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HISTORY OF ANCIENT AND EARLY MEDIEVAL INDIA
- PREHISTORY TO 1206 CE

Course Objectives

1 Explain the sources and the features of Pre and Proto history at the national
and regional level

2 Understanding of the social, political and economic life in the Vedic age and
the post- Vedic polity and religion

3 An account of Mauryan and Post- Mauryan period

4 The chief features of the Age of Guptas and its legacy

5 Knowledge of the history of the Peninsular India under various dynasties

Syllabus

UNIT I: Sources: Archaeological Sources — Literary Sources — Foreign Accounts;
Prehistoric culture: Palaeolithic — Mesolithic — Neolithic — Distribution — Tools — Life of
the people; Proto History — Harappan Civilization: Origin — Chronology — Extent — First
Urbanization — Town Planning — Seals and Script — Trade Contacts; Ancient
Tamil Civilization: Adichanallur — Keeladi — Kondagai — Mayiladumparai — Sivagalai.

UNIT IlI: Vedic Period: Debate on the original home of the Aryans —Life during Early
Vedic Age — Transformation from Early Vedic to Later Vedic Period — Social - Political
— Economic; Second Urbanization: Emergence of the Mahajanapadas — Formation of
State: Republics and Monarchies — Rise of Urban Centres — Magadha: Haryankas —
Sisunagas — Nandas; Intellectual Awakening: Rise of Buddhism and Jainism -their
impact on society in India and Abroad; Persian and Macedonian Contacts —
Alexander’s Invasion and its impact.

UNIT lll: The Mauryan Imperial State: Chandragupta Maurya and his political
achievements - Ashoka, his edicts and his policy of Dhamma; Spread of
Religion;Mauryan Administration: Kautilya and Arthasastra — Megasthenes; Economy
— Mauryan Art and Architecture — Disintegration of the Mauryan Empire; Post Mauryan
Political, Economic, Social and Cultural developments: Indo-Greeks — Sakas —
Parthians — Kushanas — Western Kshatrapas — Development of Religions —

Mahayana; Satavahanas of Andhra: their contribution to art and architecture.

UNIT IV: Guptas — Polity and Administration — Patronage to Art, Architecture and
Literature—Educational Institutions: Nalanda — Vikramashila — Valabhi; Huna Invasion
and Decline; Vakatakas: Polity and Economy; Harsha: The assemblies at Prayag
and Kanauj - Hiuen-Tsung’s account of India.

UNIT V: Peninsular India: Tamil country up to 12th Century— Chalukyas: some
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Mahmud of Ghazni and Muhammad Ghori, and their impact.
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UNIT |

HISTORY OF ANCIENT AND EARLY MEDIEVAL INDIA
- PREHISTORY TO 1206 CE

Sources: Archaeological Sources - Literary Sources — Foreign Accounts;
Prehistoric culture: Palaeolithic — Mesolithic — Neolithic — Distribution — Tools — Life
of the people; Proto History — Harappan Civilization: Origin — Chronology — Extent —
First Urbanization — Town Planning — Seals and Script — Trade Contacts; Ancient
Tamil Civilization: Adichanallur — Keeladi — Kondagai — Mayiladumparai — Sivagalai.

After completing this unit, learners will be able to:

« Understand different sources of Ancient and Early Medieval Indian history.

e Analyze archaeological, literary, and foreign accounts as historical evidence.

o Examine the features of prehistoric cultures and their impact on human
civilization.

e Assess the significance of Harappan Civilization and its urban characteristics.

o Explore the early Tamil civilizations based on recent excavations.

The study of ancient and early medieval Indian history relies on a variety of
sources that provide insights into political, social, economic, and cultural
developments. These sources are broadly classified into archaeological sources,

literary sources, and foreign accounts.

Archaeological sources include excavated sites, inscriptions, coins,
monuments, and artifacts that offer tangible evidence of past civilizations. Excavations
at sites like Harappa, Mohenjo-Daro, and Keeladi provide valuable information on
urban planning, trade, and daily life. Inscriptions, such as the Ashokan Edicts and
Tamil Brahmi inscriptions, serve as direct records of administration, religious policies,
and social conditions. Coins reveal economic systems, trade routes, and the influence
of different rulers, while monuments and structures showcase architectural

advancements and cultural developments.
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Literary sources consist of religious texts, epics, historical chronicles, and
biographies composed in Sanskrit, Pali, Prakrit, and Tamil. The Vedas, Upanishads,
Buddhist Tripitakas, and Jain Agamas offer insights into early religious and
philosophical traditions. The Ramayana and Mahabharata provide information on
ancient Indian society, while texts like the Arthashastra and Rajatarangini document
political and economic aspects. Sangam literature of Tamil Nadu sheds light on the
social structure, trade, and culture of early South India.

Foreign accounts written by Greek, Chinese, and Arab travelers supplement
Indian historical sources. Megasthenes, the Greek ambassador at the Mauryan court,
described the administration and society of India in his work Indica. Chinese travelers
like Fa-Hien and Hiuen Tsang documented Buddhist centers and social conditions.
Arab writers such as Al-Biruni provided valuable information about early medieval

India.

By analyzing these sources together, historians can reconstruct a

comprehensive and reliable narrative of India's ancient and early medieval past.

1.1.1 Archaeological Sources

Archaeology plays a vital role in reconstructing the history of Ancient and Early
Medieval India. Archaeological sources include excavated sites, inscriptions, coins,
monuments, and artifacts that provide tangible evidence of past societies. These
sources help historians understand cultural, economic, political, and technological

developments.

Types of Archaeological Sources

1. Excavations and Sites

Excavations play a crucial role in uncovering the material remains of past

civilizations, helping historians and archaeologists reconstruct ancient societies.

Various sites across India provide significant insights into different historical periods.

_ Periyar University — CDOE| Self-Learning Material



CDOE - ODL M.A — SEMESTER | History of Ancient and Early Medieval India

Mehrgarh, one of the earliest Neolithic settlements (7000 BCE), reveals evidence of
early agriculture and domestication of animals. The Indus Valley Civilization sites,
such as Harappa and Mohenjo-Daro (2600 BCE), showcase advanced urban
planning, drainage systems, and standardized weights and measures. In South India,
Keeladi (600 BCE) offers evidence of an early Tamil urban culture with well-planned
settlements and script-bearing pottery. Adichanallur, an important Iron Age burial site,
provides insights into the megalithic culture through urn burials and grave goods.
These excavations not only confirm the existence of ancient settlements but also help
trace cultural continuity and technological advancements across different historical
phases. Excavated sites provide physical remains of past human activities. Some

important archaeological sites in India include:

e Mehrgarh (7000 BCE): Early Neolithic settlement, precursor to the Indus Valley
Civilization.

e« Harappa and Mohenjo-Daro (2600 BCE): Major sites of the Harappan
Civilization.

o Keeladi (600 BCE): Sangam-era urban settlement in Tamil Nadu.

e Adichanallur (Iron Age): Megalithic burial site with urn burials.

2. Inscriptions

Inscriptions are one of the most valuable sources of historical information, as they
provide direct and authentic records of past events, rulers, and administrative systems.
They are found engraved on stone, metal, pottery, pillars, and walls of temples, caves,
and monuments, providing direct historical evidence. The Ashokan Edicts (3rd century
BCE) are among the most significant inscriptions, as they reveal Emperor Ashoka’s
policies on Dhamma and governance. The Hathigumpha Inscription of Kharavela (2nd
century BCE) describes the military achievements of the Kalinga ruler. The Prayag-
Prashasti (Allahabad Pillar Inscription) composed by Harisena details the conquests
of Samudragupta. The Tamil Brahmi inscriptions found at Keeladi and other sites
provide early evidence of the Tamil script. The Uthiramerur inscriptions (9th century
CE) give insights into the democratic village administration under the Cholas. These
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inscriptions serve as a crucial source for understanding political history, social

structures, and economic conditions of ancient India.

e Ashokan Edicts (3rd century BCE): Rock and pillar inscriptions spreading
Buddhist philosophy.
e Hathigumpha Inscription (Kharavela, 2nd century BCE): Details of Kalinga's
ruler.
e Uthiramerur Inscriptions (9th century CE): Early evidence of village
administration under the Cholas.
3. Coins

Numismatics is the study of coins, currency, and related objects such as medals
and tokens. It helps in understanding economic history, trade, art, and political events
of different periods. Coins are an important archaeological source that provides
valuable insights into the economy, trade, administration, and culture of ancient India.
The study of coins, known as numismatics, helps historians understand the monetary
systems, trade routes, and religious influences of different periods. The earliest coins
in India were the punch-marked coins (6th century BCE), made of silver and copper,
used during the Mahajanapada period. The Indo-Greek rulers introduced coins with
bilingual inscriptions and realistic depictions of kings and deities. The Kushan rulers
issued gold coins featuring Indian and Greco-Roman gods, reflecting cultural
exchanges. The Gupta coins (4th-6th century CE) are known for their artistic
excellence and gold purity, showcasing various images of rulers performing rituals.
The Chola, Chera, and Pandya dynasties issued coins with regional symbols such as
the tiger, bow, and fish. These coins not only facilitated trade but also serve as

historical records of rulers, their territories, and economic prosperity.

e Punch-marked coins (6th century BCE): Earliest coins in India.

e Kushan coins (1st-3rd century CE): Featuring Greek and Indian deities.

e Gupta coins (4th-6th century CE): Known for their artistic beauty and gold
content.

4. Monuments and Structures
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Monuments and structures provide important historical evidence about the
architectural styles, religious beliefs, and socio-political developments of different
periods. They include temples, stupas, palaces, forts, and rock-cut caves, reflecting
the artistic and engineering skills of ancient civilizations. Buddhist stupas like Sanchi
and Amaravati, built during the Maurya and Satavahana periods, are significant for
their intricate carvings and depiction of Buddhist teachings. The rock-cut caves of
Ajanta and Ellora showcase the fusion of Buddhist, Hindu, and Jain architectural
elements. Hindu temple architecture flourished under the Pallavas, Cholas, and
Chalukyas, with grand temples like the Brihadeeswarar Temple at Thanjavur and the
Kailasanatha Temple at Kanchipuram. Forts and palaces, such as those of the Rajputs
and Mughals, served as centers of administration and military defense. These
monuments not only represent artistic achievements but also provide insights into the

religious and cultural developments of ancient India.

e Stupas (Buddhist monuments) — Sanchi, Amaravati.
e Temples (Hindu architecture) — Mahabalipuram, Brihadeeswarar.

o Forts and Palaces (Medieval structures) — Chittorgarh, Gwalior.

5. Artifacts and Pottery

Artifacts and pottery are crucial archaeological sources that provide insights
into the dalily life, trade, technology, and cultural practices of ancient societies. Artifacts
include tools, weapons, ornaments, seals, terracotta figurines, and metal objects,
reflecting the technological advancements and artistic skills of different periods. Stone
tools from the Palaeolithic and Mesolithic periods reveal early hunting and survival
techniques, while iron weapons from the later periods indicate advancements in
warfare. Harappan seals, often made of steatite, display intricate carvings of animals

and script, suggesting administrative and commercial activities.

Pottery, an essential part of ancient material culture, helps in understanding
settlement patterns and trade networks. The Painted Grey Ware (PGW) culture is
associated with the later Vedic period, while Black and Red Ware (BRW) is linked to

the megalithic culture of South India. The Harappan civilization produced fine red and
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black pottery, often decorated with geometric and floral designs. The discovery of large
storage jars and cooking vessels indicates food storage and preparation techniques.
Terracotta figurines, found at various sites, provide evidence of religious practices,
fashion, and social life. The study of artifacts and pottery plays a key role in
reconstructing the history and cultural evolution of ancient India. Everyday objects like

pottery, tools, weapons, and ornaments help in understanding social life.

o Painted Grey Ware (PGW): Linked to early Vedic settlements.

e Black and Red Ware (BRW): Found in megalithic burials.

o Terracotta figurines: Used in rituals and daily life.
Significance of Archaeological Sources

Archaeological sources play a crucial role in reconstructing the history of
ancient India, especially for periods where written records are limited or absent. They
provide tangible evidence of past human activities, helping historians verify,
supplement, or even challenge literary sources. Excavated sites reveal details about
settlement patterns, urban planning, and technological advancements, as seen in
Harappan cities like Mohenjo-Daro and Harappa. Inscriptions serve as direct historical
records of rulers, administrative policies, and social conditions, while coins provide

insights into economic systems, trade networks, and dynastic successions.

Monuments and structures reflect artistic, religious, and political developments,
demonstrating the evolution of architectural styles from rock-cut caves to grand
temples and forts. Artifacts and pottery help in understanding the everyday life, cultural
interactions, and technological progress of different civilizations. By analyzing these
sources, historians can reconstruct economic activities, social hierarchies, and
religious beliefs of ancient societies. Additionally, archaeological findings help
establish cultural continuity and connections between different historical periods.
Thus, archaeological sources are essential for building a more accurate and

comprehensive understanding of India's past.

1.1.2 Literary Sources
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Literary sources provide valuable information about the political, social,
economic, and religious aspects of ancient and early medieval India. These sources
include religious texts, epics, historical chronicles, biographies, and secular literature
written in Sanskrit, Pali, Prakrit, and Tamil. Religious texts such as the Vedas,
Upanishads, Buddhist Tripitakas, and Jain Agamas offer insights into early Indian
religious traditions, rituals, and philosophical thought. The great epics, Ramayana and
Mahabharata, provide details about kinship, warfare, and ethical values, while the

Puranas contain genealogies of kings, myths, and cosmology.

Historical texts such as Kautilya’s Arthashastra describe state administration
and economy during the Mauryan period, while Kalhana’s Rajatarangini presents a
detailed history of Kashmir. Greek ambassador Megasthenes’ Indica offers an
outsider's perspective on Mauryan society. In South India, Sangam literature,
including texts like Silappadikaram and Pattuppattu, documents the social, economic,
and cultural life of the early Tamil kingdoms. These literary sources, when analyzed
alongside archaeological evidence, help historians reconstruct a more comprehensive

picture of India’s past.

1. Religious Texts

Religious texts are an essential source for understanding the spiritual,
philosophical, and social aspects of ancient and early medieval India. These texts
were composed in Sanskrit, Pali, Prakrit, and Tamil and provide insights into rituals,
moral values, and governance. The Vedas (Rigveda, Yajurveda, Samaveda, and
Atharvaveda) are the oldest religious scriptures of Hinduism, containing hymns,
prayers, and rituals. The Upanishads, composed later, focus on philosophical
concepts such as Brahman (universal reality) and Atman (soul). The Brahmanas,
Aranyakas, and Dharmashastras explain religious duties and laws governing
ancient society. The Bhagavad Gita, a part of the Mahabharata, presents ethical and

spiritual guidance.

Buddhist and Jain texts also provide historical information. The Tripitakas

(Vinaya Pitaka, Sutta Pitaka, and Abhidhamma Pitaka) contain the teachings of
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Buddha and describe the monastic code, sermons, and philosophical discussions. The
Jain Agamas and Kalpasutras document the principles of Jainism and details about
Mahavira’s life. In South India, Tamil devotional literature like the Tevaram (Shaivism)
and Divya Prabandham (Vaishnavism) played a crucial role in the Bhakti movement.
These religious texts not only influenced spiritual thought but also shaped the cultural

and social fabric of Indian civilization.

e Vedas (1500-500 BCE): The four Vedas—Rigveda, Yajurveda, Samaveda,
and Atharvaveda—contain hymns, rituals, and philosophical discussions,
shedding light on early Vedic society.

e« Upanishads (600 BCE onwards): These texts discuss spiritual and
metaphysical concepts, emphasizing knowledge (jnana) and liberation
(moksha).

o« Buddhist Texts: The Tripitakas—Vinaya Pitaka, Sutta Pitaka, and
Abhidhamma Pitaka—preserve Buddhist teachings and the history of early
Buddhism.

e Jain Texts: The Agamas and Kalpasutras document Jain doctrines and

historical details about Mahavira and early Jain communities.

2. Epics and Puranas

The Epics and Puranas are significant literary sources that provide insights
into ancient Indian society, politics, warfare, and religious beliefs. The two great epics,
the Ramayana and the Mahabharata, are not only heroic narratives but also
reflections of moral and ethical values. The Ramayana, attributed to Valmiki, narrates
the life of Rama, his exile, the abduction of Sita by Ravana, and the ultimate victory
of good over evil. The Mahabharata, composed by Vyasa, revolves around the Kuru
dynasty, the rivalry between the Pandavas and Kauravas, and the great war of
Kurukshetra. It also contains the Bhagavad Gita, a philosophical discourse on duty
(dharma) and devotion (bhakti). These epics, written between 500 BCE and 300 CE,
offer valuable information on kinship, social norms, governance, and warfare in ancient

India.
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The Puranas, written between 300 CE and 1500 CE, are a collection of myths,
genealogies, and religious teachings. They describe the creation of the universe, the
stories of gods and goddesses, and the lineages of rulers. There are 18 major
Puranas, including the Vishnu Purana, Shiva Purana, Bhagavata Purana, and
Matsya Purana. These texts played a crucial role in spreading Hindu religious ideas
and shaping regional traditions. Besides religious themes, the Puranas also contain
information about geography, astronomy, temple rituals, and historical events.
Together, the Epics and Puranas serve as vital sources for understanding the cultural

and spiritual evolution of Indian civilization.

« Ramayana and Mahabharata (c. 500 BCE-300 CE): These great epics
narrate heroic tales while providing information on ancient Indian society,
warfare, kinship, and moral values.

e Puranas: These texts, composed between 300 and 1500 CE, contain myths,
genealogies of kings, cosmology, and religious teachings. The Vishnu Purana

and Matsya Purana offer historical references.

3. Secular and Historical Texts

Secular and historical texts provide valuable insights into the political,
economic, and administrative systems of ancient and early medieval India. Unlike
religious texts, these works focus on governance, law, diplomacy, trade, and historical
events. One of the most significant texts in this category is Kautilya’s Arthashastra
(4" century BCE), which outlines strategies for statecraft, taxation, espionage, and
warfare during the Mauryan period. Another important work, Manusmriti, deals with
social laws, caste regulations, and ethics. Tamil texts like Tolkappiyam, a grammar
and literary work, also contain references to ancient Tamil society and political

systems.

Historical chronicles provide direct records of past events. Kalhana’s
Rajatarangini (12" century CE) is an early historical account of Kashmir, detailing its
rulers and political struggles. Foreign travelers and ambassadors also documented

Indian history. Megasthenes’ Indica (4" century BCE) gives an outsider’s perspective
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on Mauryan administration and society. Chinese travelers like Fa-Hien (5" century
CE) and Hiuen Tsang (7" century CE) recorded detailed observations about Indian
Buddhism, education, and governance during the Gupta and Harsha periods. These
secular and historical texts, when combined with archaeological evidence, help

historians reconstruct a comprehensive picture of India's past.

« Arthashastra (4" century BCE): Written by Kautilya (Chanakya), it provides
detailed information on statecraft, economy, and administration during the
Mauryan period.

« Indica (4™ century BCE): Written by Megasthenes, a Greek ambassador in
Chandragupta Maurya’s court, it describes Mauryan society and governance.

« Rajatarangini (12" century CE): Written by Kalhana, it is one of the earliest

historical chronicles detailing the history of Kashmir.

4. Sangam Literature (3@ century BCE - 3" century CE)

Sangam literature, composed in Tamil, provides valuable insights into the
political, social, and economic life of early South India. Sangam literature is one of the
earliest and richest sources of ancient Tamil history, composed between the 3rd
century BCE and 3rd century CE. It consists of poetic anthologies and epics that
provide valuable insights into the social, political, economic, and cultural life of early
South India. These texts were compiled by Tamil poets in royal courts and reflect the

traditions of the Chera, Chola, and Pandya kingdoms.

The major works of Sangam literature are classified into three groups:

1. Ettuthogai (Eight Anthologies) — A collection of poems on love, war, and
nature, including Akananuru, Purananuru, and Kuruntokai.

2. Pattuppattu (Ten Idylls) — Poems praising kings and chieftains, such as
Silappadikaram and Manimekalai.

3. Tolkappiyam — An early Tamil grammar text that also describes social customs
and traditions.

4. Silappadikaram and Manimekalai: Tamil epics narrating the socio-economic
and cultural life of the Sangam period.
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Sangam literature offers a vivid picture of ancient Tamil society, highlighting
aspects like trade, agriculture, warfare, and the status of women. It mentions maritime
trade with the Romans, Greeks, and Southeast Asians, and describes urban centers
such as Puhar (Kaveripattinam). The texts also celebrate heroic values and the
concept of Tamil kingship, making them a crucial source for reconstructing early
South Indian history.

Significance of Literary Sources

Literary sources play a crucial role in reconstructing India's history by providing
insights into political, social, economic, and religious aspects of different periods.
Religious texts like the Vedas, Upanishads, and Buddhist scriptures offer details about
ancient beliefs, rituals, and philosophies, while epics such as the *Ramayana* and
*Mahabharata* reflect societal values and historical traditions. Secular and historical
texts, including Kautilya’'s *Arthashastra®* and Kalhana’s *Rajatarangini*, provide
records of governance, administration, and regional histories. Sangam literature sheds
light on Tamil society, trade, and cultural life during the early historic period.
Additionally, foreign accounts by Greek, Chinese, and Arab travelers complement
indigenous sources by offering external perspectives on Indian civilization. These texts
collectively help historians reconstruct the political, economic, and cultural

developments of ancient and early medieval India.

1.1.3 Foreign Accounts

Foreign accounts are crucial historical sources that provide an external
perspective on the political, social, economic, and cultural conditions of ancient and
early medieval India. These records were written by Greek, Roman, Chinese, Arab,
and Persian travelers, merchants, and diplomats who visited India at different times.
Their observations help historians understand India’s trade relations, governance,
religious practices, and daily life, often complementing indigenous sources such as

inscriptions and literary texts.
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1. Greek and Roman Accounts

The earliest foreign accounts of India come from Greek and Roman writers who
documented their encounters with India during the Mauryan period (4th century BCE)
and the early Common Era when maritime trade flourished between India and the

Roman Empire.

o Megasthenes (4" century BCE) — A Greek ambassador sent by Seleucus |
Nicator to the court of Chandragupta Maurya. He wrote Indica, in which he
described Pataliputra (modern Patna), Mauryan administration, military
strength, social hierarchy, and economic activities. Though Indica is lost,
fragments of it are preserved in the writings of later Greek and Roman
historians like Strabo, Diodorus, and Arrian.

o Strabo (1% century BCE-15! century CE) — A Greek geographer who wrote
about India’s geography, agriculture, and social customs, often quoting from
Megasthenes.

e Pliny the Elder (15t century CE) — A Roman historian who documented India’s
trade with Rome, particularly spices, precious stones, textiles, and ivory. His
work Natural History describes the drain of Roman wealth due to India’s high
demand for gold and silver.

« Ptolemy (2"9 century CE) — A Greco-Roman geographer who mapped India’s

ports, cities, and trade routes, providing valuable cartographic data.

The accounts of Greek and Roman writers highlight India’s economic prosperity,
its advanced administrative systems, and its connections with the wider world through

trade.

2. Chinese Accounts

From the 5™ to 7" centuries CE, Chinese Buddhist monks traveled to India to visit
Buddhist pilgrimage sites, study at Indian universities, and collect religious
manuscripts. Their writings provide valuable details on Indian religion, education, and

society during the Gupta and post-Gupta periods.

_ Periyar University — CDOE| Self-Learning Material



CDOE - ODL M.A — SEMESTER | History of Ancient and Early Medieval India

« Fa-Hien (5" century CE) — A Chinese monk who visited India during the reign
of Gupta emperor Chandragupta Il. His work Record of Buddhist Kingdoms
describes Buddhist monasteries, social conditions, and governance in India. He
observed that Hinduism and Buddhism coexisted, and he praised the prosperity
and law enforcement of Gupta rule.

e Hiuen Tsang (7" century CE) — A Chinese scholar who traveled to India during
Harsha’s reign. His book Si-Yu-Ki (Records of the Western World) provides
detailed accounts of Harsha’s administration, Buddhist learning centers like
Nalanda University, and Indian social customs. He described the decline of
Buddhism and the rise of Hinduism in certain regions.

o |-Tsing (7" century CE) — Another Chinese monk who visited India to study
Buddhism. His writings focus on Indian Buddhist rituals, monastic rules, and the
influence of Sanskrit literature in China.

The Chinese accounts provide a Buddhist perspective on Indian society,

highlighting India’s role as a major center of learning and pilgrimage during the early

medieval period.

3. Arab and Persian Accounts

With the rise of Islam (7th century CE onward), Arab and Persian travelers visited
India, documenting its political developments, economic wealth, and religious
traditions. Their writings are significant because they describe India during the Delhi
Sultanate and early medieval period, when Islamic rule was expanding in the

subcontinent.

« Al-Masudi (10" century CE) — An Arab historian and geographer who wrote
Muruj al-Dhahab (Meadows of Gold). He described Indian trade, scientific
achievements, and religious diversity. Al-Masudi’s account provides one of the
earliest descriptions of South Indian kingdoms and their trading networks with
the Middle East and China.

e Al-Biruni (11" century CE) — A Persian scholar who accompanied Mahmud
of Ghazni during his invasions of India. His book Kitab al-Hind is an
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encyclopedic account of Indian religion, philosophy, science, and society.
Unlike earlier invaders, Al-Biruni was deeply interested in Indian culture and
studied Sanskrit texts, Hindu scriptures, and mathematical works. His account

is one of the most detailed and objective foreign descriptions of medieval India.

The Arab and Persian accounts help historians understand medieval Indian
political developments, the impact of Islamic rule, and India’s trade relations with West

Asia and the Islamic world.

