the more respectable GoshthTs, like the modern clubs,
laid down rules and regulations for the guidance of
members.
There was another aspect of these institutions. VatsyAyana advises the villagers to start a 'GoshthT, iq irnitation of the citizens, so that they might notonly amuse the

1. Amarkosha gives 'Samajyl' as one of the synonyms of Goshthi.
This seems to be the Sanskrit form of Pali 'Samajja'. Thus ~ o s h f h i
represents the 'Sarnajjas' of the Pali books in more than one sense.
Tht: popular character of these institutions is quite apparent from the
derivations of the two words. Thus according t o Kshirasvlmin
"Sarnajanti milantyasyEni SamajyI'. GBbo niinoktayastishthantyasyHm Goshfhi."
2. Klmasiitra, Chap. IV, p. 61ff. ( Chowkhamba Edition).
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people ( by music, dramatic performances, etc. ), but
also assist them in their undertakings, and render vsrious
other ben5fits to them.'l It is apparent, therefore, that
the corporate character of the institution was also
utilised for various services of public utility.
Social service.
Indeed this was an important feature of the corporate
life in ancient India. T h e passages quoted above ( p.
130 ) from Arthasastra clearly indicate how men in
those days were in the habit of doing work for the
common good. T h e following account2 of the activity
of thirty villagers under the guidance of Bodhisatta may
be looked upon as a typical illustration of the spirit
which characterised the people of ancient India.
"These thirty men were led by the Bodhisatta to
become like-minded with himself ; he established them
i n the Five Commandments, and thenceforth used t o
go about with them, doing good works. And they, too,
doing good works, always in the Bodhisatta's company,
used to get up early and sally forth, with razors and
axes and clubs in their hands. With their clubs they
used to roll out of the way all stones that lay on the four
highways and other roads of the village ; the trees that
would strike against the axles of chariots, they cut down;
rough places they made smooth ; causeways they built ;
dug water tanks and built a hall ; they showed charity
and kept the Commandments. In this wise did the body

1. IV. 49.
2. Jataka,

Vol I. p. I99
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of th: villagzrs generally abide by the Bodhisatta's
teachings and keep the Commandments."
In the course of the story we are told that the men
built a large public hall and wanted a pinnacle to put on
it. They found it in the possession of a lady, but could
not buy it of her for any money. "If you will make me
a partner in the good work," said she, "I will give it you
for nothing." Consenting, the!. took the pinnacle and
completed their hall.
This episode exhibits more vividly than anything else
[he corporate feelings which inspired men and women
alike it1 ancient India.
Instances of the corporate activity of castes,
somewhat like those of guilds, are furnished by inscriptions of South India. A copperplate issued during the
reign of Ramaraja of Vijayanagara, and dated (probably
I
wrongly) in Saka 1355, records some social and other
privileges granted by five ( artisan ) communities to a
certain person in recognition of his having worsted in a
fight the head of a community who was a source of great
trouble to them.1
Another copperplate, issued during the reign of a
N ~ y a kof Madura in iaka 1667, records an agreement
made by the barbers settled in a locality to levy, from
among themselves, some imposts on every household on
occasions of marriage and funerals, for the maintenance
of a matha built by them.2
Annual Report on South Indian Epigraph),
No. 1
2. Ibid; No. 2.
1

!930-7, p 5,
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A stone inscription from Karur, dated in the 43rd
year o f Ku1ortur;lga Chola (I), records an agteement by
the shepherds of the place to present a sheep to a particular temple on the occasion of the nuptials of their
boys and when their girls were sent to set up a family
and on the occasion of talai-mani of their children. 1
An inscription on a pillar in a temple at Nandavaram
in Kurnul District, dated Saka 1492, recorde the
reso'ution of the Vidvanmahiijanas of Nandavaram on
the occasion when their agrahiira village was restored to
them and they were reinstated in it by the authorities,
that they would take to the study of the Vedas and the
Sastras and would abstain from levying dowries for
marriage of girls in their community.2

I . Ibid, p. 25, No 165. Also cf. ibid, p
similar cas:.
2. Ibid, 19t3-5, p. 10, NO. 4.

7 0 for another
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APPENDIX
I. EXTRACTS OF LETTERS RECEIVED EY THE
AUTHOR FROM DISTINGUISHED
SCHOLARS.