Significance of Foreign Accounts

Foreign accounts play a vital role in reconstructing India’s history by providing
independent, external perspectives that complement indigenous sources like
inscriptions, literature, and archaeology. These accounts, written by travelers,
diplomats, merchants, and scholars, offer firsthand observations about India's political
systems, economic activities, social structures, and religious traditions. Foreign
accounts are indispensable for reconstructing India’s history, as they provide diverse
perspectives, verify indigenous sources, and document various aspects of political,
economic, social, and cultural life. While some accounts contain exaggerations or
biases, when critically analyzed, they serve as valuable historical records that enhance

our understanding of ancient and medieval India.

Let Us Sum Up

In this section, we explored the various sources that contribute to the
construction and reconstruction of India's ancient and early medieval history.
Archaeological sources, including excavations, inscriptions, coins, monuments, and
artifacts, provide material evidence of past civilizations. Literary sources, comprising
religious texts, epics, Puranas, and secular historical writings, offer insights into the
political, social, and cultural aspects of Indian history. Foreign accounts, documented
by Greek, Roman, Chinese, Arab, and Persian travelers, serve as independent
records that validate and supplement indigenous sources. Together, these sources

help historians reconstruct India's past with greater accuracy and depth.
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Check Your Progress

1.

Which of the following is an example of an archaeological source?
a) Ashokan Inscriptions

b) Sangam Literature

c) Ramayana

d) Arthashastra

Who among the following was a Chinese traveler who visited India during
Harsha'’s reign?

a) Fa-Hien

b) Hiuen Tsang

c) Al-Biruni

d) Ibn Battuta

Which text provides information about the Mauryan administration?
a) Arthashastra

b) Ramayana

c) Rigveda

d) Indica

Who among the following documented India’s trade with the Roman Empire?
a) Pliny the Elder

b) Megasthenes

¢) Hiuen Tsang

d) Ibn Battuta

Al-Biruni’s Kitab al-Hind primarily focuses on:
a) Indian administration under Harsha

b) Hindu religion, philosophy, and science

c) Indian trade routes during the Gupta period
d) The rule of the Delhi Sultanate

Prehistoric culture refers to the period before the advent of written records,

during which early humans developed survival techniques, social structures, and

technological advancements. This period is primarily studied through archaeological

evidence such as tools, art, and human settlements. The prehistoric era is broadly

classified into three main phases: the Palaeolithic (Old Stone Age), Mesolithic (Middle

Stone Age), and Neolithic (New Stone Age).

Each phase of prehistoric culture is distinguished by changes in tool-making

techniques, subsistence strategies, and social organization. Early humans initially
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relied on hunting and gathering, gradually transitioning to food production and settled
life in later periods. The study of prehistoric cultures helps us understand the early
development of human civilization and the foundation of later societies.

This section explores the major phases of prehistoric culture in India, examining

their unique characteristics, tools, settlements, and way of life.

1.2.1 Palaeolithic (Old Stone Age)

The Palaeolithic period, also known as the Old Stone Age, is the earliest phase
of human history. It spans from approximately 2.5 million years ago to around 10,000
BCE. This period is characterized by the use of crude stone tools, hunting and
gathering as a way of life, and a nomadic existence. Early humans during this era
relied on natural resources for survival, using simple tools made of stone, bone, and

wood to hunt animals and gather edible plants.

The Palaeolithic period is divided into three phases:

1. Lower Palaeolithic (c. 2.5 million-150,000 BCE)

The Lower Palaeolithic period (c. 2.5 million—150,000 BCE) marks the earliest
phase of human history, characterized by the use of crude stone tools and a nomadic
hunter-gatherer lifestyle. Early humans, primarily Homo habilis and Homo erectus,
crafted core tools like hand axes, cleavers, and choppers using the Oldowan and
Acheulean traditions. The Acheulean culture, dominant in India, is evident at several
key archaeological sites. Attirampakkam (Tamil Nadu), one of the oldest Acheulean
sites in South Asia, has yielded tools dating back 1.5 million years. Other important
sites include Pallavaram (Tamil Nadu), Soan Valley (Pakistan), Narmada Valley
(Madhya Pradesh), Hunsgi and Baichbal Valleys (Karnataka), and Didwana
(Rajasthan). These sites provide significant insights into early human survival
strategies, migration patterns, and technological advancements. The possible
controlled use of fire towards the end of this period further indicates early human

adaptability and progress.
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2. Middle Palaeolithic (c. 150,000-40,000 BCE)

The Middle Palaeolithic period (c. 150,000—-40,000 BCE) saw advancements in
stone tool technology, with early humans developing flake tools such as scrapers,
borers, and points using the Levallois technique. This period is associated with Homo
sapiens, who exhibited improved hunting strategies and possibly early symbolic
behavior. Unlike the larger core tools of the Lower Palaeolithic, Middle Palaeolithic
tools were more refined and specialized. In India, key sites include Nevasa in
Maharashtra, Bhimbetka in Madhya Pradesh, Didwana in Rajasthan, Belan Valley in
Uttar Pradesh, and Narmada Valley in Madhya Pradesh, where evidence of habitation
and tool usage has been found. In Tamil Nadu, sites like Attirampakkam and
Vadamadurai show a continuation of early human presence. The Middle Palaeolithic
phase represents a crucial transition toward more complex social structures, improved
survival techniques, and cultural developments, leading to the advancements of the

Upper Palaeolithic period.

3. Upper Palaeolithic (c. 40,000-10,000 BCE)

The Upper Palaeolithic period (c. 40,000-10,000 BCE) marks a significant
stage in human evolution, characterized by the emergence of modern Homo sapiens
and advancements in tool-making, art, and social organization. This period saw the
development of fine, blade-based tools such as burins, points, and microliths, along
with the use of bone, antler, and ivory for crafting tools and ornaments. Hunting
efficiency improved, and fishing and the domestication of animals began toward the
later stages. Evidence of cave paintings, engravings, and personal adornments
suggests the growth of symbolic thought and cultural expression. In India, key Upper
Palaeolithic sites include Bhimbetka in Madhya Pradesh, Patne in Maharashtra, Bagor
in Rajasthan, and Kurnool caves in Andhra Pradesh, where rock art, burials, and
advanced tool-making techniques have been discovered. In Tamil Nadu, traces of this
phase have been identified at sites like Attirampakkam and Kanjampadi. The period

marks the transition from a purely hunting-gathering society to more complex socio-
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economic structures, setting the stage for the Mesolithic and Neolithic cultures that

followed.

Important Palaeolithic Sites

The Palaeolithic period in India is well-represented by numerous archaeological
sites spread across different regions. These sites provide crucial evidence of early
human habitation, tool-making techniques, and survival strategies. Major Palaeolithic

Sites in India are:

1. Bhimbetka Rock Shelters (Madhya Pradesh) — A UNESCO World Heritage
site, Bhimbetka contains prehistoric cave paintings and evidence of early
human settlements.

2. Soan Valley (Punjab and Pakistan region) — One of the earliest sites with
evidence of Palaeolithic tools such as hand axes and cleavers.

3. Belan Valley (Uttar Pradesh) — Shows a continuous sequence of prehistoric
cultures from the Palaeolithic to Neolithic periods.

4. Attirampakkam (Tamil Nadu) — One of the oldest Palaeolithic sites in South
Asia, with tools dating back nearly 1.5 million years.

5. Narmada Valley (Madhya Pradesh) — The discovery of the Narmada fossil
skull provides insight into early human evolution in India.

6. Kurnool Caves (Andhra Pradesh) — Evidence of early human activity,
including the use of fire and animal bones.

7. Attirampakkam — Located near Chennai, this site has some of the earliest
Acheulean tools in South Asia, dating back over a million years.

8. Pallavaram — Known for the discovery of hand axes and stone tools, indicating
early human occupation.

9. Vadamadurai (Dindigul District) — Contains tools from the Lower Palaeolithic
period, showing evidence of early human activity.

10.Gudalur (Nilgiris) — Findings from this region suggest early human adaptation
to different ecological settings.

11.Parikulam and Kilvalai — Sites with significant Palaeolithic stone tools,

indicating widespread human activity in ancient Tamil Nadu.
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These sites play a crucial role in reconstructing the prehistoric past of India.
These sites provide valuable insights into early human habitation, tool usage, and
artistic expression. The Palaeolithic period laid the foundation for later cultural and
technological developments, eventually leading to the Mesolithic and Neolithic

phases.

1.2.2 Mesolithic (Middle Stone Age)

The Mesolithic period, or Middle Stone Age, served as a transitional phase
between the Palaeolithic and Neolithic periods, roughly spanning from 12,000 BCE to
8,000 BCE in India. This era was marked by significant technological, environmental,
and cultural changes as humans adapted to a changing climate following the end of
the last Ice Age. During this time, there was a gradual shift from a purely hunter-
gatherer lifestyle to early forms of food production. The period witnessed
advancements in tool-making, with the introduction of microliths—small, finely worked
stone tools that were more efficient than the larger, cruder tools of the Palaeolithic.
These microliths were often attached to wooden or bone shafts to create composite
tools such as arrows, spears, and sickles, making hunting and food gathering more

effective.

The Mesolithic people adapted to diverse environments, settling near rivers,
lakes, and forests where food and water were abundant. Unlike their Palaeolithic
predecessors, some Mesolithic communities began experimenting with domestication,
gradually taming animals such as dogs, goats, and sheep. Though full-scale farming
had not yet emerged, people also started cultivating wild grains and edible plants,
paving the way for agricultural practices in the Neolithic period. Archaeological sites
such as Bagor in Rajasthan, Langhnaj in Gujarat, and Adamgarh in Madhya Pradesh
reveal evidence of early domestication and plant-based food processing, as well as
fishing tools like harpoons and fishhooks, which indicate the exploitation of aquatic

resources.
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One of the remarkable features of the Mesolithic period is the presence of rock
art and cave paintings, particularly in sites such as Bhimbetka in Madhya Pradesh.
These paintings, depicting hunting scenes, animal figures, and human activities,
provide valuable insights into the social and cultural life of Mesolithic people. The
artwork suggests the existence of ritualistic and symbolic communication, possibly
related to religious or social practices. Additionally, burial sites discovered in Mesolithic
settlements indicate the presence of funerary customs and beliefs in an afterlife. These
graves, sometimes accompanied by tools, ornaments, and animal remains, highlight

the emergence of social stratification and cultural complexity.

The Mesolithic period laid the foundation for the later development of
agriculture, permanent settlements, and social organization. The gradual
domestication of plants and animals, along with improved tool-making techniques,
allowed humans to transition towards a more stable and self-sufficient way of life. This
period represents a crucial turning point in human history, as it bridged the gap
between a purely foraging existence and the establishment of early agrarian societies,
ultimately leading to the rise of civilizations in the Neolithic age.

1.2.3 Neolithic (New Stone Age)

The Neolithic period (c. 4,000-1,800 BCE) represents a transformative phase
in human history, often referred to as the Neolithic Revolution due to the fundamental
shift from a nomadic hunter-gatherer lifestyle to a settled, food-producing society. This
transition was driven by the domestication of plants and animals, leading to the
development of agriculture and animal husbandry. Early humans began cultivating
crops such as wheat, barley, rice, and millets, while also domesticating animals like
cattle, sheep, goats, and pigs. With a steady food supply, populations grew, and
permanent settlements emerged, fostering the development of social structures,
specialized crafts, and trade.

A significant technological advancement of the Neolithic period was the
development of polished stone tools, which were more durable and efficient than
earlier flake tools. These included ground stone axes, sickles, and grinding stones,

which aided in farming and food preparation. Another major innovation was pottery-
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making, which allowed people to store grains, cook food, and transport liquids. Some
Neolithic sites also show evidence of early weaving and textile production,
suggesting an increasing focus on clothing and domestic crafts.

Neolithic cultures in the Indian subcontinent varied based on geography and
environmental conditions. The northwestern region, especially Mehrgarh (present-
day Pakistan), provides some of the earliest evidence of farming and domestication,
dating back to around 7,000 BCE. Excavations at Mehrgarh have revealed mud-brick
houses, granaries, and burials containing tools and ornaments, indicating early social
complexity. The Gangetic and Central Indian region, with sites like Chopani Mando
and Koldihwa (Uttar Pradesh), shows early rice cultivation and evidence of
domesticated cattle. In eastern India, sites such as Daojali Hading (Assam) reflect
influences from Southeast Asia, particularly in pottery styles and tool-making

techniques.

The southern Neolithic tradition, especially in Karnataka and Andhra
Pradesh, is characterized by the presence of large ash mounds, believed to be
remnants of ritualistic cattle sacrifices or burning of settlements. Important sites in this
region include Hallur, Brahmagiri, and Sanganakallu, where evidence of
domesticated animals, millet cultivation, and terracotta figurines has been found. In
Tamil Nadu, key Neolithic sites include Paiyampalli and Sanur, which have
yielded polished stone axes, pottery, and agricultural remains, indicating early farming

communities in South India.

The Neolithic period laid the foundation for the later development of urban
civilizations, including the Harappan culture. The emergence of social hierarchies,
trade networks, and specialized crafts during this period marks the beginning of a
more structured society, eventually leading to the rise of complex civilizations.

1.2.4 Distribution

The distribution of prehistoric sites in the Indian subcontinent reveals a gradual

transition from early hunter-gatherer societies to settled agricultural communities. The
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archaeological evidence is spread across different ecological zones, showing how
prehistoric humans adapted to diverse environments. The sites are classified based
on the major phases of prehistory: Palaeolithic, Mesolithic, and Neolithic.

1. Palaeolithic Sites

The Palaeolithic period is divided into Lower, Middle, and Upper Palaeolithic

phases, with major sites found in river valleys, caves, and rocky plateaus.

North and Central India — Bhimbetka (Madhya Pradesh), known for its rock

shelters and later Mesolithic rock paintings; Hathnora (Madhya Pradesh) and

Belan Valley (Uttar Pradesh), which provide evidence of early human

habitation.

« Western India — Didwana and Luni Valley (Rajasthan), Sabarmati Basin
(Gujarat), where Acheulean tools have been found.

o Eastern India — Mayurbhanj (Odisha), Singhbhum (Jharkhand), which have
yielded stone tools associated with hunting and gathering.

e Southern India — Attirampakkam (Tamil Nadu), one of the oldest sites with
evidence of hominin activity dating back 1.5 million years; Hunsgi Valley
(Karnataka), Kurnool Caves (Andhra Pradesh), which show evidence of early
human settlements and animal remains.

« Northwest and Himalayan Region — Sohan Valley (Pakistan), Kashmir Valley,

which provide tools and artifacts from the Lower and Middle Palaeolithic.

2. Mesolithic Sites

Mesolithic sites are typically found in hills, riverbanks, and semi-arid regions,
marked by microlithic tools, rock art, and evidence of early domestication.

e Central and Western India — Bagor (Rajasthan), Langhnaj (Gujarat), Bhimbetka
(Madhya Pradesh), Adamgarh (Madhya Pradesh); these sites provide
microlithic tools, animal bones, and early evidence of pottery.
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e Northern and Eastern India — Sarai Nahar Rai (Uttar Pradesh), Birbhanpur
(West Bengal), Mayurbhanj (Odisha); evidence of human burials and microlithic
tools.

e South India — Koodakkadu, Kilvalai, and Vellar Valley (Tamil Nadu); microlithic

tools indicating adaptation to local environments.

3. Neolithic Sites Distribution

The Neolithic period marks the emergence of agriculture, animal domestication,
pottery, and permanent settlements. Neolithic cultures in India are classified into four

major zones:

e Northwestern Region — Mehrgarh (Pakistan), Burzahom (Kashmir), Gufkral
(Kashmir); early evidence of wheat and barley cultivation, pit dwellings, and
domesticated cattle.

e Gangetic and Central India — Chopani Mando, Koldihwa, Mahagara (Uttar
Pradesh); sites with early rice cultivation, polished stone tools, and settled
villages.

« Eastern and Northeastern India — Daojali Hading (Assam), Pandu Rajar Dhibi
(West Bengal), Kuchai (Odisha); sites known for cord-impressed pottery,
polished tools, and early farming practices.

e Southern India — Brahmagiri, Hallur, Sanganakallu (Karnataka), Utnur
(Telangana), Piklihal (Andhra Pradesh); sites characterized by large ash
mounds, cattle herding, and millet cultivation. In Tamil Nadu, Paiyampalli,
Sanur, and T. Narsipuram provide evidence of early agriculture, polished tools,

and habitation remains.
The distribution of prehistoric sites across India highlights the diversity of
human adaptations in different regions and their role in the transition to later

civilizations.

1.2.5 Tools
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The study of prehistoric tools provides crucial insights into the technological
advancements and survival strategies of early humans. The tools of prehistoric
cultures varied in shape, size, and function depending on the period and the material
available. Stone remained the primary material for tool-making, but later periods also

saw the use of bone, wood, and metal.

Prehistoric tools evolved over time, reflecting the changing needs and lifestyles
of early humans. These tools can be broadly classified into three categories based on
the prehistoric periods: Palaeolithic, Mesolithic, and Neolithic. The earliest tools were
crude and made of stone, but as time progressed, they became more refined,
specialized, and efficient.

During the Palaeolithic period, early humans used large, unpolished stone tools
such as hand axes, cleavers, and scrapers for hunting, cutting, and processing food.
These tools, found at sites like Attirampakkam in Tamil Nadu and Bhimbetka in
Madhya Pradesh, were made by chipping stones to create sharp edges. In the
Mesolithic period, people developed smaller and more sophisticated microlithic tools,
which were often attached to wooden or bone shafts to create composite weapons like
arrows, spears, and sickles. Sites such as Bagor in Rajasthan and Langhnaj in Gujarat
provide evidence of these tools. The Neolithic period saw the emergence of polished
stone tools, including axes, adzes, and grinding stones, which were essential for
agriculture and food production. Tools from this period, found at sites like Mehrgarh in
Pakistan and Burzahom in Kashmir, reflect the transition to a settled lifestyle and

increased technological advancements.

The continuous improvement in tool-making techniques played a crucial role in
human survival, allowing early societies to hunt effectively, process food efficiently,
build shelters, and eventually establish permanent settlements. These advancements
laid the foundation for later technological progress and the development of early

civilizations.

1. Palaeolithic tools
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Lower Palaeolithic tools include hand axes, cleavers, and choppers, primarily
made from quartzite, basalt, and other hard stones. These tools were used for cutting,
digging, and hunting. Sites such as Attirampakkam in Tamil Nadu and Hunsgi in

Karnataka have yielded evidence of early stone tool production.

Middle Palaeolithic tools were more refined, consisting of flakes, scrapers,
and points, often made from flint. This period also saw the emergence of tools made

using the Levallois technique.

Upper Palaeolithic tools were smaller and more specialized, including blades,

burins, and bone tools, indicating advancements in tool-making skills.

2. Mesolithic tools

Mesolithic tools were smaller, more refined, and more efficient than the heavy
and crude tools of the Palaeolithic period. These tools, known as microliths, were
tiny, sharp-edged stone implements that were often attached to wooden or bone shafts
to create composite tools like arrows, spears, sickles, and knives. The development
of microlithic technology enabled Mesolithic people to hunt more effectively, fish with
greater precision, and process food with improved efficiency.

Archaeological sites such as Bagor in Rajasthan, Langhnaj in Gujarat, and
Adamgarh in Madhya Pradesh have provided significant evidence of Mesolithic
tools. The presence of grinding stones and bone tools suggests the beginning of
plant-based food processing and early agriculture. Fishing tools like harpoons and
fishhooks indicate an expansion in subsistence activities beyond hunting. These
technological advancements reflect the gradual shift in lifestyle, as Mesolithic
communities adapted to diverse environments, leading to increased food security and

semi-permanent settlements.

3. Neolithic tools

Neolithic tools were more advanced and specialized than those of earlier

periods, marking significant technological progress. The most notable development
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was the use of polished stone tools, which were more durable and efficient. These
tools included axes, adzes, sickles, grinding stones, and chisels, which played a
crucial role in agriculture, woodworking, and construction. The transition to farming
and settled life required tools for clearing forests, cultivating land, and processing

grains, leading to innovations in tool-making techniques.

Archaeological sites such as Mehrgarh in Pakistan, Burzahom in Kashmir, and
Paiyampalli in Tamil Nadu have revealed a variety of Neolithic tools. The presence of
guerns and pestles suggests advancements in food processing, while the use of bone
and antler tools indicates improved craftsmanship. The introduction of pottery and
weaving also influenced tool development, with needles and spindle whorls being used
for textile production. These tools not only supported economic activities but also
contributed to the growth of organized societies, paving the way for the rise of early

civilizations.

1.2.6 Life of the People

The life of prehistoric people varied significantly across different periods,
evolving from a nomadic existence to a more settled lifestyle with advancements in
tool-making, food production, and social organization. Archaeological evidence from
various sites provides insights into their daily activities, subsistence patterns, social

structures, and cultural expressions.

1. Palaeolithic life

Palaeolithic life was characterized by a nomadic hunter-gatherer lifestyle,
where early humans relied on hunting wild animals and gathering naturally available
food resources such as fruits, nuts, roots, and edible plants. They moved from place
to place in search of food and shelter, often settling near rivers and caves. The harsh
environment and dependence on nature meant that survival was a constant challenge.
Archaeological evidence from sites like Bhimbetka in Madhya Pradesh and
Attirampakkam in Tamil Nadu reveals that these early humans used stone tools,

primarily hand axes, cleavers, and scrapers, to process food and hunt animals. Fire
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was discovered during this period, which provided warmth, protection from predators,

and the ability to cook food, marking a significant development in human evolution.

The social structure of Palaeolithic communities was simple, with small groups
or clans living together for mutual support and protection. There was no permanent
settlement, and shelters included natural caves, rock shelters, and temporary huts
made from branches and animal skins. Early humans also developed artistic
expression, as seen in cave paintings at Bhimbetka, which depict hunting scenes,
animal figures, and daily life activities. These paintings suggest the presence of early
communication and symbolic thought. The Palaeolithic period laid the foundation for
later human advancements, as people gradually refined their tools, improved their

hunting strategies, and developed early social and cultural practices.

2. Mesolithic life

Mesolithic life marked a transition between the nomadic hunter-gatherer
lifestyle of the Palaeolithic period and the settled agricultural practices of the Neolithic
age. During this period, people began to domesticate animals and cultivate plants,
although hunting and gathering remained essential for survival. The use of microlithic
tools, small and finely crafted stone tools, became widespread, allowing for more
efficient hunting, fishing, and food processing. Archaeological sites such as Bagor in
Rajasthan and Langhnaj in Gujarat indicate that Mesolithic people used bows and
arrows, harpoons, and fishing implements, showing advancements in hunting
techniques. The domestication of animals like dogs, sheep, and goats began during

this period, providing a steady source of food and labor assistance.

Mesolithic communities also started to settle in semi-permanent habitats, often
near water sources. Excavations at Sarai Nahar Rai, Mahadaha, and Damdama in
Uttar Pradesh have revealed evidence of burials, suggesting the emergence of
ritualistic practices and a belief in life after death. The presence of ornaments, grave
goods, and decorated pottery indicates a growing sense of culture and social
organization. Some groups continued to be mobile, following seasonal migrations of

animals, while others began experimenting with food production. The Mesolithic period
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represents a crucial phase in human history, bridging the gap between a purely

foraging lifestyle and the dawn of early agriculture and permanent settlements.

3. Neolithic life

Neolithic life marked a significant shift from a nomadic hunter-gatherer
existence to a more settled and organized way of living. The most defining feature of
this period was the adoption of agriculture, which allowed people to cultivate crops like
wheat, barley, and rice, leading to food surplus and population growth. This period
also saw the domestication of animals such as cattle, sheep, and goats, which
provided a steady source of meat, milk, and labor. As a result, humans established
permanent settlements, leading to the construction of mud-brick houses, as seen at
Mehrgarh in Pakistan, Burzahom in Kashmir, and Paiyampalli in Tamil Nadu. These
settlements fostered the development of social structures, trade networks, and early

governance systems.

Neolithic communities developed advanced tools made from polished stone,
bone, and antler, which were used for farming, weaving, and construction. Pottery
became more refined, with evidence of painted and decorated vessels for storing food
and water. The emergence of weaving, pottery-making, and tool specialization
indicates the growth of distinct occupations within society. Additionally, megalithic
structures and burial practices, as seen in South Indian sites like Kodanallur and
Adichanallur, suggest the presence of religious beliefs and ancestor worship. The
Neolithic period played a crucial role in shaping early civilizations, laying the
foundation for complex societies, technological innovations, and cultural
advancements. The gradual evolution of human life from the Palaeolithic to the
Neolithic period highlights the increasing control of humans over their environment,
leading to the foundation of settled societies and complex cultures.

Let Us Sum Up

In this section, we explored the prehistoric cultures of India, including the

Palaeolithic, Mesolithic, and Neolithic periods. The Palaeolithic period was
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characterized by a hunter-gatherer lifestyle, the use of crude stone tools, and the
absence of permanent settlements. The Mesolithic period marked a transitional phase,
introducing microlithic tools, early domestication of animals, and rudimentary forms of
plant cultivation. The Neolithic period witnessed the advent of agriculture, polished
stone tools, pottery, and the establishment of permanent settlements, marking the
foundation of early civilizations. Throughout these phases, technological
advancements, environmental adaptations, and social developments shaped the
course of human progress, paving the way for complex societies and urban

settlements in later periods.

Check Your Progress

1. What was the primary lifestyle of Palaeolithic humans?
a) Agriculture
b) Hunting and gathering
c¢) Trading and commerce
d) Metalworking

2. Which tool technology is most associated with the Mesolithic period?
a) Hand axes
b) Cleavers
c¢) Microliths
d) Bronze tools

3. The site of Burzahom in Kashmir is significant for evidence of which
prehistoric culture?
a) Neolithic
b) Mesolithic
c¢) Chalcolithic
d) Palaeolithic

4. Which of the following is a prominent Mesolithic rock art site in India?
a) Dholavira
b) Bhimbetka
c) Kalibangan
d) Rakhigarhi

5. What was the major economic activity of Neolithic people?
a) Hunting and gathering
b) Maritime trade
c) Iron smelting
d) Pastoralism and agriculture
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The Harappan Civilization, also known as the Indus Valley Civilization, was one
of the world's earliest urban cultures, flourishing between 2600 BCE and 1900 BCE. It
represents the proto-historic phase of Indian history, a period between prehistory and
history, where societies had developed writing but their scripts remain undeciphered.
This civilization extended across present-day Pakistan, northwest India, and parts of
Afghanistan, with major sites such as Harappa, Mohenjo-Daro, Dholavira, Kalibangan,
Lothal, and Rakhigarhi. The Harappans demonstrated remarkable advancements in
urban planning, trade, craft production, and governance, making their civilization one

of the most sophisticated of the ancient world.

The Harappan culture is known for its well-planned cities, characterized by grid-
pattern streets, drainage systems, and multi-room houses made of standardized
bricks. The presence of large public structures such as the Great Bath of Mohenjo-
Daro and granaries suggests centralized planning and governance. The Harappans
engaged in extensive trade with Mesopotamia, as indicated by seals and artifacts
found in both regions. The economy was based on agriculture, craft industries, and
commerce, with a well-developed system of weights and measures. However, the
script used by the Harappans remains undeciphered, leaving many aspects of their

political and religious life unknown.

The decline of the Harappan Civilization remains a subject of debate among
historians. Theories suggest environmental changes, river shifts, resource depletion,
or possible invasions as contributing factors. Despite its decline, elements of
Harappan culture influenced later Indian civilizations, particularly in urban planning
and material culture. Archaeological discoveries continue to shed light on this ancient
civilization, making it an essential subject in understanding the roots of early Indian

society.

1.3.1 Origin
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The origin of the Harappan Civilization has been widely debated among
historians and archaeologists. Various theories have been proposed to explain its
emergence, ranging from indigenous cultural evolution to external influences. Most
scholars agree that the Harappan Civilization developed from pre-existing Neolithic
and Chalcolithic communities in the northwestern part of the Indian subcontinent. The
civilization's roots can be traced to early farming communities such as Mehrgarh (c.
7000 BCE) in present-day Pakistan, where evidence of agriculture, domestication of

animals, and craft production has been found.

Archaeological evidence points to a gradual transformation from the Neolithic
period to urbanization, with sites such as Mehrgarh, Kot Diji, and Amri showing a clear
cultural continuity leading to the mature Harappan phase. The use of similar pottery,
agricultural practices, and architectural techniques in these earlier settlements
supports the idea that the Harappan culture was an indigenous development rather

than the result of external influence.

Some scholars in the past suggested that the Harappan Civilization was
influenced by the older Mesopotamian and Sumerian civilizations, which had
developed urban centers by 3000 BCE. The similarities in trade practices, seals, and
urban planning between Harappa and Mesopotamian cities have been cited as
evidence of possible influence. However, recent studies have shown that the
Harappan Civilization had unique features distinct from Mesopotamian culture, and it
is now widely accepted that Harappan urbanization was an independent process,

though trade with Mesopotamia did occur.

Another perspective links the Harappan Civilization to the Dravidian-speaking
population, suggesting that the people of the Indus Valley may have been proto-
Dravidians. This theory is based on linguistic analysis, as some scholars believe that
the undeciphered Harappan script may have connections to Dravidian languages.
Additionally, cultural and agricultural similarities between the Harappan civilization and
later South Indian traditions have led to speculation about a Dravidian link.
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The Harappan Civilization was most likely a result of local cultural evolution,
with influences from earlier Neolithic and Chalcolithic settlements. While trade and
interactions with Mesopotamia and other cultures existed, the civilization's
development was primarily indigenous. The Harappans demonstrated remarkable
urban planning, craft specialization, and social organization, marking the beginning of
one of the world's earliest and most advanced civilizations. Further research and
discoveries may provide more clarity on the origins and linguistic affiliations of the

Harappan people.

1.3.2 Chronology

The chronology of the Harappan Civilization is divided into three main phases
based on archaeological findings and radiocarbon dating. These phases—Early
Harappan, Mature Harappan, and Late Harappan—help in understanding the
civilization's development, peak, and decline.

1. Early Harappan Phase (c. 3300-2600 BCE)

The Early Harappan phase marks the transition from Neolithic village life to
urban civilization. This period is characterized by small settlements with mud-brick
houses, early craft specialization, and the development of trade networks. Some
important Early Harappan cultures include:

Mehrgarh Culture (c. 7000-2600 BCE) — Mehrgarh, located in present-day
Balochistan, Pakistan, is one of the earliest known settlements in South Asia, dating
back to around 7000 BCE. It marks the transition from a hunter-gatherer lifestyle to
settled agriculture, with evidence of domesticated wheat, barley, cattle, sheep, and
goats. The settlement featured mud-brick houses, handmade and later wheel-made
pottery, and early craft specialization, including bead-making and ornament
production. Burial practices, with grave goods and figurines, suggest religious beliefs
and an early concept of the afterlife. The discovery of drilled human teeth provides
some of the earliest evidence of dentistry. Trade with regions such as Afghanistan and
Iran is evident through lapis lazuli and other exotic materials. Mehrgarh is considered
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a precursor to the Indus Valley Civilization, demonstrating an indigenous evolution

toward urbanization in South Asia.

Kot Diji Culture (c. 3300-2600 BCE) — The Kot Diji Culture, dating to around
3300-2600 BCE, represents the Early Harappan phase and serves as a transitional
stage between village settlements and the fully developed urban centers of the Indus
Valley Civilization. Named after the site of Kot Diji in Sindh, Pakistan, this culture is
characterized by well-planned mud-brick structures, defensive walls, and early craft
specialization. The pottery of Kot Diji, marked by distinctive black-on-red painted
designs, shows continuity with later Harappan ceramics. The presence of copper tools,
stone blades, and terracotta figurines suggests a growing technological and artistic
sophistication. Trade networks extended to regions such as Baluchistan and
Rajasthan, facilitating the exchange of raw materials and finished goods. The Kot Diji
Culture played a crucial role in the emergence of the Mature Harappan Civilization,

exhibiting early signs of urban planning, social complexity, and economic expansion.

Amri and Hakra Cultures — The Amri and Hakra Cultures, dating to around
4000-2600 BCE, represent early regional cultures that contributed to the formation of
the Indus Valley Civilization. The Amri Culture, named after the site of Amri in Sindh,
Pakistan, is known for its distinctive pottery with geometric designs and early
settlement patterns featuring mud-brick structures. It marks a transition from village-
based societies to more complex social and economic structures. The Hakra Culture,
associated with settlements along the now-dry Sarasvati (Ghaggar-Hakra) River,
predates the Harappan phase and provides crucial evidence of early human habitation
in the region. Excavations at Hakra sites have revealed simple handmade pottery,
early forms of agriculture, and domesticated animals. These cultures, with their
evolving trade networks, technological advancements, and settlement expansions,
played a foundational role in the development of the later Mature Harappan

Civilization.

During this phase, settlements began to grow in size, and the foundations of
later Harappan urbanism were laid. Evidence of trade with Mesopotamia, Central Asia,
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and local regions suggests an emerging economy based on agriculture and craft

production.

2. Mature Harappan Phase (c. 2600-1900 BCE)

This phase represents the peak of the Harappan Civilization, characterized by
well-planned cities, standardized architecture, and advanced trade networks. Key

features of this phase include:

e Urban Planning — Cities like Harappa, Mohenjo-Daro, Dholavira, and Lothal
had grid-patterned streets, drainage systems, and multi-room houses.

« Monumental Architecture — Structures such as the Great Bath of Mohenjo-
Daro, granaries, and large public buildings indicate a centralized administration.

e Writing System — The undeciphered Harappan script, found on seals and
pottery, suggests the use of a writing system, possibly for trade and
administration.

e Trade and Economy - The Harappans had trade connections with
Mesopotamia, as seen in Mesopotamian records referring to a land called
"Meluhha," believed to be the Indus region.

o Craft Specialization — Harappans excelled in bead-making, metallurgy
(copper, bronze), pottery, and textile production.

e Religious and Social Aspects — Archaeological findings suggest religious
practices related to fertility worship, water cults, and possibly a belief in life after
death.

This period saw the Harappan Civilization at its most advanced stage, with a

uniform cultural pattern across its settlements.

3. Late Harappan Phase (c. 1900-1300 BCE)

The Late Harappan phase witnessed the decline and eventual disappearance
of the civilization. Some of the key aspects of this phase include:

_ Periyar University — CDOE| Self-Learning Material



CDOE - ODL M.A — SEMESTER | History of Ancient and Early Medieval India

o Decline of Urban Centers — Major cities were gradually abandoned or reduced
to smaller settlements.
o Decline of Long-Distance Trade — Evidence suggests a reduction in trade
with Mesopotamia and other regions.
e Cultural Transformation — Local cultures like Cemetery H Culture and Jhukar
Culture replaced the Mature Harappan traditions.
o Possible Causes of Decline:
o Environmental changes such as climate shifts and the drying up of the
Sarasvati River.
o Flooding or shifting of river courses affecting agriculture.
o Overuse of resources leading to economic strain.

o Possible conflicts or migration leading to a dispersal of the population.

By around 1300 BCE, most of the Harappan sites had been abandoned or
transformed, marking the end of this remarkable civilization. However, elements of
Harappan culture, such as pottery styles and settlement patterns, continued in later

cultures of the Indian subcontinent.

1.3.3 Extent

The Harappan Civilization, also known as the Indus Valley Civilization, was one
of the largest and most extensive Bronze Age civilizations, covering an area of
approximately 1.5 million square kilometers. It extended across present-day
Pakistan, northwest India, and parts of Afghanistan and Iran, making it larger than
contemporary civilizations such as Mesopotamia and Egypt. The civilization thrived
between 2600 BCE and 1900 BCE, with settlements distributed along major river
systems, including the Indus, Ghaggar-Hakra (Sarasvati), and their tributaries. Its
vast geographical reach and diverse ecological settings contributed to its economic

prosperity, trade expansion, and urban development.

Geographical Spread of the Harappan Civilization
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The Harappan sites are classified into core regions, peripheral sites, and

trade outposts, indicating a highly integrated and interconnected civilization.

1. Core Regions: Major Urban Centers

The heartland of the Harappan Civilization included the Punjab, Sindh, Gujarat,
Haryana, Rajasthan, and western Uttar Pradesh. Some of the most significant sites

in these regions include:

« Harappa (Punjab, Pakistan) — One of the two major cities, Harappa was an
administrative and trade hub with well-planned streets, drainage systems, and
granaries.

« Mohenjo-Daro (Sindh, Pakistan) — The largest Harappan city, known for its
Great Bath, granaries, citadel, and sophisticated urban planning.

« Dholavira (Gujarat, India) — A unique site with massive stone architecture, an
advanced water management system, and a well-planned city layout.

e Rakhigarhi (Haryana, India) — The largest Harappan site, covering over 550
hectares, with evidence of early urban planning and craft specialization.

« Kalibangan (Rajasthan, India) — A site known for its distinctive fire altars,
plowed field remains, and brick houses.

o Lothal (Gujarat, India) — A major port city that facilitated maritime trade, with

a dockyard and evidence of overseas trade with Mesopotamia.

2. Peripheral Regions: Smaller Settlements and Trade Outposts

Beyond the core regions, the Harappan Civilization had settlements in

peripheral areas that played crucial roles in resource extraction and trade:

e Manda (Jammu, India) — The northernmost Harappan site, located in the
Himalayan foothills, indicating interaction with mountain communities.

o Shortugai (Afghanistan) — A site located near lapis lazuli mines, crucial for
long-distance trade with Mesopotamia and Central Asia.
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o Sutkagen-dor (Balochistan, Pakistan) — The westernmost Harappan site,
near the Makran coast, serving as a trade post for maritime commerce with the
Persian Gulf.

« Kot Diji (Sindh, Pakistan) — An early Harappan site that marks the transition
from pre-Harappan cultures to full urbanization.

o Balakot (Balochistan, Pakistan) — A coastal site known for shell-working and

maritime trade.

Trade Networks and Connectivity

The vast extent of the Harappan Civilization suggests an advanced trade

network, with evidence of local, regional, and international exchanges:

1. Inland Trade — The distribution of uniform artifacts, such as seals, weights, and
pottery, indicates active trade among Harappan cities and rural settlements.
Goods like grains, cotton, copper, and pottery were traded across the
subcontinent.

2. Maritime Trade — The presence of dockyards at Lothal and coastal
settlements such as Sutkagen-dor suggests that the Harappans engaged in
seaborne trade with the Persian Gulf and Mesopotamia.

3. International Trade - Archaeological findings suggest that Harappan
merchants traded with Mesopotamia (Sumer), Central Asia, and the Persian
Gulf. Items such as beads, lapis lazuli, carnelian, and seals have been found in
Mesopotamian cities, indicating commercial links. The Sumerians referred to a

distant land called "Meluhha," which is believed to be the Indus region.

Significance of the Harappan Extent

The vast extent of the Harappan Civilization highlights its remarkable
urbanization, trade networks, and cultural integration across a large geographical
area. With major cities like Harappa, Mohenjo-Daro, Rakhigarhi, and Dholavira spread
across present-day Pakistan and India, the civilization demonstrated advanced

administrative efficiency, standardized architecture, and a well-organized drainage
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system. Its economic strength was evident through extensive inland and maritime
trade with regions like Mesopotamia, Central Asia, and the Persian Gulf. The
widespread use of uniform weights, measures, and script indicates a high level of
coordination and governance. Adaptability to diverse environments, including river
valleys, semi-arid zones, and coastal areas, allowed for innovations in agriculture and
water management. The Harappan Civilization’s influence persisted in later South
Asian cultures, shaping urban planning, trade practices, and craft traditions. Its legacy
as one of the earliest sophisticated civilizations underscores its historical importance

in shaping the ancient world..

1.3.4 First Urbanization and Town Planning

The Harappan Civilization represents India’s first urbanization, marking a
significant transition from rural settlements to well-planned cities. This phase,
occurring between 2600 BCE and 1900 BCE, saw the development of large cities with
advanced infrastructure, a standardized administrative system, and economic
specialization. The emergence of urban centers such as Harappa, Mohenjo-Daro,
Dholavira, and Rakhigarhi was driven by agricultural surplus, trade, and
technological advancements, which laid the foundation for organized societies.

The Harappan Civilization is renowned for its advanced town planning, a hallmark of
its urban development. The cities were meticulously planned, following a grid-like
structure, with streets intersecting at right angles, creating well-organized residential
and commercial areas. The most notable cities such as Mohenjo-Daro, Harappa, and
Dholavira were designed with impressive urban planning and engineering techniques

that were far ahead of their time.

Characteristics of Harappan Urbanization

City Planning and Architecture - The Harappan Civilization exhibited
remarkable city planning, characterized by a well-organized grid layout, where streets
intersected at right angles, dividing cities into blocks. Cities like Mohenjo-Daro,
Harappa, and Dholavira featured a distinct citadel (upper town) for administrative

and possibly religious functions, while the lower town housed the general population.
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Burnt bricks, used uniformly across structures, ensured durability. The cities had an
advanced drainage system, with covered drains connected to private and public
buildings, indicating a focus on sanitation. Houses varied in size, often with
courtyards, wells, and private bathrooms. Public structures like the Great Bath of
Mohenjo-Daro, granaries, and assembly halls reflect civic planning and economic
organization. Some sites, such as Dholavira, had fortifications, suggesting
defensive measures. The Harappan city layout, with its emphasis on sanitation, urban
zoning, and standardized architecture, demonstrates an advanced and highly

organized society, influencing later urban developments in the Indian subcontinent.

The Citadel and the Lower Town - The Harappan cities were divided into two
main sections: the Citadel and the Lower Town. The Citadel, often located on an
elevated area, housed important public and religious structures such as granaries,
public baths, and assembly halls. It was likely the center of administrative and
ceremonial functions. In contrast, the Lower Town was primarily residential, containing
a dense network of houses, streets, and markets. The houses in the Lower Town were
equipped with private bathrooms and drainage systems, indicating a focus on hygiene
and urban planning. This division reflected a clear distinction between public and
private spaces, with the Citadel serving as a center of governance and the Lower Town

as the hub of dalily life.

Public Buildings - Harappan cities were equipped with impressive public
buildings that showcased their advanced urban planning and organization. The Great
Bath at Mohenjo-Daro is one of the most famous structures, a large rectangular pool
with sophisticated drainage and water management systems, likely used for ritualistic
bathing or communal activities. Granaries, such as those found at Harappa, were
large, well-built structures used for storing surplus grain, which suggests a well-
regulated agricultural economy and centralized control over resources. The dockyard
at Lothal, one of the earliest known examples of maritime trade infrastructure, reveals
the Harappans' expertise in managing water transport. These public buildings reflect
the civilization's attention to hygiene, food storage, and trade, which were crucial for

sustaining their urban centers and economy.
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Advanced Drainage and Sanitation System - The Harappan Civilization had
a highly developed drainage and sanitation system, showcasing an advanced
understanding of urban hygiene and public health. Cities like Mohenjo-Daro, Harappa,
and Dholavira had covered drains made of baked bricks, running parallel to streets
and connected to individual houses. Many houses had private bathrooms with sloped
floors leading to drainage channels, ensuring efficient wastewater disposal. The
drainage system included inspection holes and soak pits, allowing for maintenance.
Larger drains collected wastewater from smaller household drains and directed it
outside the city. Public baths, such as the Great Bath in Mohenjo-Daro, suggest the
importance of water in ritualistic and daily activities. The systematic arrangement of
wells, reservoirs, and water storage tanks in some cities ensured a steady water
supply. This sophisticated sanitation infrastructure, unmatched in contemporary
civilizations, highlights the Harappans' emphasis on cleanliness, urban planning, and

civic administration.

Economic Specialization and Trade - The Harappan Civilization had a well-
developed economic system based on specialized craftsmanship and extensive trade
networks. Artisans and craftsmen produced pottery, beads, metal tools, textiles, and
ornaments, indicating occupational specialization. The use of standardized weights
and measures facilitated trade and economic regulation. Internal trade flourished, with
goods like grains, cotton, and metal artifacts exchanged between cities and rural
settlements. External trade connected the Harappans with Mesopotamia (Meluhha),
Persia, Central Asia, and the Arabian Peninsula, as evidenced by Harappan seals
found in Mesopotamian sites. The city of Lothal served as a major port, suggesting
maritime trade, while river routes along the Indus and Ghaggar-Hakra facilitated inland
commerce. The widespread use of seals, granaries, and organized marketplaces
indicates a regulated economy driven by trade, surplus production, and economic
interdependence. This economic specialization and trade network contributed

significantly to the prosperity and longevity of the Harappan Civilization.

Social Organization and Governance - The social organization and
governance of the Harappan Civilization reflect a highly structured and coordinated

society. Evidence suggests that the Harappans had a centralized system of
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administration, as indicated by the uniformity in the planning of cities, the use of
standardized weights and measures, and the prevalence of Harappan seals for trade
and legal transactions. There were no clear signs of palaces or monumental tombs,
which suggests that the ruling class may have been egalitarian, with power possibly
vested in a council or group of administrators rather than a single monarch. The
presence of granaries, workshops, and public baths points to organized communal
work and regulation of resources, indicating state control over agricultural surplus and
trade. Social stratification was apparent, with larger, more elaborate houses likely
belonging to the elite, while smaller dwellings were occupied by commoners. Despite
the absence of written records, the uniformity of urban planning, economic regulation,
and infrastructure suggests an advanced system of governance that ensured stability

and coordination across a vast territory.

Decline of Urbanization

The decline of urbanization in the Harappan Civilization, occurring around 1900
BCE, remains a subject of debate among scholars. Several factors likely contributed
to the collapse of this advanced society. One of the primary reasons is believed to be
climatic changes, including a shift in the monsoon patterns and reduced rainfall, which
affected agriculture and led to the drying up of key rivers like the Ghaggar-Hakra. This
environmental change may have caused a decline in agricultural productivity and the
depletion of water resources, making it difficult to sustain large urban centers. Another
possible factor is river shifts, particularly the diversion of the Indus River, which could
have disrupted trade routes and the overall economy. Additionally, resource depletion,
including the overuse of timber for construction and fuel, might have led to ecological
degradation. Some scholars also suggest the possibility of external invasions or
migrations, although there is no direct evidence to support this theory. The
abandonment of cities like Mohenjo-Daro and Harappa around 1900 BCE signifies the
decline in urban life, and the subsequent migration of people to smaller, rural
settlements marks a return to a more agrarian-based society. Despite this decline,
many aspects of the Harappan culture, such as craft techniques and trade practices,

continued to influence the subcontinent for centuries.
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1.3.5 Seals and Script

The seals and script of the Harappan Civilization are among the most
remarkable features of this ancient society. The seals, primarily made of steatite
(soapstone), were intricately designed and served multiple purposes, including
administrative, trade, and possibly religious functions. Most seals were square or
rectangular in shape, with a variety of carvings depicting animals such as unicorns,
elephants, rhinoceroses, tigers, and buffaloes, along with geometric patterns and
symbols. The unicorn seal, one of the most iconic examples, is particularly enigmatic,
as it features a one-horned animal not found in nature. These animal motifs likely had
symbolic or religious significance, representing certain deities or important cultural

beliefs.

The seals were primarily used in trade to mark goods and commaodities. In the
bustling cities of the Harappan Civilization, goods were often stamped with a seal to
indicate authenticity and the place of origin. These seals were used to mark
merchandise, likely identifying the producer, merchant, or city responsible for the item.
It is believed that merchants used these seals to establish trade networks across the
vast expanse of the Harappan territory, which stretched across modern-day India,
Pakistan, and parts of Afghanistan. The widespread use of these seals in distant areas
indicates a standardized system of trade that extended beyond the local level and

integrated different regions within the Harappan world.

The Harappan script, although still undeciphered, was inscribed on many of
these seals, as well as on pottery and other artifacts. The script appears to be a
collection of pictographs or symbols, arranged in linear sequences. These symbols
may have represented sounds, words, or concepts, but the lack of longer inscriptions
has made it difficult to definitively determine the nature of the script. It is thought that
the script may have been used for administrative purposes, such as recording trade
transactions or keeping track of goods, as well as for religious or ceremonial purposes.
The brevity of most inscriptions, typically no more than a few characters long, suggests
that the script was not intended for long-form communication, but rather for specific,

functional purposes such as inventory tracking, official records, or seals of authority.
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Despite the fact that the Harappan script remains largely undeciphered, it is
clear that it was an important tool for administration and organization within the
Harappan civilization. The seals and inscriptions suggest a highly organized and
centralized society with systems in place for managing trade, resources, and possibly
even religious practices. The widespread use of seals across various regions of the
Harappan world also points to a degree of cultural unity and a sophisticated level of
communication. While much about the script remains a mystery, the discovery of these
artifacts provides vital clues to the organizational structure of one of the world's earliest
urban civilizations, shedding light on the economic, social, and political life of the
Harappan people.

1.3.6 Trade Contacts

The Harappan Civilization had a well-established and extensive network of
trade contacts that extended across the Indian subcontinent and beyond. Evidence of
long-distance trade is found in the form of materials, goods, and cultural influences
exchanged between Harappa and neighboring regions. Archaeological findings
suggest that the Harappans traded with regions as far as Mesopotamia, the Iranian
plateau, Central Asia, and the Arabian Peninsula, highlighting their advanced trading
skills and the reach of their commercial activities. Harappan cities such as Mohenjo-
Daro, Harappa, and Lothal were major hubs of trade, where merchants engaged in
the exchange of raw materials, finished goods, and luxury items.

The main commodities traded by the Harappans included cotton, wool, textiles,
beads, precious metals like gold and silver, and semi-precious stones like lapis lazuli,
carnelian, and agate. The Harappans were also known for their craftwork, particularly
bead-making, pottery, and metalwork, which were highly prized in foreign markets.
Lothal, a significant port city in Gujarat, is particularly notable for its dockyard, which
facilitated maritime trade. Goods from the Harappan region were transported via the
Indus River to the Persian Gulf and beyond, with evidence of Harappan seals and
artifacts found in Mesopotamia, indicating direct contact with Sumerian and Akkadian

civilizations.
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In return, the Harappans imported goods such as copper, tin, silver, stones,
wood, and luxury items from regions like Mesopotamia and Persia. This exchange
suggests a mutually beneficial relationship, with both regions supplying each other
with materials and goods that were not locally available. Additionally, the Harappans
likely engaged in trade with the central Asian and Afghan regions for materials like
turquoise and bronze, further emphasizing their broad trade networks.

The trade relationships of the Harappan Civilization were not limited to the
exchange of goods. The extensive trade network supported the growth of the cities
and contributed to the prosperity and stability of the Harappan Civilization. The ability
of the Harappans to establish such far-reaching trade contacts demonstrates their
advanced understanding of logistics, navigation, and resource management, marking

them as one of the most economically sophisticated civilizations of the ancient world.

Let Us Sum Up

In this section, we explored the Harappan Civilization, one of the earliest urban
cultures of the ancient world. We examined its origins, chronology, extent, urban
planning, and significant aspects such as the economy, social organization, and
governance. The Harappan Civilization displayed remarkable achievements in
urbanization, trade, and technological innovations. We also delved into the city's
layout, including the division between the citadel and lower town, as well as the
advanced drainage and sanitation systems. Furthermore, we looked into the Harappan
economy, the trade links with Mesopotamia and beyond, and the significant cultural

artifacts that provide insight into the civilization's way of life.