1
Dear Sir,
I am much indebted to you for the nicely bound
copy of your Corporate Life in Ancient India, which is
a good book .........
I agree with your theory of the Brahman group of
castes.. .......
I agree about the date of Panini .........
I hope you will coutinue youf careful studies and you
can make any use you please of my favourable opinion
of your scholarly book.
I remain,
Dear Sir,
Yours truly,
(Sd.) VINCENT A. SMITH.
-4

Dear Sir,
I am much obliged for your letter of the 1st of
February and for the copy of your work on 'Corporate
Life in Ancient India.'
I have read your book with pleasure and profit. Its
value is much enhanced by the abundant and most useful

384

Corporate Life

Appendix

citations of authorities, ancient and modern, and every
student of the political and social life of ancient India
will havc to reckon with the suggestions made by you.
I desire also to codgratulate you on the admirable
temper and courtesy shown in discussing views which
you do not accept. Your work is undoubtedly a valuable and original contribution to the study of questions
which are too fundamental to permit of any final solution
but which by their importance and intricacy offer every
temptation for scholarly investigation ... ..:..
With renewed thanks fcr your interesting work.

4
Dear Sir,

I am much indebted to you for your kind presentation
copy of the admirable Corporate Life in Ancient India.
I have read it through with the greatest interest and
regard it as a very useful addition to our knowledge of
Indian history, a f i ~ l din which accuracy and certainty
are difficult to obtain ............
Thanking you for your bosk again,

Yours truly,
(Sd.) A. BERREIDALE KEITH.

6d.)

I remain,
Yours very sincerely,
E. WASHBURN HOPKINS.

11. REVIEWS
1. Review in J. R . A. S., 1920.
Dear Sir,
I a m greatly obliged to you for your kindness i n
sending me your b3ok on th': C ~ r p o r a t i o n sof Ancient
India. I have read it with much pleasure and profit,
for it seems to me that you have handled your theme
with skill add sound judgment. It is very gratifying to
see the growth of a really scientific historical method
among Indian scholars.
Believe me,
Yours very faithfully,
(Sd.) L. D. BARNETT.

"CORPORATE L I F E I N ANCIENT I N D I A By
Rameshchandra Majumdar, M.A., Calcutta, 1918.
Local Government in Ancient India. By Radhakumud
Mookerji, M.A., Ph.D., Oxford, Clarendon Press,

1919.
These two books cover almost the same ground, both
dealing with corporate life in ancient India, the title of
t h e first describing its scope rightly, while the second
has assumed t o o ambitious a title.
Corporate activities manifested themselves in trade
r-d industry, in popular assemblies from the village
c o u ~ c i lupwards, in religious bodies, and in t h e manifold
development of caste. Mr. Majumdar deals with all
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these subjects under the heads of economic, political,
religious and social life.
Dr. Mookerji treats them
according to their organisation as guilds, etc., their
functions administrative, judicial and municipal, and
their constitution, with special notice of some important
corporations and public institutions. Both base themselves on much the same materials, drawn from Sanskrit
and Buddhist literature and in~criptions; and both give
good accounts of the various forms in which corporate
life existed. But when they deal with what may be
called the constitutional history of those forms, the two
books differ widely.
Mr. Majumdar seeks to explain his subjects as Indian
problems without bringing them into too close comparison with their English counterparts. Dr. Mookerji's
treatment is less satisfactory ....................................

....................................................................

Mr. Majumdar on the whole treats his subjects
chronologically, tracing their nature and modifications a s
far as possible with regard to historical sequence. But
D r . Mookerji throws historical consistency aside ............

.....................................................................

Both authors speak of the popular assemblies or
councils as "democratic," but the constitutions d o n o t
warrant that description. I t is highly improbable that
the lower classes ever had elective power along with the
upper classes, especially after the brahmans established
their theories about the degradation of the lower castes.
Even supposing, hov~ever,that the people generally did .
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elzct the m.mbzrs of those asjemblies, the rules tha t
defined th: qualific~tioniof members required a know
ledge of sacred and legal books that could rarely have
been found outside the brahmans, and so must have
given the brahmans an assured preponderance in those
assemblies. Brahmanic claims and real democrac y
would have been a strange couple.
This brings us to a subject of es;ential imp3rtance.
Mr. Majumdar treats of th: caste; h~strricilly,and offers
evidence and makes many sound comments about them,
and esp2cially about the brahmans and their claims,