Check Your Progress

1. The Harappan Civilization is considered a part of which historical period?
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a) Ancient Indian Kingdoms
b) Proto-History

c) Medieval Indian History
d) Ancient Greek Civilization

2. Which of the following is true regarding the trade contacts of the Harappans?
a) The Harappans only traded locally
b) Harappans traded exclusively with Mesopotamia
¢) They had trade connections with regions like Mesopotamia, Central Asia,
and the Arabian Peninsula
d) The Harappans did not engage in any trade

3. Which of the following statements best describes the city planning of the
Harappan Civilization?
a) The cities were unplanned with narrow streets
b) The cities were based on a grid layout with advanced drainage systems
c) The cities were located on hills with no drainage systems
d) The cities were scattered and not planned in any way

4. Lothal is important for which of the following reasons?
a) It was the site of the Great Bath
b) It was a major port city for maritime trade
c) It was the location of the Great Granary
d) It was known for its advanced script

5. The decline of the Harappan Civilization is primarily attributed to:
a) Natural disasters, such as floods or earthquakes
b) Invasion by foreign forces
c) Lack of resources
d) Sudden urban collapse due to internal political instability

The Ancient Tamil Civilization, one of the oldest in the Indian subcontinent,
thrived in the southern part of India, specifically in Tamil Nadu and parts of Sri Lanka,
dating back to over 2,000 years ago. The roots of this civilization are deeply embedded
in the early history of the Tamil people. The Tamil society, culture, and civilization have
a rich history that stretches across the Sangam period (approximately 3rd century BCE
to 3rd century CE), which was marked by literary and cultural developments that have
had a lasting impact on Tamil society and language.
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The Tamils are known for their distinct language, which belongs to the language
family of South India, and their literature, particularly Sangam literature, which is
considered one of the oldest bodies of secular literature in the world. This period saw
the flourishing of Tamil poetry and the emergence of social and political organization.
The ancient Tamil kingdoms, such as the Cheras, Cholas, and Pandyas, had well-
organized administrative systems and were involved in both internal and external

trade, including maritime routes to Southeast Asia and the Arabian Peninsula.

Archaeological sites such as Adichanallur, Keeladi, Kondagai, Mayiladumparai,
and Sivagalai have provided invaluable insights into the material culture of the early
Tamil people, including their art, pottery, and burial practices. These sites have
revealed significant findings such as megalithic tombs, pottery, tools, and inscriptions
that help reconstruct the ancient Tamil way of life. Adichanallur, for instance, is notable
for its burial practices, where urns and artifacts were found, reflecting a complex
society with an organized social structure. Similarly, Keeladi is significant for the
discovery of an ancient urban settlement with Tamil-Brahmi inscriptions, offering

evidence of literacy and trade networks during the period.

The Sangam literature provides essential information about the social,
economic, and cultural life of ancient Tamils. It depicts various aspects of life, including
love, valor, ethics, governance, and trade. The literature also paints a picture of the
Tamil kingdoms' internal relations, their interactions with neighboring regions, and their

military campaigns.

Overall, Ancient Tamil Civilization was a vital part of early Indian history,
contributing significantly to the development of regional culture, language, and trade
networks. Through a combination of archaeological evidence and literary sources,
scholars have been able to piece together a rich history that showcases the vibrancy

and sophistication of ancient Tamil society.

1.4.1 Adichanallur
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Adichanallur is an important archaeological site located in the Tamil Nadu state,
near the banks of the Tamiraparani River. It is considered one of the most significant
sites for understanding the early history of the Tamil civilization, dating back to the
Iron Age (around 1000 BCE to 200 BCE). The site is particularly notable for its burial
practices, where a large number of megalithic tombs have been discovered, along
with a wealth of artifacts that offer valuable insights into the lives of the people during

that time.

The excavation at Adichanallur revealed several types of burial structures,
including urn burials, cist burials, and stone circles, which were used to inter the
dead. The urns, often containing human remains along with grave goods, were
typically made of terracotta and were placed in stone-lined pits. Some of the artifacts
found at the site include pottery, tools, beads, and iron implements, which suggest
that the people of Adichanallur had a well-developed material culture and were
involved in trade and craftsmanship. Additionally, the presence of metal objects,

particularly iron, indicates the technological advances of the time.

One of the most significant discoveries at Adichanallur is the presence of Tamil-
Brahmi inscriptions. These inscriptions, which are some of the earliest known written
records of the Tamil language, offer crucial evidence of literacy and administrative
practices in ancient Tamil society. The inscriptions are typically found on potsherds
and other objects, and their existence suggests a sophisticated system of record-

keeping and communication.

Adichanallur’s importance extends beyond its archaeological findings. It serves
as an essential link in understanding the cultural and social development of the early
Tamil kingdoms and their relationships with neighboring regions. The site also sheds
light on the spiritual and religious practices of the people, as well as their burial
customs, social stratification, and the significance of rituals in ancient Tamil society.
The discoveries at Adichanallur have provided invaluable contributions to
reconstructing the early history and culture of the Tamil people.
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1.4.2 Keeladi

Keeladi is an ancient archaeological site located in the Sivaganga district of
Tamil Nadu. It has gained significant importance due to the discovery of a well-
developed urban settlement that dates back to the 6th century BCE, making it one of
the earliest known urban sites in the region. The site is of great historical value
because it offers insight into the early urbanization of Tamil Nadu, the evolution of

settlement patterns, and the cultural practices of the ancient Tamil people.

The excavations at Keeladi have revealed a rich array of artifacts, including
pottery, tools, beads, and rings, which suggest that the inhabitants were engaged in a
variety of activities such as trade, craftsmanship, and agriculture. The pottery found at
the site is particularly significant, as it includes Tamil-Brahmi inscriptions, marking it
as one of the earliest evidence of written Tamil. These inscriptions, found on pottery
fragments and other objects, indicate the presence of an organized society with

systems of communication and administration.

One of the key features of Keeladi is its urban planning. The settlement was
well-structured with streets, houses, and drainage systems, pointing to an advanced
level of organization. The evidence of well-laid-out roads, houses with baked brick
walls, and a drainage system suggests that the people of Keeladi had mastered basic

urban planning techniques, similar to other ancient civilizations like the Harappans.

Keeladi's importance is further highlighted by its association with the early Tamil
Sangam period. The archaeological evidence from the site supports the notion that
Keeladi was part of the cultural and political landscape of ancient Tamil Nadu during
a time of social and cultural flourishing. The presence of artifacts from the Sangam era
strengthens the connection between the site and the early Tamil kingdoms, such as

the Cheras, Cholas, and Pandyas.

Overall, Keeladi provides crucial evidence of early urbanization, social
organization, and cultural development in Tamil Nadu. The site continues to be a focal

point for research into the ancient history of the region, helping scholars understand
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the evolution of the Tamil civilization and its significance in the broader context of

ancient India.

1.4.3 Kondagai

Kondagai is another important archaeological site located in the southern part
of Tamil Nadu. It is a village located in Tiruppuvanam Block in Sivaganga District. The
site is significant for its contribution to understanding the ancient Tamil civilization,
particularly during the early historical period. Excavations at Kondagai have uncovered
a variety of artifacts that offer insights into the cultural, social, and economic practices
of the ancient Tamil people.

At Kondagai, archaeologists have found evidence of megalithic structures,
including stone circles and urn burials, which are typical of the early Iron Age period.
The burial practices at the site reflect the belief systems and social structure of the
people. The presence of urns with human remains, as well as grave goods such as
pottery and beads, indicates a complex social organization. The artifacts found at the
site also include iron tools, suggesting that the people of Kondagai had mastered

ironworking technigues and were involved in various crafts and trades.

The pottery discovered at Kondagai is of great significance, as it includes
examples of red and black ware, which are characteristic of the megalithic culture of
the region. These pottery fragments are often decorated with geometric patterns,
providing insights into the artistic expressions of the time. Additionally, the presence
of Tamil-Brahmi inscriptions at the site suggests that writing was used, further

indicating a level of sophistication and organization in the society.

Kondagai is also an important site for understanding the trade and cultural
connections of the ancient Tamil people. The discovery of artifacts like beads and
ornaments made from materials such as glass and semi-precious stones suggests
that the people of Kondagai were involved in long-distance trade networks. These
connections extended beyond the Tamil region, linking the ancient Tamils to other

parts of India and possibly overseas.
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Overall, Kondagai contributes significantly to the reconstruction of early Tamil
society, offering evidence of its social structure, material culture, and connections to
the broader world. The site is an important link in understanding the evolution of the

Tamil civilization and its role in the larger context of ancient India.

1.4.4 Mayiladumparai

Mayiladumparai is an archaeological site and Oldest evidence of Iron Age in
South India (1500 BCE), located in the Madurai district of Tamil Nadu. The site is
significant due to its evidence of early Tamil civilization and provides insights into the
region's cultural and social development during the early historic period. Excavations
at Mayiladumparai have revealed various artifacts, including pottery, beads, iron tools,
and Tamil-Brahmi inscriptions, which suggest that the settlement was well-organized
and connected to broader trade networks.

The pottery found at Mayiladumparai is particularly noteworthy, as it includes
examples of red and black ware and other characteristic types of megalithic pottery.
These pottery types, along with the presence of Tamil-Brahmi inscriptions on some
fragments, indicate the use of writing and an advanced level of societal organization.
The inscriptions are among the earliest evidence of the Tamil language in written form
and provide valuable information about the social, political, and cultural life of the
people who lived at the site.

One of the significant findings at Mayiladumparai is the presence of iron tools,
which suggests that the people of the site had knowledge of ironworking and were
engaged in agricultural and craft activities. The use of iron tools marks a significant
technological advancement from the earlier stone tools used by their predecessors in
the prehistoric period. Additionally, the presence of beads and ornaments made from
semi-precious stones and glass suggests that the people of Mayiladumparai

participated in trade, likely involving long-distance exchange networks.
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The site’s strategic location and the evidence of urbanization point to
Mayiladumparai being an important center during the early historic period of Tamil
Nadu. It may have played a role in the Tamil Sangam culture, which flourished in the
region. The artifacts found at the site offer a glimpse into the lives of the early Tamils
and their social organization, reflecting both the local traditions and the influence of

broader cultural interactions.

Overall, Mayiladumparai is a key archaeological site for understanding the
evolution of early Tamil society, its technological advancements, and its cultural
practices. It offers valuable insights into the early history of Tamil Nadu and contributes
to the understanding of ancient urbanization and social structures in South India.

1.4.5 Sivagalai

Sivagalai is an important archaeological site located in the southern part of
Tamil Nadu. It is an Iron Age habitation-cum-burial site in the Thamirabarani river
valley in Thoothukudi district. It has contributed significantly to understanding the early
Tamil civilization. Excavations at Sivagalai have revealed several aspects of life during
the early historic period, particularly in terms of settlement patterns, cultural practices,
and the development of urban and rural relationships. The site provides valuable
evidence of the evolution of social, economic, and technological systems in ancient

Tamil society.

The site is known for its megalithic burials, which include urn burials, stone
circles, and cists, common in Iron Age Tamil Nadu. These burial practices reflect the
religious and cultural beliefs of the community and suggest a strong connection to the
megalithic culture, which was prevalent across the southern Indian region during this
time. The presence of iron tools and pottery at the site indicates that the people of
Sivagalai were engaged in both agricultural and craft activities. Iron working was an
essential part of their economic activities, and the site reveals the technological

sophistication of the time.

_ Periyar University — CDOE| Self-Learning Material



CDOE - ODL M.A — SEMESTER | History of Ancient and Early Medieval India

In addition to the megalithic features, the pottery found at Sivagalai is
noteworthy. The pottery includes red and black ware, as well as decorated pottery with
geometric patterns, characteristic of the early historic period. The pottery fragments
also feature Tamil-Brahmi inscriptions, which are among the earliest examples of
writing in the Tamil language. These inscriptions provide valuable evidence of literacy
and the social organization of the time. They also offer insights into the political and
administrative systems in place, possibly indicating the existence of small states or

chieftaincies in the region.

Sivagalai's significance is also seen in its potential connection to the Tamil
Sangam culture. The artifacts recovered from the site, including jewelry, beads, and
metal objects, suggest a vibrant trade and exchange system, likely with neighboring
regions. These artifacts may indicate that Sivagalai was part of the broader cultural
and economic network that connected various parts of ancient Tamil Nadu. The site's
findings add depth to our understanding of the early historical period and its

contributions to the development of Tamil society.

Overall, Sivagalai is a crucial site for studying early Tamil culture and the socio-
economic development of the region. The evidence from Sivagalai contributes to a
deeper understanding of the practices, technologies, and cultural exchanges that
shaped early Tamil civilization. It serves as an important link in the chain of
archaeological discoveries that continue to illuminate the history of ancient Tamil
Nadu.

Let Us Sum Up

This section covers the important aspects of the Ancient Tamil Civilization,
focusing on various archaeological sites and cultural practices that shaped early Tamil
society. Key highlights include the significance of megalithic culture, burial practices
such as urn burials, and the role of Sangam literature in providing a glimpse into the
political, social, and cultural fabric of ancient Tamil Nadu. The section also discusses

the notable Tamil-Brahmi script used in inscriptions, which offers important evidence
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of early literacy and administrative systems. The development of these ancient Tamil

societies played a critical role in the evolution of South Indian civilization.

Check Your Progress

1. Which of the following is associated with the burial practices in ancient Tamil
civilization?
a) Dolmens
b) Sarcophagi
c) Pyramids
d) Urn burial

2. What script is considered an early form of writing used in Tamil Nadu in the
3rd century BCE?
a) Devanagari
b) Tamil-Brahmi
c) Brahmi
d) Kharosthi

3. Sangam literature provides important insights into the ancient Tamil society's:
a) Agriculture
b) Political, social, and cultural life
c) Trade networks

d) Ancient scripts

4. The major sites that shed light on early Tamil civilization include:
a) Keeladi, Adichanallur, and Kondagai
b) Lothal, Mohenjo-Daro, and Harappa
c) Nalanda, Taxila, and Pataliputra
d) Poompuhar, Madurai, and Kanchipuram
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5. The Iron Age in Tamil Nadu is closely linked to which of the following?
a) Development of agriculture
b) Spread of Buddhism
c) Use of iron tools and weapons
d) Maritime trade with China

This unit provides an introduction to the early history of India, focusing on the
sources of information such as archaeological and literary evidence. It explores
prehistoric cultures, covering the Palaeolithic, Mesolithic, and Neolithic periods,
detailing the technological and cultural advancements of these eras. The unit also
examines the Harappan Civilization, its urbanization, trade, and governance, along
with significant archaeological sites from ancient Tamil civilization, including
Adichanallur and Keeladi. Through these studies, this unit highlights the diversity and
complexity of early Indian societies, offering insights into their social, economic, and
cultural developments, and sets the foundation for understanding the evolution of

Indian civilization.

Archaeology | The scientific study of material remains, such as artifacts,
structures, and landscapes, to understand past human life and
activities.

Beads Small decorative objects made from materials like semi-precious
stones, used in jewelry and as trade items, prevalent in the
Harappan Civilization.

Cists Stone boxes or chambers used in burial practices, often found in
megalithic burial sites.

Citadel A fortified area in ancient cities, often used for religious,
administrative, or ceremonial functions, as seen in Harappan cities.

Granaries Large storage buildings used for storing surplus grains, crucial for
managing agricultural resources in the Harappan Civilization.
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Mesolithic The Middle Stone Age, a transitional phase between the
Palaeolithic and Neolithic periods, characterized by advances in

tool-making and the beginning of settled life.

Neolithic The New Stone Age, marked by the development of agriculture,
domestication of animals, and the establishment of permanent
settlements.

Palaeolithic | The Old Stone Age, a prehistoric period characterized by the use of
stone tools, hunting, and gathering.

Proto- A period in human history when written records start to appear, but

History the civilization is still in its early stages, like the Harappan
Civilization.

Script A system of writing used by a civilization, such as the undeciphered
Harappan script, which may have been used for administrative or
commercial purposes.

Seals Small engraved objects, often made from stone or clay, used in the
Indus Valley Civilization for administrative and commercial
purposes.

Tamil- A script used in ancient Tamil inscriptions, which is an early form of

Brahmi writing found in Tamil Nadu around the 3rd century BCE.

Urn Burial A burial practice where the remains of the deceased are placed in
urns, often seen in megalithic sites.

Short Answers: (5 Marks) K3/K4 Level Questions

1. | Explain the significance of archaeological sources in reconstructing K3
the history of ancient India.

2. | Describe the characteristics of the Palaeolithic culture and mention K3
some of the important sites associated with it.

3. | What were the main features of the Harappan Civilization? Discuss K3
its urban planning and technological advancements.
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4. | Outline the key differences between the Mesolithic and Neolithic K3
cultures in ancient India.

5. | What is the significance of Sangam literature in understanding the K3
political and social life of ancient Tamil society?

6. | Discuss the different types of burial practices found in the megalithic K4
culture in Tamil Nadu.

7. | Explain the role of foreign accounts in the reconstruction of ancient K4
Indian history. Give examples of important foreign travelers.

8. | Describe the tools used during the Neolithic period and their role in K4
the development of human society.

9. | What are the main features of the Harappan drainage system, and K4
how does it reflect the urban planning of the civilization?

10. | Discuss the significance of the Tamil-Brahmi script and its role in K4
understanding ancient Tamil society.

Essay Type Answers: (8 Marks) K5/K6 Level Questions

1. | Discuss the origin and development of the Harappan Civilization, K5
including theories on its decline. Provide evidence to support these
theories.

2. | Explain the features of the Mesolithic period, highlighting the changes | K5
in human lifestyle, technology, and settlement patterns.

3. | Analyze the importance of the Neolithic revolution in transforming K5
ancient Indian society. Discuss its impact on agriculture,
domestication, and settlement patterns.

4. | Examine the cultural and technological achievements of the K5
Harappan Civilization, with particular emphasis on urban planning,
drainage systems, and trade.

5. | Evaluate the significance of the Sangam literature in reconstructing K5
the history of ancient Tamil society, including its depiction of kingship,
trade, and social organization.
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6. | Compare the Palaeolithic, Mesolithic, and Neolithic cultures in terms
of their technological advancements, subsistence strategies, and
social organization.

K6

7. | Discuss the role of foreign accounts, such as those by Greek and
Persian writers, in providing information about ancient Indian
civilization. How reliable are these sources?

K6

8. | Analyze the archaeological evidence found at key prehistoric sites in
Tamil Nadu, such as Adichanallur, Keeladi, and Kondagai, and their
contribution to understanding early Tamil civilization.

K6

9. | Assess the role of megalithic culture in Tamil Nadu, focusing on its
burial practices, material culture, and social structure.

K6

10. | Critically evaluate the relationship between the Harappan Civilization
and its neighboring cultures, including evidence of trade, cultural
exchange, and technological influence.

K6

o Case Study: Visit a nearby museum or archaeological site and write a report

on its significance.

e Research Activity: Compare the burial practices of Harappan civilization with

that of Ancient Tamil Nadu.

« Exercise: Create a chart showing the evolution of tools from the Palaeolithic to

the Neolithic period.

e Assignment: Prepare a short essay on the role of inscriptions in reconstructing

Indian history.

« Discussion: Debate on the importance of Tamil-Brahmi inscriptions in rewriting

South Indian history.

Section 1.1 1 A 2 B 3 D 4 A 5 B
Section 1.2 1 B 2 C 3 A 4 B 5 D
Section 1.3 1 B 2 C 3 B 4 B 5 A
Section 1.4 1 D 2 B 3 B 4 A 5 C
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UNIT II
VEDIC PERIOD TO ALEXANDER'’S INVASION

Vedic Period: Debate on the original home of the Aryans —Life during Early Vedic
Age — Transformation from Early Vedic to Later Vedic Period — Social - Political —
Economic; Second Urbanization: Emergence of the Mahajanapadas — Formation of
State: Republics and Monarchies — Rise of Urban Centres — Magadha: Haryankas
— Sisunagas — Nandas; Intellectual Awakening: Rise of Buddhism and Jainism -their
impact on society in India and Abroad; Persian and Macedonian Contacts —
Alexander’s Invasion and its impact.

After completing this unit, learners will be able to:

e Understand the origins, development, and transition from Early to Later Vedic
society.

e Analyze the rise of urbanization and the formation of Mahajanapadas and
early states.

e Examine the political developments in Magadha under the Haryankas,
Sisunagas, and Nandas.

e Assess the emergence and impact of Buddhism and Jainism on Indian
society and culture.

e Evaluate the significance of Persian and Macedonian contacts, especially
Alexander’s invasion.

Section 2.1: Vedic Period

2.1.1 Debate on the Original Home of the Aryans
2.1.2 Life during Early Vedic Age

2.1.3 Transformation from Early Vedic to Later Vedic Period
2.1.4 Society, Polity and Economy

Section 2.2: Second Urbanization

2.2.1 Emergence of the Mahajanapadas

Section 2.3: Formation of State

2.3.1 Republics and Monarchies

2.3.2 Rise of Urban Centres

Section 2.4: Magadha
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2.4.1 Haryankas

2.4.2 Sisunagas

2.4.3 Nandas

Section 2.5: Intellectual Awakening

2.5.1 Rise of Buddhism

2.5.2 Rise of Jainism

2.5.3 Their Impact on Society in India and Abroad
Section 2.6: Persian and Macedonian Contacts

2.6.1 Alexander’s Invasion and Its Impact

Section 2.1: Vedic Period

The Vedic Period marks one of the most formative phases in Indian history. It
spans from roughly 1500 BCE to 600 BCE and is broadly divided into two phases: the
Early Vedic Period (c.1500-1000 BCE) and the Later Vedic Period (c.1000-600 BCE).
This era witnessed the initial settlement of the Indo-Aryan people in north-western
India, the composition of the Vedas, and the gradual transformation of pastoral
communities into agrarian societies with evolving political, social, and religious
structures.

The term "Vedic" is derived from the Vedas, a collection of religious hymns,
rituals, and philosophical discourses composed in Sanskrit. These texts serve as
crucial sources for reconstructing the life, beliefs, and practices of the people of this
period. The Early Vedic period is closely associated with the Rigveda, while the Later
Vedic period is associated with texts like the Yajurveda, Samaveda, and Atharvaveda,
as well as Brahmanas, Aranyakas, and early Upanishads. Together, these works offer
insights into the socio-political, economic, and spiritual life of ancient Indian society.

The Vedic period witnessed significant changes: from a semi-nomadic, tribal
society in the early phase to more complex, settled agricultural communities with
organized political institutions in the later phase. As these communities expanded from
the Sapta Sindhu region into the Ganga-Yamuna doab, they developed new forms of
governance, stratified social structures, and philosophical ideas that laid the
foundation for classical Indian civilization.

2.1.1 Debate on the Original Home of the Aryans
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The question of the original homeland of the Aryans has been a subject of
intense scholarly debate for over a century. The term "Aryan" refers to a linguistic
group associated with the Indo-European language family, and not a specific race or
ethnicity. The central issue in the debate is whether the Aryans originated within the
Indian subcontinent or migrated into it from outside regions.

One of the earliest and most widely supported theories is the Central Asian Theory,
proposed by Max Miuller and supported by scholars like Bal Gangadhar Tilak and A.
A. Macdonell. According to this view, the Aryans migrated into India from Central Asia,
possibly from regions near the Caspian Sea or the steppes of southern Russia.
Linguistic similarities between Sanskrit and other Indo-European languages such as
Latin, Greek, and Persian support this theory. Archaeological and textual evidence
from the Rigveda, such as references to rivers and ecological zones, also suggest that
the early Aryans were not originally native to the Gangetic plains.

The Arctic Theory, proposed by Bal Gangadhar Tilak in his book The Arctic Home in the
Vedas, argues that the original Aryan homeland lay in the Arctic region. He based his
argument on Vedic references to long days and nights, which he interpreted as
descriptions of polar phenomena. However, this theory has been largely rejected by
mainstream historians and linguists due to its speculative nature and lack of
archaeological support.

The Indian Origin Theory, supported by some Indian scholars, proposes that the
Aryans were indigenous to the Indian subcontinent. Proponents of this theory argue
that the continuity of cultural and linguistic traditions in the region suggests a native
origin. They point to the absence of clear archaeological evidence for a large-scale
migration and claim that Vedic culture evolved locally. However, critics argue that this
theory lacks firm linguistic and comparative evidence and tends to be motivated more

by nationalism than academic consensus.

Another significant view is the Anatolian or Near Eastern Theory, which
suggests that the Aryans migrated from Anatolia (modern-day Turkey) into India via
Iran. This theory focuses primarily on linguistic diffusion and agricultural spread but
has limited support in the context of South Asian archaeology and textual analysis.
The debate remains unresolved, but most scholars today accept a modified migration

theory, where Indo-Aryan speakers entered the subcontinent in waves over a
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prolonged period rather than through a single large-scale invasion. This model
accommodates both cultural exchanges and gradual settlement patterns, aligning with
archaeological evidence from the Late Harappan and post-Harappan phases.

2.1.2 Life during Early Vedic Age

The Early Vedic Age, roughly dated between 1500 BCE and 1000 BCE,
represents a formative period in ancient Indian history. It is primarily known through
the Rigveda, the oldest of the four Vedas, which provides valuable insights into the
social, political, economic, and religious life of the Aryans after their settlement in the
northwestern part of the Indian subcontinent, particularly in the region of Punjab.
The society of the Early Vedic period was predominantly pastoral. The economy
revolved around cattle rearing, which was considered the main source of wealth. Cow
was a significant measure of prosperity, and terms like gavishti (search for cows)
indicate frequent conflicts over cattle. While agriculture existed, it was not the primary
economic activity. The plough was known, and barley (yava) was the principal crop
cultivated. Trade and barter existed in a limited form, but coins were not yet in use.
The political structure was tribal and kinship-based. The basic unit of political
organization was the jana (tribe), headed by a rajan (chief or king). However, his
authority was not absolute and was checked by tribal assemblies like the sabha and
samiti. There was no bureaucracy or elaborate administrative machinery. The purohita
(priest) and senani (military leader) were important officials who assisted the chief.
Warfare was common, often motivated by competition for cattle, land, or prestige.
Religious life was centred around the worship of nature and cosmic forces. Deities like
Indra (god of rain and thunder), Agni (fire), Varuna (cosmic order), and Surya (sun)
were venerated through elaborate rituals and sacrifices. The religion of this period was
ritualistic but not dominated by temples or idol worship. The hymns were composed in
praise of these gods, often invoking them for wealth, victory, and protection. There
was no rigid priestly class yet, though the role of the Brahmana was becoming
prominent.
Social life during the Early Vedic period was relatively egalitarian. The varna system
existed in a rudimentary form, with society broadly divided into Brahmanas (priests),
Kshatriyas (warriors), Vaishyas (commoners), and Shudras (servants), but these

distinctions were not yet rigid. The joint family was the basic unit, and the status of
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women was comparatively high. Women participated in religious ceremonies and had
access to education. Several women poets composed hymns in the Rigveda. Marriage
was generally monogamous, though polygamy existed among chiefs.