-

though he has hardly scrutinised p3pular corporate life
with reference thereto. Dr. Mookzrji practically ignores
this subject, and a pz-usal of his pages would rather
su%zestthat caste had little bearing on such popular life.
T h i s subject a n 1 ox;iblz diffzrences bztween Aryan
and Drav~dianrequire more elucidation. It s x m s that
the nort:~ern evidence of marked corporate activities is
most copious before brahmanic power became s u p reme
(both acthors drawing largely from Buddhist sources),
and fails about the time when b r a h m ~ n i s mf i n ~ l l y estab
lished its sway in North India, and similar coincidences
seem disczrnible in South India. This comment is not
put forward as a definite assertion but to suggest a line
of further investigation.
Both authors quote Sanskrit passages, and those in
Mr. M ~ j u m d a r ' sbook are not free from mistakes, but
those in Dr. Mookerji's book contain many errors ; thus
on p. 117, in one note of four lines there are three
errors. M r . Majumdar's book has the serious defect
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that it has no index D r . h4ookerji's book has been
printed at the Clarendon Press and possesses all the
perfections of th,: products of that Press (except those
errors), and it has received a too commendatory foreword from Lord Crewe. M r . Majumdar's book was
printed at Calcutta and lacks all those outward advantages ; neverthless, i t k certainty ihe better and more
trustworthy treatise, written wore sanely and with no
political flavour, such as is perceptible in the other book.
F. E. PARGITER."
N.B-The portions marked with dots above refer to Dr. Mukherji's
book.

2. Review in "The English Historical Review,
January, 1920."
"The treatise entitled Corporate Life in Ancient India
(Calcutta, Surendranath Sen, 1918 ), by Mr. R.C.
Majumdar, is written in a detached and historical spirit.
T h e author knows German and has arranged his material
in a German rather than an English fashion. Mr.
Majumdar's discussion of the kingless states of ancient
India in Chapter I1 is full and excellent. Such states
were numerous in the Panjab at the time of Alexander's
invasion in the fourth century B,C., and their existencc
in various parts of upper lndia may be traced until the
fifth century after Christ. Some of them were oijgarchical. The author appropriately illustrates the system of
Government in the Lichhavi state of Tirhut by comparison with the Cleisthenian institutions at Athens. W e
believe that the peoples who maintained more or less
republican forms of government in India for so many
centuries were non-Aryans, probably in all cases related
to the Himalayan tribes of the Mongolian origin now
represented by the Gurkhas and the like. Mr. Majumdar ascribes the decline and ultimate extinction of the
republics to the effects of foreign invasions and the
levelling enforced by the more powerful paramount
dynasties which arose from time to time. These causes
udoilbtedly operated, but the gradual absorption of the
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large Mongolian element which existed in the early
population of northern India must have had much to do
with the failure of the republican const~tutionsto survive
or t o become the source of further developments. T h e
author justly observes that "it requires great effort to
believe, even when sufficient evidence is forthcoming,
that institutions. which we are accustomed to look upon
as of western growth, had also flourished in India long
long ago." Chapter IV, dealing with corporate activities in religious life, gives a valuable analysis of the
constitution of the Buddhist Church, "one of the most
perfect ever witnessed in any age or country." T h e weak
point in the organisation was the lack of any effectual
central authority, but that statement, generally correct
should be qualified by the observation that for a few
years about 249 B.C., Asoka openly assumed the position of head of the Church. T h e examination of the
theory of the evolution of caste in Chapter V is illuminating. T h e Vedic Brahmans were "not bound
together by ties of birth" and "authentic texts repeatedly
declare that it is knowledge, not descent, that makes a
Brahman." T h e Vedic "guilds of preiests" developed
slowly into the close Brahman caste, or, more accurately,
group of castes, which has been so prominent in India
during the last two thousand years. Marriages in
princely families between Brahmans and ladies of other
castes are recorded as late as in the ninth and tenth
centuries after Christ. T h e author is to be congratulated
on his freedom from the literary and other prejudices
which have often obscured the story of the origins of

caste institution. I n his concluding pages he quotes
interesting passages which prove that the Indians of the
olden time knew how to combine for charitable and
social purposes, including public amusements. Mr.
hIajumdar's.book gives promise of further. well-designed
researches calculated to throw much light upon the
history of ancient India."

VINCENT A. SMITH.