2.1.3 Transformation from Early Vedic to Later Vedic Period

The transition from the Early Vedic to the Later Vedic period, which took place roughly
between 1000 BCE and 500 BCE, marked significant social, political, and religious
changes. This period, often referred to as the "Later Vedic period," is reflected in the
later Vedic texts, particularly the Yajurveda, Samaveda, and Atharvaveda, and is
characterized by the growth of more complex social structures, the rise of settled
agriculture, and the development of more formalized religious practices.

One of the most striking changes in the Later Vedic period was the shift from a pastoral
economy to one that was more agrarian. While cattle rearing continued to be
important, agriculture, particularly the cultivation of rice and wheat, became more
widespread. This shift contributed to the development of permanent settlements and
the rise of urban centers. The increased agricultural surplus allowed for the growth of
trade, and villages began to emerge as hubs of economic activity. This period also
witnessed the introduction of iron, which facilitated better agricultural tools, weapons,
and the expansion of settlements.

Politically, the tribal system began to evolve into more centralized monarchies. The
rajan (tribal chief) of the Early Vedic period, who had limited authority and was more
of a leader than a ruler, transformed into a more powerful figure with greater control
over his kingdom. The maha janapadas (great kingdoms) began to emerge, with the
rise of kingdoms like Kosala, Magadha, and Kuru. The political structure became more
hierarchical, and monarchies began to be characterized by royal courts and
administrative officials. The importance of tribal councils, such as the sabha and samiti,
declined, and the king’s authority grew stronger, leading to the formation of state
systems.

The religious transformation in the Later Vedic period was equally profound. The
rituals and sacrifices became more complex, and the priesthood, particularly the
Brahmanas, grew in prominence. The earlier emphasis on nature worship gave way to
more abstract concepts, such as the worship of the cosmic order (Rta) and the
development of philosophical ideas about the nature of the universe, the self, and the

divine. The idea of Brahman (the ultimate reality) emerged, and the concept of Atman
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(soul) began to gain importance, laying the foundation for later developments in Hindu
philosophy. The emergence of new texts like the Upanishads marks this philosophical
turn.

Socially, the Later Vedic period saw the development of a more rigid caste system.
While the four-fold division of society (varna system) existed in the Early Vedic period,
it became more formalized and hierarchical in the Later Vedic period. The roles and
duties of each caste became more clearly defined, and the distinctions between them
grew sharper. The influence of the Brahmanas (priests) grew, and they were seen as
the custodians of knowledge and ritual. The position of women, though still somewhat
important in society, became more constrained, with more emphasis on patriarchal
norms and practices.

2.1.4 Society, Polity, and Economy

The social, political, and economic structures of the Later Vedic period underwent
significant changes, laying the foundation for the development of classical Indian
civilization.

Social Structure: The social system during the Later Vedic period became
increasingly rigid, with the varna system evolving into a more defined caste system.
The original four varnas—Brahmins (priests), Kshatriyas (warriors and rulers),
Vaishyas (traders and agriculturists), and Shudras (servants)—were increasingly
subdivided into numerous sub-castes (jatis). The Brahmins, in particular, gained
immense social and religious power, often dictating rituals and sacred knowledge. This
period also saw the growing influence of the Brahmanas (priestly texts), which defined
the roles and duties of the various social groups. The rigid caste system began to take
shape, and its impact on society persisted throughout Indian history.

Women’s status during the Later Vedic period also changed. Although they had held
significant positions in early Vedic society, the Later Vedic texts reflect a decline in
their status. The importance of marriage, family, and the notion of patriarchy became
more pronounced. Women were increasingly confined to domestic roles, and their
education was limited. However, there are still references to learned women, such as
Gargi and Maitreyee, who contributed to philosophical discourse.

Polity: Politically, the transition from tribal republics to more centralized monarchies
is one of the hallmark developments of the Later Vedic period. The earlier Vedic polity

was largely composed of tribes (or janapadas) governed by elected chiefs or rajan with
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limited powers. In contrast, during the Later Vedic period, monarchies became more
powerful, with kings exercising greater control over their kingdoms. The rajan evolved
into a more centralized monarch, supported by a growing bureaucracy. The texts of
this period reflect an increased emphasis on royal authority, with the king seen as the
protector of both society and religious order.

The emergence of the mahajanapadas (great kingdoms) around the 6th century BCE
marks a significant political change. The larger kingdoms, such as Magadha, Kosala,
and Kuru, expanded through both conquest and alliances. Royal power became more
institutionalized, and a more complex administrative structure began to take shape.
This period saw the rise of the concept of kingship as not just a political role but a
sacred one, with kings being seen as representatives of the divine on earth. The rajan
was now associated with the divine order, ensuring peace, prosperity, and proper ritual
performance.

Economy: Economically, the Later Vedic period saw the shift from a primarily pastoral
economy to one that was agrarian. The increased use of iron, which was introduced
during this period, facilitated agriculture, allowing for better tools, such as ploughs and
axes, which helped in clearing forests and cultivating land. Agricultural surplus led to
the growth of permanent settlements and the rise of urban centers. The economy also
saw the development of trade, both internal and external. References to dhanas
(wealth) in the Vedic texts indicate that trade and commerce were flourishing, with
goods such as grains, cattle, textiles, and metal tools being exchanged.

The Later Vedic period also saw the expansion of settled agriculture, particularly in the
fertile plains of the Ganga and Yamuna rivers. These regions saw the emergence of
prosperous agrarian societies, where rice and wheat were the staple crops. With
agricultural surplus, there was a growth in urban centers and an increase in economic
exchanges between different regions. The trade network expanded with both domestic
trade and foreign trade with regions such as Mesopotamia and Central Asia. Coins,
although not widespread yet, began to emerge as a form of exchange in some areas.
The rise in agriculture was accompanied by an increasing stratification of society. The
wealthier agriculturalists and traders began to accumulate land and resources, while
the laborers and artisans who supported these agricultural economies were relegated
to lower social strata. The growing importance of agriculture led to the establishment

of land grants and private property, which became a central feature of the Later Vedic
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economy. The economy also saw the rise of guilds of craftsmen and traders, with
specialization in occupations such as metalworking, weaving, and pottery making.

In conclusion, the Later Vedic period witnessed profound changes in society, polity,
and economy, which set the stage for the development of the Mahajanapadas and the
rise of kingdoms in the early historic period.

Let Us Sum Up

The Vedic Period marks a significant phase in Indian history, beginning with the
migration or emergence of Aryans in the Indian subcontinent. The debate over their
original home includes theories pointing to Central Asia, the Arctic, and indigenous
origins. The Early Vedic Age was largely pastoral, organized into tribes led by chiefs,
with a society centered on nature worship and oral traditions like the Rigveda. Over
time, the Later Vedic period saw increased agricultural activity, the use of iron tools,
and the development of permanent settlements. This transformation led to more
complex rituals and a stratified social system based on varna. Political structures
evolved from tribal assemblies to hereditary monarchies. Economic life diversified with
agriculture, trade, and crafts gaining importance. Religious thought advanced with
texts like the Brahmanas and Upanishads introducing philosophical ideas. Gender
roles became more defined, and patriarchal norms strengthened. Overall, the Vedic
period laid the cultural, social, and political foundations of early Indian civilization.

Check Your Progress

Which of the following texts is considered the oldest Vedic literature?
a) Yajurveda

b) Atharvaveda

c) Samaveda

d) Rigveda

The main occupation of the people during the Early Vedic period was:
a) Agriculture

b) Fishing

c) Pastoralism

d) Metalwork
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In the Later Vedic period, political power shifted towards:
a) Democratic institutions

b) Tribal assemblies

c) Hereditary monarchies

d) Guild councils

Which of the following Vedic texts focuses on philosophical questions and
metaphysical thought?

a) Rigveda

b) Upanishads

c) Samaveda

d) Brahmanas

The use of iron tools in the Later Vedic period contributed significantly to:
a) Expansion of pastoral life

b) Decline of agriculture

c) Development of urban centers

d) Agricultural expansion and permanent settlements

Answers:

d) Rigveda

c) Pastoralism

c) Hereditary monarchies

b) Upanishads

d) Agricultural expansion and permanent settlements

2.2 Second Urbanization
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The period between 600 BCE and 300 BCE witnessed a significant transformation in
the Indian subcontinent, often referred to as the Second Urbanization. This phase saw
the re-emergence of urban life after the long rural phase that followed the decline of
the Harappan Civilization. Unlike the first urbanization, which was primarily based in
the northwestern region and driven by Bronze Age technologies, the second
urbanization unfolded mainly in the middle Ganga valley and was associated with the
Iron Age.

This phase was marked by the emergence of permanent settlements that grew into
towns and cities. Urban centres such as Rajagriha, Pataliputra, Varanasi, Ujjain, and
Taxila became prominent due to their political, economic, and religious importance.
The development of iron tools and implements enabled extensive forest clearance and
the expansion of agriculture, which supported population growth and led to the

formation of surplus production, a key factor for urban development.

The rise of trade and commerce further contributed to urbanization. Improved
connectivity through roads and river routes facilitated the movement of goods and
people. The introduction of punch-marked coins and standard weights suggests a
monetized economy that stimulated market activities and craft specialization. Artisans,
traders, and merchants began to settle in emerging towns, leading to occupational

diversification and class differentiation.

Religious and intellectual movements also flourished during this period, with the
emergence of heterodox sects like Buddhism and Jainism. These movements
opposed the ritualistic practices of Brahmanism and supported urban dwellers,
especially the merchant class, who found their ethical and practical teachings
appealing. Thus, the Second Urbanization not only transformed the economic and
political landscape but also shaped the cultural and religious ethos of ancient India.

2.2.1 Emergence of the Mahajanapadas

The period around 600 BCE marks a significant transformation in the political

landscape of ancient India with the emergence of sixteen large territorial states known
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as the Mahajanapadas. The term Mahajanapada is derived from the words ‘maha’
meaning great and ‘janapada’ meaning the land where people place their feet, i.e.,
territory. These states evolved out of earlier tribal settlements, or ‘janas’, that had
gradually shifted from clan-based kinship communities to more organized, territory-
based political structures. The emergence of these larger states was accompanied by
the second urbanization in Indian history and marked the beginning of more complex

political institutions, economic systems, and urban planning.

Most of our knowledge about these Mahajanapadas comes from ancient Buddhist
texts such as the Anguttara Nikaya, which lists sixteen such entities, as well as Jain
sources like the Bhagavati Sutra. These texts describe a mixture of monarchies and
republics that existed in different parts of the Indian subcontinent. The Mahajanapadas
were spread across northern, eastern, and central India and included notable names
like Magadha, Kosala, Vatsa, Avanti, and Vajji. Some of these states played crucial
roles in the political and religious developments of the time, including the rise of

Buddhism and Jainism.

This era also withessed the early development of diplomacy, warfare strategies,
taxation systems, and administration. The Mahajanapadas laid the foundation for later
political unification under powerful empires like the Mauryas. Their emergence reflects
the dynamic changes taking place in ancient Indian society due to advancements in
agriculture, trade, metallurgy, and population growth. The study of the Mahajanapadas
provides key insights into the nature of early state formation in ancient India.

The rise of the Mahajanapadas was closely linked with a marked increase in
urban activity. As agriculture flourished and trade expanded, new cities and towns
emerged across the Indo-Gangetic plain. These urban centers functioned as
administrative capitals, military bases, and commercial hubs. They attracted a variety
of artisans, merchants, and laborers, contributing to a more complex and diversified
economy. The presence of markets, coinage, and guilds in these towns reflected the
growing importance of trade and crafts. Urbanization, therefore, not only facilitated
state consolidation but also symbolized the transition from tribal societies to more

organized and hierarchical political structures.
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2.2.2 Formation of States: Republics and Monarchies

Several interrelated factors contributed to the emergence of the Mahajanapadas
around 600 BCE, marking a transition from tribal pastoral societies to organized
territorial states. A major cause was the steady development of agriculture. With the
use of iron tools, especially the iron ploughshare, agriculture expanded into the fertile
Gangetic plains. This supported population growth and enabled surplus food
production, which in turn sustained larger settlements and gave rise to complex socio-

political organizations.

The second major factor was the decline of the tribal system. As clans began to settle
permanently and expand territorially, kinship-based authority gave way to centralized
political institutions. These developments led to the formation of identifiable political
units with defined boundaries and administrative structures. The need to manage
resources, collect taxes, and maintain order led to the institutionalization of

governance.

Trade and commerce also played a crucial role in this transformation. The growth of
craft production and long-distance trade brought economic prosperity to urban centres.
These towns became important economic hubs that supported the rise of merchant
classes and contributed revenue to the ruling authorities. The emerging class structure
facilitated the centralization of power in both monarchies and republican systems.

The ideological backdrop also encouraged state formation. The age saw the rise of
new philosophical and religious ideas such as those expressed in the Upanishads, as
well as the beginnings of Buddhism and Jainism. These teachings promoted ethical
conduct, law, and order, indirectly supporting political stability. Additionally, frequent
conflicts among tribal units prompted the need for larger and stronger political entities,

thereby accelerating the formation of Mahajanapadas.

The Mahajanapadas that emerged during the 6th century BCE were not uniform in

their political organization. They can broadly be classified into two categories based
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on their form of governance: monarchies and republics. Monarchies were hereditary
kingdoms ruled by kings, while republics, known as ganas or sanghas, were oligarchic

in nature, where power rested with a group of elders or representatives.

Among the prominent monarchies were Magadha, Kosala, Vatsa, and Avanti. These
states were typically ruled by a single king who exercised central authority with the
support of ministers, a standing army, and an administrative structure. Monarchies
often pursued aggressive policies of expansion and warfare to consolidate their
territories. Magadha, in particular, emerged as a dominant power due to its geographic

location, resource wealth, and strategic alliances.

On the other hand, republican Mahajanapadas included states like Vajji, Malla, and
the Sakyas (the clan of the Buddha). In these republics, decision-making was
collective. They had governing assemblies composed of the heads of families or clans,
and decisions were made through discussion and consensus. Although more
participatory in nature, these republics were often smaller in size and militarily less

aggressive compared to monarchies.

The coexistence of monarchies and republics during this period reflects the diverse
political experiments in ancient India. Over time, however, many republics were
annexed by expanding monarchies, particularly by Magadha, which paved the way for

imperial formations like the Mauryan Empire.

2.2.3 Rise of Urban Centres

The formation of states and the emergence of complex political systems were
closely linked to the growth of urban centres. This period, marked by the Second
Urbanization (after the first in the Indus Valley Civilization), witnessed the proliferation
of towns and cities in the Gangetic plains.

Key Features of the Second Urbanization in ancient India are as follows:
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» Agrarian Expansion: Widespread use of iron tools and ploughshares led to
clearing of forests and expansion of agriculture in the Gangetic plains,
supporting a surplus-based economy.

> Rise of Permanent Settlements: The surplus in agricultural production
enabled the growth of permanent settlements, leading to the foundation of

towns and cities across northern India.

» Development of Trade and Commerce: Emergence of long-distance trade
routes, both inland and maritime, facilitated economic growth. Goods such as
textiles, pottery, and metalware were traded.

» Introduction of Coinage: The use of punch-marked coins made of silver
marked the beginning of a monetized economy, which supported market
exchanges and professional artisans.

» Urban Planning and Infrastructure: Cities had planned layouts with roads,
markets, fortified walls, and storage facilities, indicating administrative control

and urban governance.

» Emergence of Guilds (Shrenis): Artisans and merchants formed guilds which
regulated quality, prices, and protected trade interests, reflecting the growing
complexity of the economy.

> Religious and Cultural Centers: Many towns became centers for new
religious movements like Buddhism and Jainism, offering shelter to monks and

developing as pilgrimage sites.

» Political Centralization: Capital cities of Mahajanapadas functioned as
administrative and political hubs with palaces, forts, and state apparatus to

control the surrounding regions.
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» Social Stratification: Urban societies saw a more rigid division of labor, with
emergence of new occupational castes and professional roles beyond
traditional Vedic classifications.

» Use of Writing and Record-Keeping: The spread of literacy and use of scripts
like Brahmi contributed to record-keeping, taxation, and religious

dissemination.

These features marked a significant transformation in Indian society during the 6th
century BCE, laying the foundations for classical Indian civilization. The emergence of
large territorial states (Mahajanapadas) with centralized authority, standing armies,
and administrative structures led to the development of urban centers as capitals and
trade hubs.

Mahajanapadas and their Features

By the 6th century BCE, the Indian subcontinent witnessed the rise of sixteen large
territorial units known as the Mahajanapadas. These were powerful states that
developed from earlier tribal settlements and janapadas. They are mentioned in
ancient texts like the Anguttara Nikaya of the Buddhist canon and the Jain Bhagavati
Sutra. Each Mahajanapada had its own political, economic, and cultural

characteristics, and can broadly be grouped under monarchies and republics.

Below is a list of the sixteen Mahajanapadas with brief features:

1. Anga: Located in present-day Bihar and parts of West Bengal, Anga had its capital
at Champa. It was known for its wealth and trade routes along the Ganges River. Anga
was frequently at odds with its neighbor, Magadha. Eventually, it was conquered by
Bimbisara of the Haryanka dynasty. Its annexation strengthened the Magadhan

empire's eastern front.

2. Magadha: Magadha rose as a powerful kingdom due to its fertile land and iron-rich

regions. Its capitals were Rajagriha and later Pataliputra. Rulers like Bimbisara and
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Ajatashatru expanded its territory. Magadha played a central role in India’s political

unification. It was also the cradle of Jainism and Buddhism.

3. Kashi: Located around modern-day Varanasi, Kashi was a culturally and
economically significant region. It frequently clashed with Kosala, Magadha, and other
neighbors. Despite its wealth, Kashi eventually declined due to repeated invasions. It
was known for trade, textiles, and spiritual traditions. The Buddha preached in this

region.

4. Kosala: Kosala included regions of present-day eastern Uttar Pradesh. Its capital
was at Shravasti, and rulers like Prasenajit were significant. It was associated with the
Ramayana as the homeland of Rama. Kosala had close religious ties with early

Buddhism. It was eventually absorbed into Magadha.

5. Vatsa: With Kausambi as its capital, Vatsa lay along the Yamuna River. It was a
prosperous kingdom known for trade and craftsmanship. King Udayana of Vatsa was
a patron of the arts and Buddhism. It was a center of learning and culture. Later, it

became part of the Magadhan Empire.

6. Avanti: Located in present-day Madhya Pradesh, Avanti was divided into northern
and southern parts. Ujjayini was its capital, a key trade and religious center. Avanti
was a rival of Magadha but was later integrated into its empire. It played a role in early
Jain and Buddbhist histories. The region flourished under later dynasties as well.

7. Chedi: Chedi was located near the present-day Bundelkhand region. It had its
capital at Shuktimati, and was known for its martial traditions. The Mahabharata
mentions the Chedi king Shishupala. Chedi’s strategic location gave it importance in

trade and warfare. It remained relatively small compared to others.

8. Kuru: The Kuru kingdom, based around modern Haryana and Delhi, was a legacy
of the Vedic period. Though politically weakened by the 6th century BCE, it remained
culturally influential. 1t promoted Brahmanical traditions and rituals. The
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Mahabharata's setting is based in this region. Kuru later came under Magadhan

influence.

9. Panchala: Situated east of the Kurus, Panchala included parts of modern Uttar
Pradesh. Divided into Northern and Southern regions, it had capitals at Ahichchhatra
and Kampilya. It maintained a strong Vedic tradition. The Mahabharata character
Draupadi hailed from Panchala. The kingdom contributed to religious and

philosophical thought.

10. Matsya: Matsya was located in the region of modern Alwar and Jaipur in
Rajasthan. It was closely associated with the Mahabharata, where King Virata plays a
role. Though relatively less powerful, it maintained regional importance. Matsya had
connections with neighboring kingdoms like Kuru and Chedi. Its role diminished with

Magadhan rise.

11. Surasena: Located around Mathura, Surasena was significant in trade and
religion. Mathura was a major urban and spiritual center, later becoming a hub for
Krishna worship. The region had links to both Jain and Buddhist traditions. Surasena
was often influenced by neighboring powers. It flourished under the Mauryas later.

12. Assaka (Asmaka): Located in the south, around modern Maharashtra and
Telangana, it was the only Mahajanapada outside the Indo-Gangetic plain. Its capital
was Potali. Assaka had active trade routes and links with the Deccan. It is mentioned
in Buddhist literature. It remained peripheral but culturally vibrant.

13. Gandhara: Gandhara was located in the northwest, in modern-day Pakistan and
Afghanistan. Its capitals were Takshashila and Pushkalavati. Known for its great
learning centers, including the Takshashila University, it was influenced by Persian
and later Greek cultures. Gandhara became a melting pot of ideas and religions. It

was crucial in Buddhist expansion.

14. Kamboja: Situated to the northwest, near modern-day Kashmir and Afghanistan,

Kamboja was known for its warriors and horse breeding. It maintained strong trade
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ties with Central Asia. Kamboja had both Indian and Iranian cultural elements. It is
frequently mentioned in ancient texts. Politically, it remained loosely aligned with larger

powers.

15. Malla: Located in eastern Uttar Pradesh and western Bihar, Malla was a
republican state. It was divided into two parts with centers at Kusinara and Pava. Both
cities were significant in the last days of the Buddha. Mallas were known for their

assemblies and governance systems. Eventually, they were absorbed into Magadha.

16. Vajji (Vrijji): The Vajji confederacy, with its capital at Vaishali, was a notable
republic. It consisted of eight clans, including the Licchavis. Vaishali was a center of
democracy and early Buddhism. The Buddha praised the Vajji governance system. It

posed a challenge to Magadha before being annexed.

These Mahajanapadas played crucial roles in shaping ancient Indian polity,
economy, and society. Over time, most of them were conquered or absorbed by more
powerful states, especially Magadha, which eventually laid the foundations for the first

great Indian empire under the Mauryas.

Role in Second Urbanization

The Mahajanapadas played a central role in what historians describe as the
"Second Urbanization" in Indian history, which began around the 6th century BCE.
This period witnessed the growth of large towns and cities in the middle Ganga valley
and other regions of northern India. Unlike the rural settlements of the earlier Vedic
period, these emerging urban centres were hubs of trade, political administration, and
social activity. The formation of stable and organized political entities like the
Mahajanapadas provided the necessary administrative and economic foundations for

such urban development.

Several Mahajanapadas, especially Magadha, Kosala, Vajji, and Avanti,
became important centres of urban growth. They constructed fortified cities,

maintained standing armies, and had systems of taxation and administration. These
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conditions created a favourable environment for craft specialization and long-distance
trade. Urban centres like Rajagriha, Kaushambi, Varanasi, and Ujjain became vibrant
cities during this time.

The Mahajanapadas were also closely linked with the rise of heterodox religions
such as Buddhism and Jainism. The socio-economic changes, especially the growth
of urban society and mercantile classes, led to dissatisfaction with the ritualistic and
hierarchical Vedic religion. Buddhism and Jainism, with their emphasis on ethical
living, non-violence, and individual salvation, appealed especially to the urban

population, artisans, and merchants.

Magadha in particular played a crucial role in the early development of both
religions. Gautama Buddha and Mahavira both preached in the areas of Magadha,
Vajji, and Kosala. Cities like Rajagriha and Vaishali became major centres for the
spread of these religions. The political rulers of some Mahajanapadas, such as King
Bimbisara and later Ashoka, also supported these faiths, which helped them grow and

spread both within and beyond India.

Economic and Administrative Features

The economic foundation of the Mahajanapadas was primarily agrarian, bolstered by
the extensive use of iron ploughshares that enabled the cultivation of fertile lands
along the Gangetic plains. Agricultural surplus became the backbone of the economy,
supporting not only local consumption but also trade and taxation. Alongside
agriculture, there was a significant rise in craft production, including pottery,
metallurgy, weaving, and carpentry, indicating occupational diversification and the

growth of artisan communities.

Trade and commerce flourished as surplus production enabled the rise of merchant
classes. Cities such as Rajagriha, Kaushambi, and Ujjayini became bustling trade
centers connected by a network of land and river routes. The use of punch-marked
coins—one of the earliest known currencies in India—reflects the monetization of the

economy and increased commercial activity. Markets and trade guilds ($renis) played
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an important role in regulating economic life, facilitating long-distance trade, and

supporting urban growth.

Administratively, the Mahajanapadas exhibited significant political evolution. Many
were monarchies with centralized governments headed by kings, supported by
standing armies and fortified capitals. The administration was likely divided into
departments handling revenue collection, justice, military affairs, and trade. Land
revenue, levied in kind or coin, became the principal source of state income.
Fortifications around cities and capitals suggest organized defense systems and

strategic planning.

In some Mahajanapadas like the Vajji Confederacy, republican or oligarchic forms of
government existed, where a council or assembly of elders and nobles governed
through collective decision-making. These republican states had well-defined
administrative mechanisms, with positions often being hereditary but subject to

internal rules of the confederacy.

Thus, the Mahajanapadas displayed advanced economic systems rooted in
agriculture and trade, accompanied by structured administrative frameworks, both in
monarchies and republics, laying the foundation for later imperial formations such as

Magadha.

Cultural and Religious Impact

The period of the Mahajanapadas witnessed profound cultural and religious
transformations that shaped the intellectual and spiritual landscape of ancient India.
The rise of large states and urban centers facilitated the exchange of ideas,
philosophies, and cultural practices. This era marked the decline of exclusive Vedic
rituals and priestly dominance, especially in the eastern Gangetic regions, where
urban populations and new social classes began to seek more accessible and ethical

religious systems.

_ Periyar University — CDOE| Self-Learning Material



CDOE - ODL M.A — SEMESTER | History of Ancient and Early Medieval India

This quest for new spiritual meaning led to the emergence of heterodox traditions like
Buddhism and Jainism. Both religions rejected Vedic sacrificial rituals, caste
hierarchies, and the authority of the Brahmanas, instead promoting ethical living, non-
violence, self-discipline, and personal salvation. The teachings of Gautama Buddha
and Vardhamana Mahavira found wide acceptance, especially among urban
merchants, artisans, and commoners who resonated with their emphasis on morality

and individual effort.

The proliferation of monasteries, stupas, and learning centers contributed to the
spread of these faiths across the subcontinent and beyond. Patronage by rulers and
wealthy merchants enabled the construction of religious institutions that became
centers of cultural life and education. This period also saw the development of early
Prakrit and Pali literature, making religious teachings accessible to the masses in their

spoken languages.

Art and architecture also reflected these religious changes, with the construction of
early stone stupas, chaityas, and monastic complexes. The emphasis shifted from
purely ritualistic expression to symbolic and representational art, conveying moral and
philosophical messages. Thus, the Mahajanapada period was not only politically
significant but also marked by a cultural and religious renaissance that had lasting

effects on Indian civilization.

Decline and Legacy of the Mahajanapadas

The decline of the Mahajanapadas was primarily brought about by the process of
imperial consolidation, particularly the rise of Magadha as a dominant power. Through
strategic conquests, efficient administration, and geographical advantages, Magadha
absorbed many of the smaller or weaker Mahajanapadas. This shift marked the
transition from a fragmented political landscape to a more centralized imperial system,

paving the way for the emergence of the Mauryan Empire.

Several Mahajanapadas fell due to internal weaknesses such as dynastic conflicts,

lack of strong central authority, and inability to adapt to the changing political-military
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landscape. Additionally, repeated conflicts among them weakened their resources and
opened them up to conquest. Some republics like the Licchavis and Mallas, despite
their early political innovations, could not withstand the military superiority of

monarchies like Magadha.

Despite their decline, the legacy of the Mahajanapadas remains significant in Indian
history. They laid the foundation for state formation, early models of governance (both
republican and monarchical), and urban development. They also played a crucial role
in the spread of Buddhism and Jainism, which would have a profound cultural and

spiritual influence both within and beyond India.

Culturally, the Mahajanapadas contributed to the formation of early historical identities
in different regions. Their cities became centers of trade, learning, and religious life.
Their systems of administration and taxation influenced later imperial structures. In
essence, the Mahajanapadas acted as a critical bridge between the Vedic tribal

polities and the larger empires that would define classical Indian civilization.

Let Us Sum Up

In this section, we examined the phenomenon of Second Urbanization which occurred
around the 6th century BCE in the Gangetic plains. This urban resurgence was
significantly different from the earlier urbanism of the Indus Valley Civilization and was
rooted in new socio-economic dynamics. The widespread use of iron tools and
implements enabled forest clearance and agricultural expansion, leading to the growth
of surplus and the rise of towns and trade centers.

We studied the emergence of Mahajanapadas, the sixteen powerful states that
replaced earlier tribal settlements. These polities provided political stability and
administrative support for urban development. The growth of towns, including
Rajagriha, Vaishali, Ujjayini, and Pataliputra, marked a shift toward complex urban
economies. Trade and commerce flourished, supported by the use of coins, organized

guilds, and expanding internal and external trade networks.
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Second Urbanization also laid the groundwork for major changes in society, including

the emergence of heterodox religious movements such as Buddhism and Jainism. It

was a period of significant transformation in terms of polity, economy, and culture,

leading to the rise of empires like Magadha and setting the stage for India’s early

historic age.

Check Your Progress

1. The Second Urbanization in India began around:
A) 1500 BCE

B) 1000 BCE

C) 600 BCE

D) 200 BCE

</ Answer: C) 600 BCE

2. Second Urbanization took place mainly in the:
A) Indus Valley

B) Deccan Plateau

C) Gangetic Plains

D) Western Ghats

 Answer: C) Gangetic Plains

3. The political units that emerged during the Second Urbanization were called:
A) Janas

B) Mahajanapadas

C) Parganas

D) Rashtras

< Answer: B) Mahajanapadas

4. Which of the following cities became important during Second Urbanization?
A) Harappa

B) Taxila

C) Pataliputra

D) Mohenjo-Daro
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<« Answer: C) Pataliputra

5. What type of coinage became common during this period?
A) Gold coins

B) Silver bars

C) Punch-marked coins

D) Copper seals

</ Answer: C) Punch-marked coins

2.3: Magadha

The history of ancient India witnessed the rise of several powerful kingdoms, but
among them, Magadha stands out as the most influential and dynamic polity in the
eastern Gangetic plains. Situated in what is today southern Bihar, Magadha rose from
modest beginnings to become a dominant force in Indian history, eventually serving
as the nucleus for some of the most significant empires of the subcontinent, including
the Mauryan and Gupta Empires.

Magadha's importance in ancient Indian history is multi-dimensional. Politically, it was
the first kingdom to successfully initiate imperial expansion beyond regional
boundaries, creating a centralized state system. Economically, it benefitted from fertile
soil, rich mineral resources, and access to trade routes. Socially and culturally,
Magadha played a crucial role in the emergence and spread of new religious
movements—Buddhism and Jainism—uwhich challenged orthodox Brahmanism and
offered alternative paths to salvation. These religions gained royal patronage and

found fertile ground in Magadha's intellectual and social landscape.

From the 6th century BCE onward, the history of Magadha is marked by the rise of
successive dynasties - Haryanka, Shishunaga and Nanda - each of which contributed
to its growing power and territorial expansion. The strategic use of diplomacy, warfare,
economic management, and administrative innovations helped Magadha eclipse other

Mahajanapadas and establish itself as the first imperial state in Indian history.

Geographical Advantages
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Magadha’s location played a crucial role in its rise:

Fertile Land: Located in present-day Bihar, between the rivers Ganga and Son, the

region had rich alluvial soil.

Iron Ore Resources: Proximity to iron mines in Chotanagpur plateau allowed

development of strong armies with superior weapons.

Riverine Transport: Navigable rivers like the Ganga provided easy transportation and

trade routes.

2.3.1 Haryankas

The Haryanka dynasty (c. 544—413 BCE) marks the beginning of Magadha’s rise as a
dominant political power in ancient India. This dynasty laid the foundations for
territorial expansion, centralized administration, and urban development, paving the

way for future imperial formations.

The Haryanka dynasty was founded by Bimbisara, who ascended the throne around
544 BCE. He belonged to a lineage that sought to replace the earlier semi-tribal or
oligarchic systems of governance with a more structured and monarchical form of rule.
Bimbisara shifted the capital to Rajagriha (modern Rajgir), which became a significant
urban centre and a hub for religious and political activities.

2.3.1.1 Bimbisara (c. 544-492 BCE): Architect of Magadhan Power

The reign of Bimbisara marks the true beginning of Magadha’s emergence as a
dominant power among the sixteen Mahajanapadas of ancient India. As the founder
of the Haryanka dynasty, Bimbisara was a visionary ruler whose policies in diplomacy,
warfare, and governance laid the groundwork for Magadha’'s future imperial
expansion. His reign is often seen as a turning point in the early political history of
India, as he was among the first monarchs to pursue a policy of expansionism through

both marriage alliances and military conquests.
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Accession and Capital

Bimbisara is believed to have ascended the throne at the age of fifteen, succeeding
his father in the hereditary monarchy of Magadha. He made Rajagriha (modern-day
Rajgir) the capital, a city strategically located amidst hills and naturally fortified.
Rajagriha soon developed into a significant political and religious centre under his rule.

Diplomatic Alliances through Marriage

Bimbisara is renowned for using marital diplomacy to strengthen his kingdom'’s political
alliances—a policy that greatly expanded Magadha’s influence without immediate

warfare.

Marriage with the Kosalan Princess: He married the sister of King Prasenajit of
Kosala. As part of this alliance, the territory of Kashi was given to Bimbisara as dowry,

significantly enhancing Magadha’s economic status.

Marriage with the Lichchhavi Princess: He also married a princess from the
Lichchhavi clan of Vaishali, thereby fostering cordial relations with the powerful

republican confederacy in northern Bihar.

Marriage with a Madra Princess: By marrying a princess from Madra (Punjab
region), Bimbisara extended his diplomatic influence towards northwestern India.

These alliances not only secured Magadha’s borders but also ensured its prominence

in the political affairs of the Ganga valley.
Military Conquests and Expansion
While diplomacy was central to Bimbisara’s strategy, he was also a capable military

leader. His most notable conquest was the Annexation of Anga, a prosperous and rival

Mahajanapada, was defeated and annexed into the Magadhan kingdom. Its capital
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Champa, an important commercial city, provided Magadha access to eastern trade
routes and seaports on the Bay of Bengal. This conquest was a major strategic and
economic gain, establishing Magadha as a dominant force in eastern India.

Administrative Developments

Although detailed records of his administration are limited, evidence suggests that

Bimbisara introduced important reforms:

e Appointed officials to oversee provinces and collect revenue, foreshadowing

the later Mauryan system.

e Maintained a standing army for defence and expansion.

e Encouraged urbanization and trade, especially in Rajagriha and Champa.

These administrative measures helped solidify his control over the newly acquired

territories.

Patronage of Religion and Culture

Bimbisara was a patron of both Buddhism and Jainism, reflecting the pluralistic
spirit of the time.

e He befriended Gautama Buddha, met him at Rajagriha, and offered him land at

Veluvana (Bamboo Grove) for use as a monastery.

e He also respected and patronized Jainism, according to Jain traditions that

mention his interactions with Lord Mahavira.

His support of these reformist movements encouraged intellectual and spiritual
debates in his court and played a crucial role in the rise of Magadha as a religious

centre.
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Later Years and Legacy

Sources differ on the final years of Bimbisara’s life. According to Buddhist tradition, he
was imprisoned and later killed by his son Ajatashatru, who was driven by ambition
and perhaps political manipulation. However, Jain sources suggest that he abdicated
in favour of his son.

Despite the tragic end, Bimbisara's legacy is lasting:

e He laid the foundation of a centralized monarchy.

e Integrated Magadha into a powerful and prosperous state.

e Promoted diplomatic and military strategies that were adopted and expanded

by his successors.

Bimbisara was not merely a ruler - he was a state-builder. His reign marks the
transformation of Magadha from a regional kingdom into an ambitious political power.
By combining strategic marriages, military expansion, administrative foresight, and
religious patronage, Bimbisara truly earned the title of the “Architect of Magadhan

Power.”

2.3.1.2 Ajatashatru (c. 492-460 BCE): The Aggressive Expansionist

Ajatashatru, the son and successor of Bimbisara, is remembered as one of the most
ambitious and warlike rulers in ancient Indian history. His reign marked a period of
intense military activity, state expansion, and political centralization, elevating
Magadha to a dominant position among the Mahajanapadas. Though his rule began
under the shadow of controversy and patricide, Ajatashatru proved to be a bold and
assertive monarch whose aggressive policies shaped the future trajectory of

Magadhan imperialism.
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Accession and Controversial Beginning

Ajatashatru's accession to the throne is shrouded in moral and religious complexity.
According to Buddhist sources, he imprisoned and later killed his father Bimbisara,
either out of personal ambition or due to the influence of ill-advisors. The incident,
while condemned in the Buddhist texts, is also portrayed as a moment of remorse and
eventual spiritual transformation, since Ajatashatru later became a devoted follower of
the Buddha.

Military Conquests and Wars of Expansion

Ajatashatru pursued an active policy of territorial expansion. His reign witnessed two
major military campaigns that significantly extended the boundaries and influence of

Magadha.

Conflict with Kosala: Initially, relations with Kosala deteriorated following Bimbisara’s
death, straining the alliance built through marriage. However, after a prolonged
conflict, Ajatashatru made peace with King Prasenajit of Kosala, and the disputed
territory of Kashi remained under Magadhan control. This reconfirmed Magadha'’s

authority in central Ganga valley politics.

War with the Lichchhavi Confederacy (Vaishali): One of Ajatashatru’s most
significant and prolonged campaigns was against the Vrijji (Lichchhavi) confederacy
based in Vaishali. The Lichchhavis represented a powerful republican system, and
defeating them required both military might and strategic innovation.

Military Innovations:

Ajatashatru is credited with introducing two key war machines:

1) Rathamushala — a chariot fitted with spinning blades, used to cut through

enemy ranks.
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2) Mahashilakantaka — a catapult capable of hurling massive stones at

fortifications and troops.

After years of warfare, Ajatashatru successfully conquered Vaishali, bringing the

prosperous north Bihar region under Magadhan control.

Administrative and Urban Developments

Ajatashatru’s expansionist policies were supported by an increasingly centralized
administration. While specific records of his administrative machinery are sparse,
indirect evidence suggests that he strengthened urban defences and encouraged the
growth of Pataligrama, which later became Pataliputra (modern Patna), a major centre
of administration and military logistics. This city’s strategic location at the confluence

of the Ganga and Son rivers made it ideal for trade, communication, and defence.

Religious Policy and Contribution

Despite the dark beginning of his reign, Ajatashatru underwent a spiritual
transformation and emerged as a patron of Buddhism. He visited Gautama Buddha,
sought forgiveness, and became a disciple. After the Buddha's Mahaparinirvana
(death), Ajatashatru sponsored the First Buddhist Council held at Rajagriha around
483 BCE. The council was aimed at preserving the Buddha's teachings and was
presided over by Mahakassapa. This event underscores Ajatashatru’s role in the early

institutionalization of Buddhism and reflects Magadha's growing spiritual prominence.

Legacy and Historical Significance

Ajatashatru’s reign represents a significant phase in the transition from regional

kingdoms to imperial structures in ancient India. His accomplishments include:

e Militarizing the Magadhan state and expanding its frontiers.

e Subduing republican polities like the Lichchhavis, thereby asserting monarchic

dominance over oligarchic rule.
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e Developing Pataligrama, which became the imperial capital under the Mauryas.

e Establishing Magadha as the centre of Buddhist patronage and philosophical
debate.

Despite the ethical criticisms of his early actions, Ajatashatru’s contributions to

state formation, religion, and political consolidation are immense.

Ajatashatru stands out as a dynamic and complex ruler - ruthless in ambition, yet
deeply drawn to spiritual reform. His reign illustrates the aggressive yet transformative
nature of Magadhan politics during the 5™ century BCE. By extending its borders and
building strong foundations, Ajatashatru prepared Magadha for its eventual rise as the

first imperial power in India under the Mauryas.

Successors and Decline

After the reign of Ajatashatru, the Haryanka dynasty witnessed a steady decline
marked by weak leadership and internal instability. His son Udayin succeeded him
and is credited with shifting the capital from Rajagriha to Pataliputra, recognizing its
strategic location at the confluence of the Ganga and Son rivers. While this move later
benefited future empires, Udayin himself failed to maintain the political strength of his
predecessors. The central authority weakened under his rule, and the empire saw
growing signs of administrative breakdown and succession disputes. Following
Udayin, rulers like Anuruddha, Munda, and Nagadasaka occupied the throne but

proved ineffective, contributing little to the stability or expansion of Magadha.

The decline of the dynasty culminated when Nagadasaka, the last Haryanka ruler, was
overthrown by Shishunaga, a powerful minister, who went on to establish a new ruling
house. The fall of the Haryankas was not caused by foreign invasions but by internal
decay, dynastic conflicts, and the lack of capable leadership. Despite their eventual
collapse, the Haryankas - especially under Bimbisara and Ajatashatru - had laid a
strong foundation for imperial Magadha, setting the stage for future dynasties like the
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Shishunagas, Nandas, and Mauryas to build one of the most powerful empires in

ancient India.

Significance of the Haryanka Dynasty

The Haryanka dynasty marks the beginning of Magadha's rise as a dominant political
power in ancient India. Under the leadership of Bimbisara and Ajatashatru, the dynasty
laid the foundation for territorial expansion, administrative organization, and diplomatic
engagement. Their use of marriage alliances, military innovation, and urban
development - especially the founding of Pataliputra - demonstrated an early
understanding of statecraft. The conquest of Anga and the subjugation of the
Lichchhavi republic not only expanded Magadhan influence but also helped shift the

political centre of gravity in the Gangetic plains towards Magadha.

Equally important was the Haryanka dynasty's role in promoting religious and
intellectual life. Both Bimbisara and Ajatashatru were patrons of Buddhism and
Jainism, providing institutional support during their formative phases. The convening
of the First Buddhist Council under Ajatashatru after the Buddha’s Mahaparinirvana
marked Magadha as a centre of spiritual discourse. Thus, the Haryanka period was
pivotal in shaping the political, urban, and religious landscape of early historic India
and laid the groundwork for the later imperial expansion under the Nandas and

Mauryas.

2.3.2 Sisunagas

The Sisunaga Dynasty arose in the mid-5" century BCE as a successor to the
declining Haryanka line and played a significant role in the early imperial expansion of
Magadha. Founded by Sisunaga, a minister who seized power through a popular
revolt, the dynasty restored stability and continued the legacy of administrative and
territorial consolidation. The Sisunagas maintained strong links with Buddhism, and
their reign is notable for hosting the Second Buddhist Council at Vaishali. Though
relatively short in duration, the Sisunaga rule was a crucial transitional phase that

prepared the ground for the emergence of the powerful Nanda and Maurya empires.
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2.3.2.1 Sisunaga: Restorer of Magadhan Stability

Sisunaga (c. 413 BCE - c. 395 BCE) came to prominence during a period of political
instability following the decline of the Haryanka dynasty. According to traditional
accounts, he was originally a minister under the last Haryanka ruler, Nagadasaka.
Dissatisfaction with Nagadasaka’s rule led to a popular uprising, through which
Sisunaga ascended to power. His rise is significant as it marks a transition from
dynastic monarchy to a form of leadership that may have involved public support or a
merit-based claim. This shift highlights the dynamic nature of early Magadhan politics
and the people's role in legitimizing authority.

Military and Political Achievements

One of Sisunaga’s most important contributions was the military conquest of Avanti, a
powerful Mahajanapada located in western India. The rivalry between Magadha and
Avanti had long been a source of political tension in the region. Sisunaga’s successful
annexation of Avanti not only eliminated this threat but also extended Magadhan
territory and influence deep into central India. This victory greatly enhanced the status
of Magadha among the other Mahajanapadas and laid the foundation for its future
imperial ambitions. Sisunaga also worked toward consolidating internal territories,

ensuring that the state remained unified and centrally governed.

Administrative and Urban Developments

Initially, Sisunaga retained Rajagriha as the capital of Magadha, following the tradition
of earlier kings. However, recognizing the strategic and geographic advantages of the
Ganga plains, he began the process of shifting the administrative centre to Pataliputra.
This shift would prove to be a turning point in Magadhan history, as Pataliputra
eventually emerged as a major imperial city under later rulers. The decision to develop
Pataliputra reflects Sisunaga’s administrative foresight and his contribution to the

urbanization of the Magadhan state.
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Religious Patronage and Cultural Contributions

Sisunaga continued the religious policies of his predecessors, particularly in
supporting Buddhism. Though not as prominently associated with religious reforms as
some later rulers, his reign provided the political stability necessary for the growth of
Buddhist monastic institutions. His son and successor, Kalashoka, would later
convene the Second Buddhist Council at Vaishali, a testament to the dynasty's
continued engagement with Buddhist religious life. The cultural atmosphere during
Sisunaga’s reign was one of continuity and consolidation, ensuring that spiritual life in

Magadha remained vibrant and influential.

Legacy and Historical Significance

Sisunaga’s reign marked a significant phase in the political evolution of Magadha. He
reasserted central authority after a period of internal weakness and expanded
Magadha’s frontiers through strategic military campaigns. His administrative
decisions, particularly the promotion of Pataliputra as a new capital, had long-term
consequences for the political and urban development of ancient India. As the founder
of the Sisunaga dynasty, he provided a crucial link between the early monarchies of
Magadha and the later, more centralized empires of the Nandas and Mauryas. His
rule thus represents a transitional yet foundational period in the making of imperial

Magadha.

2.3.2.2 Kalashoka: Administrator of a Transitional Age

Kalashoka (c. 395 BCE — c. 367 BCE) succeeded his father Sisunaga and continued
the legacy of stabilizing and strengthening the Magadhan state. He inherited a
relatively stable kingdom and focused on administrative consolidation. While historical
sources do not provide extensive details about the early years of his reign, it is evident
that Kalashoka aimed to maintain the territorial gains achieved by his father and to
manage internal governance efficiently. His reign marks the continuation of the

Sisunaga line’s contributions to the evolution of Magadhan polity.
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Religious Contributions: Second Buddhist Council

The most prominent feature of Kalashoka’s reign was his close association with
Buddhism, particularly through his patronage of the Second Buddhist Council, held
around 383 BCE at Vaishali. This council was convened to resolve doctrinal disputes
that had arisen within the Buddhist monastic community, especially issues related to
monastic discipline and practice. Kalashoka’s support for the council demonstrates his
role as a patron of religious institutions and his interest in maintaining religious
harmony within his kingdom. The council also reflects the growing importance of

Buddhism in the political and cultural life of Magadha.

Administrative Division and Governance

It is believed that toward the latter part of his reign, Kalashoka divided his kingdom
among his sons, while retaining control over the capital, Pataliputra. This kind of
administrative division might have been intended to manage regional governance
more effectively, but it also led to weakened central authority. The decentralization of
power eventually contributed to the decline of the Sisunaga dynasty and paved the
way for the rise of the Nandas. While Kalashoka may have aimed to strengthen

governance through shared rule, the result was political fragmentation.

Legacy and Decline

Kalashoka’s reign represents a transitional phase in Magadhan history. His religious
patronage, especially his support for the Buddhist Sangha, strengthened the cultural
foundations of the state. However, his decision to divide the kingdom among his heirs
led to internal divisions, weakening the dynasty’s control. As a ruler, Kalashoka is
remembered for maintaining the political stability achieved by his father and for his
significant contributions to the religious landscape of India. Yet, his inability to preserve

dynastic unity contributed to the eventual decline of the Sisunaga dynasty.

The weakened condition of the Sisunaga rule created the perfect political

environment for a new power to emerge. Eventually, the Nanda dynasty rose to
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prominence by overthrowing Mahanandin, the last Sisunaga ruler. Mahapadma
Nanda, the founder of the Nanda dynasty, capitalized on the political disarray and
established a more centralized and militarily powerful state. The transition from the
Sisunagas to the Nandas marks a significant shift from a relatively decentralized

monarchy to a stronger, autocratic, and expansionist regime.

2.3.3 The Nandas

The Nanda dynasty (c. 345 — 321 BCE) marked a turning point in the political history
of ancient India. Following the decline of the Sisunaga dynasty, the Nandas rose to
power in Magadha and transformed it into a highly centralized and expansive empire.
They are regarded as the first true imperial dynasty of northern India, laying the
administrative and military foundations that would later be perfected by the Mauryas.
The dynasty was founded by Mahapadma Nanda, who is often referred to in Puranic
sources as a destroyer of the Kshatriyas, indicating his conquest of many other

kingdoms.

2.3.3.1 Mahapadma Nanda: The Founder

Mahapadma Nanda is regarded as the founder and the most formidable ruler of the
Nanda dynasty. He rose to power after the fall of the Sisunaga dynasty, establishing
a new line of rulers that broke away from traditional Kshatriya lineages. According to
the Puranas and other ancient Indian sources, Mahapadma Nanda was of humble
origin - described as the son of a Shudra woman. While these accounts may reflect
the Brahmanical bias against rulers from lower castes, they also highlight the social
transformation of the time, wherein royal authority could emerge outside the orthodox

varna system. His rise marked the assertion of new political forces in the Ganga valley.

Mahapadma Nanda was an ambitious monarch who expanded the Magadhan state
through extensive military campaigns. He is often referred to in Puranic texts as

“Ekarat” (the sole sovereign) and as the “destroyer of the Kshatriyas,” indicating his
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successful conquests over various northern Indian kingdoms. He subdued several
Mahajanapadas and tribal republics, thereby establishing a vast and unified empire
that extended from the eastern parts of Bengal to the western frontiers of Malwa. His
reign marked the first true attempt at political unification in northern India under a

centralised state.

Administratively, Mahapadma Nanda centralized power in the hands of the monarch.
He maintained tight control over the bureaucracy and resources of the state. He is
believed to have established an elaborate taxation system and accumulated enormous
wealth, which funded a standing army and helped maintain internal order. The Greek
accounts from the time of Alexander mention the vast military might of the Nanda
Empire, which served as a deterrent to further Macedonian advancement into India.
This military preparedness was a key aspect of Mahapadma Nanda’s rule, ensuring

both expansion and security.

Despite his achievements, Mahapadma Nanda’s regime was not universally admired.
His non-Kshatriya origin and centralized, often authoritarian, style of governance made
him unpopular among the Brahmanical and aristocratic classes. However, his reign
marked a significant transformation in early Indian polity - away from hereditary and
orthodox rule toward statecraft defined by military strength, administrative efficiency,
and political pragmatism. Mahapadma Nanda’s legacy lies in his creation of the first
extensive empire in the Indian subcontinent, a model that would later be expanded
upon by the Mauryas.

Successors of Mahapadma Nanda

The successors of Mahapadma Nanda remain largely obscure in historical records
due to the paucity of contemporary sources and the biased nature of later literary
traditions. According to the Puranas, Mahapadma Nanda was followed by eight sons,
who ruled successively after him. However, their names, reign periods, and
achievements are not clearly recorded. These rulers appear to have continued their
father's centralized administrative model and maintained the territorial integrity of the

Nanda Empire for some decades. While the empire’s vast military strength and
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administrative infrastructure remained intact, internal discord and growing
unpopularity gradually set in. The last and most well-known of these successors was
Dhana Nanda, who is mentioned in multiple sources including Buddhist texts (such as

the Mahavamsa), Jain literature, and Greek accounts.

2.3.3.2 Dhana Nanda: The Last Nanda Ruler

Dhana Nanda was the last ruler of the Nanda dynasty and is remembered in both
Indian and Greek sources for his immense wealth and unpopularity. As the successor
of Mahapadma Nanda, he inherited a vast and powerful empire, but his reign is often
portrayed as one of decline and discontent. Buddhist, Jain, and Brahmanical traditions
describe Dhana Nanda as a despotic and arrogant ruler, insensitive to the needs and
sentiments of his people and the traditional elites. He is said to have offended religious

figures and alienated the nobility, which ultimately weakened his political legitimacy.

Despite his faults, Dhana Nanda maintained the formidable military and administrative
structure established by his predecessors. Greek historians accompanying Alexander
the Great noted that the Nanda king of Magadha possessed an enormous army and
treasury, which discouraged Alexander from invading the Ganga plains. However, the
concentration of wealth and power in the royal court led to widespread resentment,
especially among the traditional aristocracy. This created fertile ground for rebellion.
The most famous opposition came from Chandragupta Maurya, aided by the astute
political strategist Chanakya (Kautilya). Exploiting the widespread dissatisfaction,
Chandragupta overthrew Dhana Nanda, marking the end of the Nanda dynasty and

the beginning of the Mauryan era.

Nanda Administration: Centralization and State Control

The Nanda administration was one of the earliest examples of a highly centralized
monarchical system in ancient India. Mahapadma Nanda and his successors
established strong control over the vast Magadhan empire through a network of
officials and a large standing army. The king was the supreme authority in all matters—

political, economic, and military—and local governance was tightly monitored from the
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capital. This form of administration allowed the state to function effectively across

diverse and distant regions.

One of the most distinctive features of Nanda administration was its emphasis on fiscal
control. The Nandas were known for maintaining a massive treasury, and this was
achieved through rigorous taxation policies. Taxes were imposed on land, trade,
crafts, and even professions. While this allowed the state to sustain a large army and
bureaucracy, it may also have contributed to their unpopularity. The surplus wealth
stored in state treasuries is frequently mentioned in literary sources, suggesting a

highly organized system of revenue collection and financial management.

The Nandas also introduced elements of bureaucratic specialization. Though exact
tittes and offices are not well documented, later Mauryan institutions—such as
ministers, revenue officers, and district administrators—were likely influenced by
precedents set during the Nanda period. The existence of a strong capital at
Pataliputra, with fortified structures and state-controlled granaries, points to an

advanced level of administrative planning and infrastructure development.

Although criticized for their oppressive taxation and autocratic rule, the Nandas laid
the institutional groundwork for the Mauryan Empire. Their model of centralized
governance, economic control, and military strength provided a blueprint that would
be refined and expanded by Chandragupta and his successors. In this sense, the
Nanda administration represents a critical phase in the evolution of ancient Indian

statecraft.

Decline of the Nandas

The decline of the Nanda dynasty was the result of a combination of internal
weaknesses and growing external opposition. Despite the centralized administrative
structure and vast military power established by Mahapadma Nanda, the later rulers -
particularly Dhana Nanda - failed to maintain the same level of statesmanship. Dhana
Nanda’s reign, though marked by enormous wealth and a powerful standing army,

was characterized by despotic rule, oppressive taxation, and the alienation of the
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traditional elites. Sources such as the Puranas, Buddhist Mahavamsa, and Jain texts
portray him as an unpopular ruler whose arrogance and disregard for social and
religious norms provoked widespread resentment. The final blow came in the form of
a strategic rebellion led by Chandragupta Maurya, assisted by Chanakya (Kautilya), a
Brahmin who had been humiliated by Dhana Nanda. Exploiting the widespread
discontent, Chandragupta mobilized political and military forces to challenge the
Nanda authority. Eventually, Dhana Nanda was overthrown, and the Maurya dynasty
was established around 321 BCE. Thus, the fall of the Nandas paved the way for a
new phase in Indian political history - one marked by the emergence of the Mauryan

Empire and a more inclusive model of imperial governance.

Let Us Sum Up

Magadha'’s political evolution from a regional power to a dominant empire began with
the Haryanka dynasty (c. 544-413 BCE). Under Bimbisara, the kingdom expanded
through strategic alliances and military conquests. His son Ajatashatru further
strengthened Magadha by defeating rival states like Kosala and the Lichchhavis, and
by introducing administrative innovations. However, the later Haryanka rulers were
weak and ineffective, leading to internal decline. This enabled the rise of the
Sisunagas, who restored some order and stability. Sisunaga and his son Kalashoka
expanded Magadhan influence and are noted for their association with the Second
Buddhist Council, held at Vaishali. Despite these efforts, dynastic conflicts and political
instability marked the eventual decline of the Sisunagas.

The Nanda dynasty (c. 345-321 BCE) emerged as a powerful but controversial
successor. Founded by Mahapadma Nanda, the dynasty expanded the empire
significantly and introduced a highly centralized form of administration. The Nandas
possessed immense wealth and maintained a vast standing army, which impressed
even the Greek observers. However, their low-caste origins and oppressive taxation
policies led to social unrest and loss of popular support. The last ruler, Dhana Nanda,
became a symbol of tyranny and excess, making the regime vulnerable to rebellion.
This discontent was effectively mobilized by Chandragupta Maurya and Chanakya,

leading to the overthrow of the Nandas and the establishment of the Mauryan Empire.
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Thus, the three dynasties - Haryanka, Sisunaga, and Nanda - paved the way for

Magadha’s transformation into an imperial power.

Check Your Progress

1. Who is considered the founder of the Haryanka dynasty?
a) Ajatashatru

b) Bimbisara

c) Sisunaga

d) Mahapadma Nanda

</ Answer: b) Bimbisara

2. The Second Buddhist Council was convened under which king?
a) Bimbisara

b) Mahapadma Nanda

c) Kalashoka

d) Chandragupta Maurya

</ Answer: c) Kalashoka

3. Which ruler maintained one of the largest standing armies in ancient India, as noted
by Greek sources?

a) Kalashoka

b) Dhana Nanda

c) Ajatashatru

d) Bimbisara

</ Answer: b) Dhana Nanda

4. Who overthrew the Nanda dynasty and established the Mauryan Empire?
a) Ashoka

b) Mahapadma Nanda

¢) Chandragupta Maurya

d) Bindusara

</ Answer: c) Chandragupta Maurya
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5. Which of the following correctly represents the chronological order of the Magadhan
dynasties?

a) Nanda — Sisunaga — Haryanka

b) Sisunaga — Haryanka — Nanda

c) Haryanka — Sisunaga — Nanda

d) Haryanka — Nanda — Sisunaga

</ Answer: c) Haryanka — Sisunaga — Nanda

Section 2.4 Intellectual Awakening

The sixth century BCE was a turning point in Indian history, marked by a significant
intellectual and spiritual awakening. This period witnessed a widespread questioning
of Vedic rituals, priestly orthodoxy, and rigid social hierarchies, particularly the caste
system. The emergence of urban centres, growth in trade and commerce, and the rise
of new economic classes such as merchants and artisans created an atmosphere ripe
for change. These transformations contributed to the search for new ethical and
philosophical systems that focused on personal salvation, moral conduct, and a

rational approach to life, rather than elaborate sacrificial rituals.

In this dynamic socio-religious context, two major heterodox traditions - Buddhism and
Jainism - arose as powerful alternatives to Brahmanical Hinduism. Founded by
Gautama Buddha and Vardhamana Mahavira, respectively, these movements
emphasized values like ahimsa (non-violence), truth, detachment, and self-discipline.
Their teachings attracted a wide following among the masses due to their simplicity,
ethical clarity, and rejection of caste-based discrimination. This period of intellectual
ferment not only redefined religious thought in India but also had a profound and
lasting influence across Asia through the spread of Buddhist and Jain philosophies,

shaping cultural, social, and political landscapes for centuries to come.

2.4.1 Rise of Buddhism
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The sixth century BCE in India was marked by profound socio-political and religious
changes. The rigidities of Brahmanical orthodoxy, particularly the dominance of
ritualistic sacrifices, the authority of the priestly class, and the social stratification under
the Varna system, led to growing dissatisfaction, especially among the emerging
merchant and artisan classes. The growing urbanization in the Gangetic plains,
combined with increased agricultural production and trade, gave rise to new social
groups that sought a more egalitarian and morally satisfying spiritual path. This
intellectual and moral vacuum gave rise to several heterodox sects, of which

Buddhism, founded by Siddhartha Gautama, emerged as the most influential.

Life of Gautama Buddha

Siddhartha Gautama, later known as the Buddha (meaning "The Enlightened One"),
was born around 563 BCE in Lumbini, located in present-day Nepal. He belonged to
the Shakya clan, a Kshatriya family, and lived in the capital city of Kapilavastu. Despite
being raised in luxury, Siddhartha was deeply troubled by the realities of human
suffering, as seen in the sights of an old man, a sick man, a corpse, and a wandering
ascetic. At the age of 29, he renounced his royal life in search of truth, a journey known

as the Great Renunciation.

For six years, Siddhartha practiced extreme asceticism but found it insufficient for
attaining true knowledge. Eventually, under the Bodhi tree at Bodh Gaya, he meditated
and attained enlightenment at the age of 35. From that moment, he became the
Buddha and spent the remaining 45 years of his life teaching the path to liberation
from suffering. His first sermon, called the Dhammachakkappavattana Sutta (Turning
the Wheel of Dharma), was delivered at Sarnath, near Varanasi, to his first five
disciples. He passed away at the age of 80 in Kushinagara, an event known as

Mahaparinirvana.

Core Teachings of Buddhism

Buddha'’s teachings were a radical departure from Vedic tradition. His doctrine was

based on a rational and ethical understanding of the human condition and the means
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to transcend suffering. The essence of his philosophy can be found in the following

key doctrines:

The Four Noble Truths:

Dukkha — Life is full of suffering.

Samudaya — Suffering is caused by desire and attachment.

Nirodha — Cessation of suffering is possible.

Magga — The path to cessation is the Eightfold Path.

The Eightfold Path (Ashtangika Marga):

This path promotes ethical conduct, mental discipline, and wisdom, consisting of:

Right View

e Right Intention

e Right Speech

e Right Action

e Right Livelihood

e Right Effort

¢ Right Mindfulness

¢ Right Concentration
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The Middle Path:

e A balanced approach between self-indulgence and extreme asceticism.
Other Core Concepts:

e Anicca (impermanence)

e Anatta (no-self or soul)

e Karma (actions and their consequences)

e Nirvana (liberation from the cycle of birth and death)
Buddha rejected the authority of the Vedas, rituals, sacrifices, and the caste system.
His teachings emphasized personal effort and ethical conduct over birth and ritual
status.
The Buddhist Sangha and Monastic Life
One of the most revolutionary aspects of Buddhism was the creation of the Sangha, a
monastic community of monks and nuns. The Sangha was open to all individuals,
irrespective of caste or gender, although initial participation by women came later and
was debated. Monks led a life of simplicity, meditation, and teaching. They were
supported by lay followers who gained merit (punya) through their offerings.
The Sangha played a crucial role in the preservation and spread of Buddhist teachings
(Dhamma) through oral transmission, and later, through written texts like the Tripitaka

(Vinaya, Sutta, and Abhidhamma Pitakas).

Royal Patronage and the Spread of Buddhism
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Buddhism initially gained popularity among commoners, merchants, and artisans. It
received strong patronage from several rulers and merchant guilds. The most
significant royal patron was Emperor Ashoka of the Maurya Dynasty (3rd century
BCE), who after the Kalinga War adopted Buddhism as a state religion. Ashoka's
efforts to propagate Buddhism included: organizing the Third Buddhist Council,
sending missionary delegations to Sri Lanka, Central Asia, and Southeast Asia and
installing edicts and pillars inscribed with Dhamma across his empire. Buddhism thus
spread beyond India to Sri Lanka, Myanmar, Thailand, Tibet, China, Korea, and
Japan, evolving into various schools such as Theravada, Mahayana, and later

Vajrayana.

The rise of Buddhism was a monumental shift in Indian religious and philosophical
history. It offered a path of liberation accessible to all, emphasized compassion, and
laid the foundation for a moral and rational society. It also became India’s first truly
missionary religion, influencing a vast cultural area beyond the subcontinent. As both
a spiritual and social movement, Buddhism shaped not only the ethical fabric of
ancient India but also contributed to the development of education, art, architecture,

and interregional connectivity throughout Asia.

2.4.2 Rise of Jainism

The sixth century BCE was a remarkable period of religious and philosophical
awakening in the Indian subcontinent. Alongside Buddhism, another significant
tradition that arose during this time was Jainism. Like Buddhism, Jainism emerged as
a response to the ritualism, caste-based inequalities, and dogmatism of the Vedic
religion. It was rooted in an older ascetic tradition, predating Mahavira, and is
considered one of the oldest indigenous religious systems of India. The teachings of
Jainism emphasize self-purification through discipline, non-violence, and truth, and

aim at the ultimate liberation of the soul from the cycle of birth and death.

Vardhamana Mahavira: The 24t Tirthankara
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Jainism traces its origins through a lineage of 24 Tirthankaras (spiritual teachers), of
whom Vardhamana Mahavira was the last and most historically significant. Mahavira
was born around 540 BCE in Kundagrama near Vaishali (in present-day Bihar) to a
Kshatriya family of the Nath clan. He renounced worldly life at the age of 30 and
pursued a life of intense asceticism. After 12 years of meditation and self-discipline,
he attained Kevala Jnana (pure and complete knowledge). He spent the next 30 years
spreading his teachings across northern India, particularly in the Magadha region. He

attained moksha (liberation) at the age of 72 at Pavapuri.

Core Doctrines of Jainism

Mahavira did not claim to create a new religion but sought to reform and revive older
spiritual traditions. His teachings centered around self-effort, personal ethics, and

spiritual purity. The core principles of Jainism include:

The Three Jewels (Triratnas)

¢ Right Faith (Samyak Darshana)

¢ Right Knowledge (Samyak Jnana)

e Right Conduct (Samyak Charitra)

These three form the path to liberation and are interdependent.

The Five Great Vows (Mahavratas)

Ahimsa (non-violence) — the most fundamental tenet

Satya (truth)

Asteya (non-stealing)

Brahmacharya (chastity/celibacy)
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e Aparigraha (non-attachment to possessions)

These vows were strictly followed by ascetics and in modified form (Anuvratas) by lay

followers.

Other Philosophical Concepts

e Anekantavada — the theory of pluralism, which suggests that truth is

multifaceted and no single viewpoint holds the entire truth.

e Syadvada — the doctrine of conditional predication; reality can be expressed in

multiple ways depending on perspective.

e Karma and Rebirth — the soul is bound by karmic particles due to actions;

liberation involves shedding all karma.

Unlike Buddhism, Jainism affirms the existence of the soul (jiva), which is eternal,

conscious, and capable of achieving liberation through self-purification.

Jain Monastic Tradition and Sects

Mahavira organized his followers into a well-structured monastic order (Sangha),
including monks (munis), nuns (aryikas), and laypersons (shravakas and shravikas).
Strict discipline and ethical conduct were expected, especially from the ascetic
community. Over time, differences in practice led to the division of Jainism into two

main sects:

e Digambaras — “sky-clad”; monks renounce all clothing, emphasizing absolute

renunciation.

e Svetambaras — “white-clad”; monks and nuns wear white robes and interpret

Mahavira’s teachings more leniently.
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These divisions developed centuries after Mahavira, but they shaped the religious and

cultural evolution of Jainism.

Patronage and Spread of Jainism

Jainism received early support from merchant communities who found its emphasis
on non-violence and honesty compatible with their values. It also enjoyed royal
patronage, notably from the rulers of Magadha, Mysore, Gujarat, and Tamil Nadu. Jain
communities established powerful religious centers, including Shravanabelagola,
Palitana, and Mount Abu.

Jainism spread widely across India but, unlike Buddhism, remained largely confined
to the subcontinent. Nevertheless, its ethical teachings, particularly Ahimsa, left a
lasting mark on Indian thought and even influenced figures like Mahatma Gandhi.

The rise of Jainism marked a critical phase in India’s intellectual and spiritual history.
With its stress on personal ethics, non-violence, and individual liberation, Jainism
offered a compelling alternative to the ritualistic Vedic religion. It nurtured a disciplined
ascetic tradition and contributed significantly to Indian philosophy, literature, and art.
Although it did not spread globally like Buddhism, Jainism's legacy continues in India

as a living tradition, respected for its principled ethics and spiritual rigor.

2.4.3 Their Impact on Society in India and Abroad

Impact on Indian Society

The rise of Buddhism and Jainism in the sixth century BCE brought about
transformative changes in Indian society, culture, and religious life. Both religions
challenged the dominance of Brahmanical orthodoxy, ritual sacrifices, and the varna
system. Their teachings provided spiritual alternatives that were more egalitarian,
rational, and ethical, making them accessible to a broader segment of society,
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including Kshatriyas, Vaishyas, Sudras, and women—groups that were often

marginalized in Vedic practices.

The emphasis on ahimsa (non-violence), truth, simplicity, and ethical conduct
encouraged a shift in moral thinking. Jainism’s strict code of non-violence led to the
promotion of vegetarianism, compassion for all living beings, and ecological
awareness. Buddhism’s rejection of caste and its monastic Sangha system created
new forms of religious communities and institutions. These movements contributed to
the growth of education through monastic universities such as Nalanda and

Vikramashila, where both religious and secular subjects were taught.

Socially, the new religions supported the rise of urban merchant classes, who became
their chief patrons. Art and architecture also flourished—stupas, rock-cut caves, and
temples were built across the Indian subcontinent. The spread of Buddhist and Jain
art inspired new styles and techniques, particularly in regions like Mathura, Sanchi,
and Ellora. Both religions also promoted the use of Prakrit and Pali languages, which

enabled common people to engage with sacred texts and ideas.

Impact Abroad: The Global Spread of Buddhism

Of the two, Buddhism had a far-reaching international impact, becoming India’s first
truly world religion. Under the patronage of Emperor Ashoka, Buddhist missionaries
were sent to Sri Lanka, Central Asia, Southeast Asia, and even as far as Greece and
Egypt. Ashoka’s edicts recorded his vision of Dhamma as a code of moral life for all

humanity.

In Sri Lanka, Buddhism took firm root through the mission of Mahinda, Ashoka’s son,
and evolved into Theravada Buddhism, which later spread to Myanmar, Thailand,
Laos, and Cambodia. Meanwhile, Mahayana Buddhism flourished in China, Korea,
and Japan, adapting itself to local cultures and philosophies such as Confucianism
and Daoism. Tibetan Buddhism emerged with a unique blend of Mahayana and local

Bon traditions.
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Through these interactions, Buddhism influenced art, literature, architecture, and
political thought in many parts of Asia. The construction of pagodas, monasteries, and
universities, as well as the translation of scriptures into multiple languages, enriched

cultural exchanges and fostered international relations.

Jainism’s Influence and Legacy

While Jainism did not spread abroad to the same extent, it remained a powerful force
within India. It contributed immensely to regional languages, literature, and ethics-
based living. The Jain commitment to intellectual inquiry, mathematics, and astronomy
also influenced medieval Indian scholarship.

Over centuries, Jain communities became influential in trade, banking, and
philanthropy. Their religious centers became hubs of art and learning, exemplified by
architectural marvels like the Dilwara Temples in Mount Abu and the Gommateshwara

statue at Shravanabelagola.

The intellectual and spiritual movements of Buddhism and Jainism significantly
reshaped Indian civilization. They democratized religion, encouraged ethical living,
promoted education and art, and laid the foundation for a rich heritage of tolerance
and non-violence. While Jainism maintained a strong cultural identity within India,
Buddhism spread across Asia, creating a profound and lasting global legacy.
Together, they represent the high point of India’s early philosophical and spiritual

thought, whose relevance continues even in modern times.

Let Us Sum Up

The period of intellectual awakening in the sixth century BCE marked a turning point
in Indian history with the rise of Buddhism and Jainism. Both religions emerged as
reformist movements opposing Vedic ritualism, caste hierarchy, and social inequality,
offering instead paths to liberation based on ethical conduct, self-discipline, and
spiritual knowledge. While Mahavira emphasized extreme non-violence and
asceticism, the Buddha advocated the Middle Path. Their teachings had a
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transformative impact on Indian society by promoting values like compassion,
simplicity, and equality, fostering the development of education, art, and literature.
Though Jainism remained largely within India, Buddhism spread across Asia,
profoundly influencing the cultural and spiritual landscapes of many regions. Together,
these movements enriched India’s philosophical traditions and laid the foundation for

enduring moral and social reform.

Check Your Progress

1. Who is considered the 24" Tirthankara of Jainism?
a) Rishabhanatha

b) Gautama Buddha

¢) Vardhamana Mahavira

d) Parshvanatha

Answer: ¢) Vardhamana Mahavira

2. The term ‘Kevala Jnana’ in Jainism refers to:
a) Enlightenment

b) Salvation

c) Complete knowledge

d) Meditation

Answer: ¢) Complete knowledge

3. Buddhism advocates which path to attain Nirvana?
a) Eightfold Path

b) Bhakti Path

c) Karma Yoga

d) Raja Yoga

Answer: a) Eightfold Path

4. Which Indian emperor played a significant role in the spread of Buddhism abroad?
a) Chandragupta Maurya
b) Ashoka
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¢) Samudragupta
d) Harsha
Answer: b) Ashoka

5. Which of the following is not a component of the Three Jewels in Jainism?
a) Right Faith

b) Right Knowledge

¢) Right Worship

d) Right Conduct

Answer: ¢) Right Worship

Section 2.5: Persian and Macedonian Contacts

The northwestern region of the Indian subcontinent, owing to its geographical
proximity to Central Asia and the Iranian plateau, served as a gateway for early foreign
interactions. From the sixth century BCE onwards, India came into direct contact with
the Achaemenid Persian Empire, marking the beginning of a new phase in its historical
evolution. These contacts were primarily political and administrative in nature but also
had lasting cultural and economic ramifications. Under rulers like Cyrus the Great and
Darius |, parts of northwestern India were annexed and integrated into the Persian
imperial system as the satrapy of Hindush, bringing with them ideas of centralized

governance, coinage, and cross-regional trade.

A few centuries later, in the late fourth century BCE, Alexander the Great of Macedonia
invaded India, following the decline of the Persian Empire. His campaign, although
brief, was momentous, as it exposed India to Hellenistic influences and paved the way
for deeper interactions with the western world. Alexander’s encounter with Indian kings
like Porus, and his march through the Indus Valley, left a strong impression on both
Indian and Greek historical narratives. These two waves of contact - Persian and
Macedonian - were instrumental in shaping India’s political unification under the
Mauryas and enriching its cultural and administrative traditions. This section explores
the nature, extent, and legacy of these early foreign incursions into the Indian

subcontinent.
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2.5.1 Achaemenid (Persian) Invasions

The first significant foreign contact with India during the ancient period came through
the Achaemenid Empire of Persia, one of the most powerful empires of the ancient
world. The Persian incursion into the Indian subcontinent began during the reign of
Cyrus the Great (c. 558-530 BCE), who is believed to have conquered the region of
Gandhara in the northwestern frontier. However, it was under Darius | (c. 522-486
BCE) that the Achaemenid Empire made substantial progress in integrating parts of
India into its administrative framework. Darius annexed regions east of the Indus River,
which he named the satrapy of Hindush—the earliest recorded term associated with
India in foreign sources. This region, comprising parts of present-day Punjab, Sindh,
and the northwest frontier, was made a Persian province and contributed revenue to

the imperial treasury.

The Persian presence in India brought with it profound administrative and cultural
influences. The satrapy system, where provinces were governed by Persian-
appointed governors (satraps), introduced a new form of imperial administration. This
method later influenced Indian polity, particularly under the Mauryan Empire. The
Persians also introduced coinage systems, weights and measures, and taxation
policies that laid the groundwork for organized state economies in northwestern India.
Additionally, their interest in infrastructure led to improvements in roads,
communication, and artistic expression, particularly in stonework and architecture.
Though the Persian rule over Indian territories lasted roughly two centuries, its impact
was far-reaching. Indian art, particularly during the Mauryan period, shows traces of
Achaemenid influence, visible in polished stone pillars, architectural motifs, and
administrative structures. This contact also opened up trade and cultural exchange
routes between India and West Asia, setting the stage for further foreign interactions

in subsequent centuries.
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2.5.2 Alexander’s Invasion and Its Impact

After the decline of the Achaemenid Empire, a new wave of foreign influence reached
India through the campaign of Alexander the Great, the Macedonian king who
embarked on a massive military expedition to the East. In 327 BCE, Alexander crossed
the Hindu Kush mountains and entered the Indian subcontinent, aiming to extend his
empire beyond the Persian frontiers. His invasion of India marked the first direct
military encounter between the Greeks and Indians. He advanced through the region
of Gandhara and made his way into the Punjab. The most notable episode of his
campaign in India was the Battle of the Hydaspes (326 BCE), fought on the banks of
the river Jhelum against the powerful local ruler King Porus. Though Alexander
emerged victorious, he was impressed by Porus’ valor and restored his kingdom, even

expanding it under Macedonian suzerainty.

The Battle of the Hydaspes (326 BCE)

The Battle of the Hydaspes was one of the most significant military confrontations
during Alexander the Great’s campaign in the Indian subcontinent. Fought in 326 BCE
on the banks of the river Hydaspes (modern-day Jhelum River in Pakistan), it pitted
Alexander's formidable Macedonian army against the forces of the Indian king Porus,
ruler of the region between the Jhelum and Chenab rivers. Despite being heavily
outnumbered and facing war elephants for the first time, Alexander employed brilliant
military strategy and emerged victorious, though at great cost.

To gain the element of surprise, Alexander cleverly crossed the swollen river during
the monsoon season at a point upstream, using diversionary tactics to confuse Porus.
Porus, commanding a large army including infantry, cavalry, chariots, and around 200
elephants, gave a valiant fight. His elephants caused considerable disruption in the
Macedonian ranks, but Alexander's use of coordinated cavalry and light infantry
eventually neutralized their advantage. The battle was fiercely contested and is
remembered for the courage and dignity of Porus, who, even in defeat, impressed

Alexander. When asked how he wished to be treated, Porus famously replied, “Like a
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king.” In admiration, Alexander reinstated Porus as the ruler of his territory and even

expanded his domain, making him a Macedonian ally.

The Battle of the Hydaspes is historically important for several reasons. It was
Alexander’s last major battle, as his troops, exhausted and fearful of facing the
powerful Nanda Empire further east, refused to march beyond the Beas River. The
battle also demonstrated the military strength and organizational capacity of Indian
armies, particularly their use of elephants in warfare. Moreover, it marked the
beginning of Greek political and cultural influence in India, which continued for
centuries through the Indo-Greek kingdoms. The engagement was extensively
recorded by Greek historians and became a symbol of both Greek heroism and Indian

resistance, highlighting a significant encounter between two great ancient civilizations.

Impact

Following his victory, Alexander continued his march eastward, but his army, weary
and fearful of the mighty Nanda Empire of Magadha, refused to proceed beyond the
Beas River. Consequently, Alexander turned back and retreated to Babylon via the
southern route through the Makran Desert. During his Indian campaign, Alexander
founded several cities, such as Alexandria on the Indus, and left behind Greek
garrisons and administrative officers. Although his stay in India was brief, it had lasting
consequences. Politically, his invasion destabilized the northwestern Indian states,
thereby creating a power vacuum that enabled the rise of Chandragupta Maurya and
the consolidation of the Mauryan Empire soon after.

The impact of Alexander’s invasion was not limited to political changes. It initiated a
cultural and intellectual exchange between India and the Hellenistic world. The Greek
historians who accompanied Alexander, such as Onesicritus and Nearchus, recorded
valuable observations about Indian society, economy, and geography, offering some
of the earliest Western accounts of India. These records influenced later Greek and
Roman knowledge of the subcontinent. Moreover, the invasion marked the beginning
of Indo-Greek interactions that would flourish under the Indo-Greek kingdoms in the

northwest in the following centuries. Although Alexander's direct influence did not
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extend far into India, his invasion served as a gateway to increased contact between
India and the Mediterranean world, and set the stage for future political and cultural

developments in the subcontinent.

Let Us Sum Up

The Persian and Macedonian contacts with ancient India marked a turning point in the
subcontinent’s political and cultural development. The Achaemenid Persians under
Cyrus and Darius integrated parts of northwestern India into their imperial system,
introducing administrative innovations such as the satrapy model, standardized
taxation, and artistic influences. These early interactions laid the groundwork for later
Indian empires like the Mauryas. Alexander the Great’s invasion further deepened
India’s connection with the West. Though his stay was brief, his encounter with Indian
rulers like Porus and the subsequent military and cultural exchanges helped shape
Indo-Greek relations for centuries. These foreign incursions exposed India to new
administrative systems, warfare techniques, and commercial routes, contributing to

the early stages of Indian political unification and broader global interactions.

Check Your Progress

1. Who was the first Achaemenid ruler to establish contact with northwestern India?
A) Xerxes

B) Darius |

C) Cyrus the Great

D) Artaxerxes

— Answer: C) Cyrus the Great

2. Which river is associated with the Battle of the Hydaspes?
A) Ganges

B) Indus

C) Jhelum

D) Beas

— Answer: C) Jhelum
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3. Which Indian ruler’s bravery led Alexander to reinstate him after defeat?
A) Chandragupta

B) Dhana Nanda

C) Porus

D) Ashoka

— Answer: C) Porus

4. What prevented Alexander from advancing beyond the Beas River?
A) Defeat by Indian rulers

B) Lack of reinforcements

C) Revolt by his satraps

D) Refusal of his army to continue

— Answer: D) Refusal of his army to continue

5. Which aspect of Alexander’s campaign in India reflects early urban planning?
A) Encouraging rural settlements

B) Establishment of walled tribal forts

C) Founding of cities like Alexandria-on-the-Indus

D) Use of underground tunnels

— Answer: C) Founding of cities like Alexandria-on-the-Indus

This unit explores the transition from the Vedic period to the rise of early states
and empires in ancient India. It began with the debate on the original home of the
Aryans and analyzed the features of Early and Later Vedic societies, including their
social, political, and economic structures. The transformation into the second
urbanization was marked by the emergence of Mahajanapadas, laying the foundation
for state formation. The unit also examined the development of republics and
monarchies, and the rise of urban centres. Special emphasis was placed on the
political significance of Magadha under the Haryankas, Sisunagas, and Nandas. The
intellectual awakening during this period saw the emergence of Buddhism and

_ Periyar University — CDOE| Self-Learning Material



CDOE - ODL M.A — SEMESTER | History of Ancient and Early Medieval India

Jainism, whose teachings greatly influenced Indian society and spread beyond its
borders. Finally, the unit discussed the Persian and Macedonian contacts, focusing on

the impact of Alexander’s invasion on Indian polity and culture.

Urbanization

Aryans Indo-European speaking people who migrated to the Indian
subcontinent around 1500 BCE and laid the foundation of
Vedic culture.

Vedas Sacred texts of the Aryans, composed in Sanskrit, forming
the basis of Vedic religion and philosophy.

Sabha An early Vedic tribal assembly involved in decision-making
and advising the king.

Mahajanapadas Sixteen major territorial states that emerged during the 6th
century BCE in northern India.

Second The revival of urban life and cities in the 6th century BCE

after the decline of the Harappan Civilization.

Janapada The territory or land where a tribe settled; evolved into
Mahajanapadas.

Haryankas The earliest ruling dynasty of Magadha, known for
strengthening its political base.

Siddhartha The founder of Buddhism, later known as the Buddha, who

Gautama attained enlightenment and taught the Middle Path.

Vardhamana The 24th Tirthankara of Jainism who propagated the

Mahavira philosophy of non-violence, truth, and asceticism.

Alexander’s

The military campaign of Alexander the Great into

Invasion northwestern India in 326 BCE, which marked the beginning
of Indo-Greek contact.
Aryans Indo-European speaking people who migrated to the Indian

subcontinent around 1500 BCE and laid the foundation of
Vedic culture.
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Vedas Sacred texts of the Aryans, composed in Sanskrit, forming
the basis of Vedic religion and philosophy.
Sabha An early Vedic tribal assembly involved in decision-making
and advising the king.

Short Answers: (5 Marks) K3/K4 Level Questions

~ -

Describe the key features of the Early Vedic society.
What are the differences between the Early and Later Vedic K4
Periods?
3. | Explain the significance of the Sabha and Samiti in Vedic polity. K3
4. | What were the causes behind the Second Urbanization in India? K3
5. | Write a short note on the emergence of Mahajanapadas. K3
6. | Discuss the role of republics in the formation of early Indian states. K4
7. | Who were the Haryankas? Mention their contribution to Magadha. K3
8. | Briefly explain the basic teachings of Jainism. K3
9. | Highlight the impact of Buddhism on Indian society. K4
10. | Assess the impact of Alexander’s invasion on Indian political K4
landscape.
Essay Type Answers: (8 Marks) K5/K6 Level Questions
1. | Critically examine the debate on the original home of the Aryans. K5
2. | Analyse the socio-economic transformation from the Early to Later K6

Vedic period.
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3. | Evaluate the political structure and functioning of republics and K5
monarchies in early India.

4. | Discuss the process and consequences of Second Urbanization in K6
Northern India.

5. | Examine the emergence of Mahajanapadas and their role in early K5
state formation.

6. | Assess the contributions of the Nandas in the rise of Magadha as a K5
major power.

7. | Compare and contrast the teachings of Buddhism and Jainism. K6

8. | Analyse the socio-political impact of Buddhism on Indian and K6
Southeast Asian societies.

9. | Evaluate the effects of Persian and Macedonian contacts on Indian K5
polity and culture.

10. | Write a critical essay on the causes and consequences of K6
Alexander’s invasion of India.

e Case Study: Study the archaeological findings at Hastinapura and write a
report on how they relate to the Later Vedic period.

e Research Activity: Compare the political structures of the Mahajanapadas
with those of the early republics.

e Exercise: Create a timeline showing the dynasties of Magadha—Haryankas,
Sisunagas, and Nandas—with key events.

e Assignment: Write an essay on how Jainism and Buddhism challenged the
Vedic social order.

e Discussion: Discuss the impact of Alexander’s invasion on the political
developments in North-Western India.

Section 1.1
Section 1.2
Section 1.3
Section 1.4
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UNIT Il
MAURYAN AND POST-MAURYAN DEVELOPMENTS

The Mauryan Imperial State: Chandragupta Maurya and his political achievements
- Ashoka, his edicts and his policy of Dhamma; Spread of Religion;Mauryan
Administration: Kautilya and Arthasastra — Megasthenes; Economy — Mauryan Art
and Architecture — Disintegration of the Mauryan Empire; Post Mauryan Political,
Economic, Social and Cultural developments: Indo-Greeks — Sakas — Parthians —
Kushanas — Western Kshatrapas — Development of Religions — Mahayana;
Satavahanas of Andhra: their contribution to art and architecture

After completing this unit, learners will be able to:

e Understand the political achievements of Chandragupta Maurya and the
emergence of the Mauryan Empire.

e Examine the contributions of Ashoka, including his edicts, policy of Dhamma,
and the spread of Buddhism.

¢ Analyze the administrative structure of the Mauryan state through the insights
of Kautilya and Megasthenes.

e Explore the impact of post-Mauryan dynasties such as the Indo-Greeks,
Sakas, Parthians, Kushanas, and Satavahanas on Indian polity, society, and
culture.

e Evaluate the development of art, architecture, economy, and religious
movements during the Mauryan and post-Mauryan periods.

The emergence of the Mauryan Empire in the 4th century BCE marked a
transformative phase in ancient Indian history. It was the first empire to unify most of
the Indian subcontinent under a centralized administration, breaking away from the
fragmented political landscape of earlier mahajanapadas. Founded by Chandragupta
Maurya with the guidance of the master strategist Kautilya (Chanakya), the Mauryan
state established a sophisticated bureaucratic system, a standing army, and an
efficient revenue apparatus. This period witnessed the transition from clan-based or
regional monarchies to a highly organized imperial structure, setting a precedent for

future Indian polities.
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The Mauryan Imperial State was characterized by its emphasis on political
consolidation, economic regulation, and ideological governance. The Arthashastra,
attributed to Kautilya, provides detailed insights into the administrative machinery and
statecraft of the Mauryas, showcasing an early model of a welfare state blended with
realpolitik. Under Ashoka the Great, the empire not only expanded territorially but also
witnessed a moral and ideological shift with the adoption and propagation of Dhamma
(Dharma), influenced by Buddhism. The Mauryan period thus represents a high point
in ancient Indian state formation, where imperial governance, public welfare, and
religious tolerance coexisted under one of the most formidable dynasties in Indian

history.

3.1.1 Chandragupta Maurya and His Political Achievements

Early Life and Rise to Power

Chandragupta Maurya (c. 324—-297 BCE) emerged as a dynamic leader at a time when
northern India was fragmented into several competing states. According to traditional
sources, including the Mudrarakshasa and accounts of Jain texts, Chandragupta was
born into a modest background, possibly of Kshatriya or Vaishya origin. His fortunes
changed when he encountered Kautilya (Chanakya), a brilliant strategist and political
thinker from Taxila, who took him under his tutelage. Kautilya, disillusioned by the
corrupt Nanda rule in Magadha, mentored Chandragupta with the aim of establishing
a just and centralized monarchy.

Overthrow of the Nanda Dynasty

Chandragupta, under Kautilya’s guidance, raised a formidable army and launched a
campaign against Dhana Nanda, the last ruler of the Nanda dynasty. Around 321 BCE,
the Nanda rule was overthrown, and Chandragupta established the Mauryan Empire
with Pataliputra as its capital. This event marks the beginning of imperial governance

in Indian history, setting the tone for a unified state.
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Expansion in the Northwest and the Seleucid Treaty

Following Alexander the Great’s departure and the fragmentation of his satrapies in
the northwest, Chandragupta seized the opportunity to expand his territory. He
defeated Greek satraps and secured control over regions including Punjab and parts
of modern-day Afghanistan. His greatest diplomatic achievement came in 305 BCE,
when he clashed with Seleucus | Nicator, a successor of Alexander. After a decisive
campaign, a treaty was concluded by which Seleucus ceded Arachosia, Gedrosia, and
Paropamisadae to Chandragupta in exchange for 500 war elephants. This not only
marked a significant territorial expansion but also initiated formal Indo-Greek
diplomatic relations.

Diplomacy and Greek Accounts

The treaty led to the appointment of Megasthenes as the Greek ambassador to
Chandragupta’s court. His observations, compiled in the now-fragmentary work Indica,
offer valuable insights into Indian society, economy, and administration. He described

Pataliputra as a grand, well-fortified city, bustling with commercial and political activity.

Administrative Foundations

Although Chandragupta’s administrative system is best described in the Arthashastra,
attributed to Kautilya, Greek accounts confirm the existence of a complex and efficient
state machinery. The Mauryan administration featured a centralized bureaucracy, a
regular army, a well-regulated tax system, provincial governance, and extensive
espionage networks. The empire was divided into provinces governed by royal princes
or trusted officials, and a network of officials managed revenue collection, law

enforcement, and public welfare.

Chandragupta, along with Chanakya, established a highly organized and centralized
administrative system. The Arthashastra, attributed to Chanakya, outlines the
administrative framework which included a complex bureaucracy, tax system, spy

network, and provincial governors—all under the emperor’s direct control.
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Chandragupta made Pataliputra (modern-day Patna) the imperial capital. It became a
major political, economic, and cultural center of the empire. The city's strategic location

at the confluence of the Ganges and Son rivers helped facilitate governance and trade.

Under Chandragupta's reign, India saw a long period of internal peace, which enabled
economic growth and agricultural development. Roads, irrigation systems, and trade
routes were maintained and protected, which contributed to a stable and prosperous

society.

Retirement and Embrace of Jainism

Later in life, Chandragupta is said to have embraced Jainism, influenced by the Jain
monk Bhadrabahu. He abdicated the throne in favor of his son Bindusara and migrated
south to Shravanabelagola in present-day Karnataka. According to Jain tradition, he
spent his last years practicing severe asceticism and attained Sallekhana (ritual fasting

unto death), ending his life as a spiritual seeker.

Legacy

Chandragupta Maurya’s political achievements were unparalleled in ancient Indian
history. He laid the foundation of a centralized imperial system, established effective
diplomacy with foreign powers, and unified large swathes of the Indian subcontinent.
His reign marked a new phase of political integration, economic regulation, and cultural
fusion, which would be further expanded under his successors. Chandragupta’s career
thus stands as a testament to strategic vision, administrative foresight, and imperial

ambition.

Bindusara was the son of the dynasty's founder Chandragupta and the father of its
most famous ruler Ashoka. His life is not documented as well as the lives of these two
emperors. Much of the information about him comes from legendary accounts written
several hundred years after his death. Bindusara consolidated the empire created by
his father.
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3.1.2 Ashoka

Emperor Ashoka (reigned c. 268-232 BCE), the third sovereign of the Mauryan
dynasty, remains a towering figure in ancient Indian history. His reign marks a crucial
transition in the political, religious, and philosophical fabric of the subcontinent. A
dynamic ruler, Ashoka began his reign with expansionist policies, but his
transformation following the brutal Kalinga War reshaped not only his personal ethos
but also the administrative and ideological character of the Mauryan state. Under his
leadership, the Mauryan Empire attained unparalleled territorial expanse and moral
vision, which he codified and communicated through a vast network of inscriptions
known as the Ashokan Edicts.

3.1.2.1 Ashokan Edicts

Ashoka's edicts are among the most comprehensive and earliest known records of
statecraft, moral philosophy, and political communication in Indian history. They were
inscribed in multiple languages and scripts on natural rock surfaces and stone pillars

throughout his empire, aimed at informing, educating, and morally guiding his subjects.

Classification of Edicts

Major Rock Edicts (14 Edicts)

Major Rock Edicts are found at 10 main sites across India and Pakistan (e.g., Girnar,
Kalsi, Mansehra, Shahbazgarhi, Dhauli, Jaugada). they deal with a wide range of
topics including Dhamma, non-violence, animal protection, religious tolerance, and
duties of state officials. Each of the 14 Edicts is numbered and deals with specific
themes such as social ethics, justice, and diplomacy and they serve as primary

sources for understanding Mauryan governance and ideology.

Minor Rock Edicts (15 Edicts)
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Minor Rock Edicts are found at more than 20 sites including Maski, Brahmagiri,
Bhabru, and Ahraura. Typically shorter and more personal in tone; some contain
Ashoka’s self-identification as “Devanampriya” (Beloved of the Gods) and references
to his conversion to Buddhism. The Maski Edict is particularly significant as it is the

first to use the name "Ashoka" explicitly.

Major Pillar Edicts (7 Edicts)

Major Pillar Edicts are Located at six main sites: Delhi-Topra, Delhi-Meerut, Lauriya-
Araraj, Lauriya-Nandangarh, Rampurva, and Allahabad-Kosambi. These inscriptions
focus on detailed ethical and administrative themes such as the regulation of the
Sangha, protection of animals, and religious toleration. Carved on polished sandstone
pillars, many of which bear Mauryan capital figures like the lion (Sarnath), bull, and

elephant.

Minor Pillar Inscriptions (5 Edicts)

These include commemorative messages, royal orders, and references to personal
beliefs. Examples: Nigali Sagar Edict, Lumbini Edict (marking Buddha’s birthplace),
and Rummindei Pillar. These are generally more localized in function and religious in

content.

Language and Script

The Ashokan edicts exhibit remarkable linguistic and scriptural diversity, reflecting the
vast and multicultural extent of the Mauryan Empire. The majority of the inscriptions
were composed in Prakrit, the common vernacular language of the time, and inscribed
using the Brahmi script, which became the prototype for many later Indian scripts. In
the northwestern regions of the empire, particularly in areas corresponding to present-
day Pakistan and Afghanistan, the edicts were written in Kharosthi script, which had
been influenced by the Aramaic writing system through Persian contacts. Furthermore,
in the Hellenistic borderlands, such as Kandahar, Lampaka, and Shar-i-Kuna, Ashoka

issued edicts in Greek and Aramaic, indicating both a sensitivity to local populations
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and a desire to communicate imperial messages to Greek-speaking subjects and
officials. The multilingual and multi-scriptural nature of the Ashokan inscriptions
testifies to the administrative sophistication of the Mauryan state and Ashoka's
conscious effort to reach a diverse populace through accessible and localized media
of communication. This also marks one of the earliest and most significant uses of

language policy as a tool of imperial governance in the ancient world.

3.1.2.2 Policy of Dhamma

The cornerstone of Ashoka’s post-Kalinga reign was his formulation and
implementation of the policy of Dhamma (from the Sanskrit ‘Dharma’), which
represented a set of moral and ethical guidelines rather than a religious dogma.
Distinct from orthodox Vedic notions or strictly Buddhist philosophy, Ashoka’s
Dhamma was eclectic, inclusive, and secular in tone, aimed at ensuring social

harmony and ethical governance.

Core Tenets of Dhamma

e Ahimsa (Non-violence): Central to Dhamma was the principle of non-violence,
extending not only to human beings but to animals as well. Animal sacrifices

were discouraged, and animal protection was institutionalized.

e Respect for all religious sects: Ashoka advocated for religious pluralism and
urged respect between communities—Brahmanas, Sramanas, Jains, Ajivikas,

and others.

e Social Harmony and Welfare: Ashoka’s Dhamma emphasized proper conduct,

filial piety, generosity to Brahmins and ascetics, truthfulness, and self-restraint.

e Moral Regulation: He promoted personal virtues such as kindness, charity,

patience, and honesty.
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e Condemnation of Ceremonialism: Ashoka discouraged ritualistic practices and

emphasized ethical living over religious formalism.

Institutional Measures

What distinguishes Ashoka’s administration from his predecessors is the
incorporation of moral oversight into governance. To institutionalize his policy of
Dhamma, he created a new class of officials known as Dhamma Mahamatras,

appointed in the 14™ year of his reign.

e Dhamma Mahamatras: A new cadre of officials appointed to propagate
Dhamma, supervise its observance, and act as moral overseers. They also
mediated religious disputes and ensured the welfare of women and

marginalized communities.

e Infrastructure for Dhamma: Ashoka established rest houses, wells, hospitals for
humans and animals, and encouraged medicinal plant cultivation. These

measures reflect an early form of welfare state.

While Ashoka personally embraced Buddhism, his Dhamma was deliberately non-
sectarian. It was not a proselytizing ideology but a civic ethic that sought to universalize
certain moral values for the sake of imperial unity and social stability. His edicts reveal
a commitment to transparency, accessibility, and a ruler's moral obligation to the
people. Thus, Ashoka’s administration blended efficient imperial control with an

unprecedented emphasis on ethical statecraft and public welfare.
They stand as the earliest decipherable written records in India, made accessible
through the work of James Prinsep in the 19" century, thereby inaugurating the field

of Indian epigraphy and ancient historiography.

3.1.2.3 Spread of Religion
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The transformation of Ashoka into a patron of Buddhism following the Kalinga War
was pivotal in the evolution of the religion from a regional movement into a pan-Asian
spiritual tradition. His commitment was not limited to personal piety but extended into

structured patronage and institutional dissemination.

Ashoka’s Embrace of Buddhism

According to Buddhist sources like the Mahavamsa and Divyavadana, Ashoka came
under the influence of the Buddhist monk Upagupta. His remorse over the bloodshed
in Kalinga led him to seek solace in the teachings of the Buddha, particularly the ideals
of compassion, renunciation, and the Middle Path.

Support to the Sangha

Ashoka provided state patronage to Buddhist monastic institutions, offering grants for
construction and maintenance. He constructed 84,000 stupas, according to tradition,
including the famous stupas at Sanchi, Sarnath, and Bharhut. He helped organize the
Third Buddhist Council (c. 250 BCE) under the leadership of Moggaliputta Tissa, to
purify the Sangha and codify the Buddhist canon.

Missionary Endeavours

Ashoka undertook a systematic and state-sponsored campaign to spread Buddhism

beyond India’s borders.

South Asia: His son Mahinda and daughter Sanghamitta were dispatched to Sri
Lanka, leading to the conversion of King Devanampiya Tissa and the establishment
of the Theravada Buddhist tradition.

Southeast Asia and Central Asia: Missions were sent to regions such as

Suharnabhumi (Burma and Thailand), Kashmir-Gandhara, and Central Asia.
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West Asia and Hellenistic World: Ashoka’s inscriptions refer to envoys sent to Greek
kingdoms ruled by contemporaries like Antiochus Il Theos, Ptolemy II Philadelphus,
Antigonus Gonatas, and Magas of Cyrene, illustrating the diplomatic and religious

outreach of the Mauryan Empire.

Ashoka’s religious policy, while favoring Buddhism, did not suppress other faiths.
Instead, it promoted dialogue, respect, and mutual tolerance—a rare instance of

pluralistic governance in the ancient world.

Ashoka's reign represents a watershed in the political and cultural history of South
Asia. His efforts to institutionalize ethical governance through the Dhamma, his
pioneering use of inscriptions for political communication, and his proactive role in
spreading Buddhism transformed not only the Mauryan Empire but also shaped the
religious and moral geography of Asia. His rule marked a shift from conquest-driven
imperialism to a model of empire based on moral responsibility, humanitarian values,
and ideological unity, leaving a legacy that continues to influence Indian thought and

global philosophical discourse to this day.

Let Us Sum Up

In this section, we examined the rise and consolidation of the Mauryan Empire,
beginning with Chandragupta Maurya, who established a vast and centralized imperial
state with the guidance of Chanakya. His political achievements included the
overthrow of the Nandas, expansion of territory, and establishment of efficient
governance and diplomatic ties with Hellenistic rulers. Ashoka, his illustrious
grandson, brought a moral dimension to statecraft following the Kalinga War,
embracing and propagating the policy of Dhamma rooted in ethical governance,
tolerance, and welfare. Through his extensive edicts - inscribed in Prakrit, Greek, and
Aramaic, and composed in Brahmi and Kharosthi scripts - Ashoka communicated
administrative directives and moral teachings across his diverse empire. He also
played a pivotal role in the spread of Buddhism, both within and beyond India, laying
the foundation for its transformation into a global religion. Together, Chandragupta

and Ashoka shaped the Mauryan state as a model of political power and moral vision.
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Check Your Progress

1. Who was the founder of the Mauryan Empire?
a) Bindusara

b) Ashoka

¢) Chandragupta Maurya

d) Bimbisara

Ans: ¢) Chandragupta Maurya

2. Which Greek ambassador was sent to the court of Chandragupta Maurya?
a) Megasthenes

b) Seleucus

c) Antiochus

d) Diodorus

Ans: a) Megasthenes

3. Ashoka’s conversion to Buddhism happened after which major event?
a) The Third Buddhist Council

b) His coronation

¢) The Kalinga War

d) The death of Bindusara

Ans: c¢) The Kalinga War

4. Which edict of Ashoka mentions his name explicitly?
a) Bhabru Edict

b) Maski Edict

c) Kalsi Edict

d) Rock Edict XIlI

Ans: b) Maski Edict

5. The official appointed by Ashoka to spread and oversee Dhamma was called:

a) Rajuka
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b) Amatya
¢) Dhamma Mahamatra
d) Gopa

Ans: ¢c) Dhamma Mahamatra

3.2 Mauryan Administration

The Mauryan Empire (c. 321-185 BCE) represents a defining phase in the evolution
of statecraft in ancient India, marking the transition from smaller, clan-based polities
to a highly centralized and bureaucratic imperial structure. Building upon earlier
administrative traditions and innovating with new mechanisms of governance, the
Mauryas established one of the most extensive and well-organized empires in Indian
history. The foundation of this administrative machinery was laid by Chandragupta
Maurya with the guidance of his chief advisor Chanakya (Kautilya), whose treatise, the
Arthashastra, remains a foundational text for understanding Mauryan polity. The
empire was divided into a network of provinces, districts, and villages, supported by a
complex hierarchy of officials tasked with revenue collection, law enforcement, military
management, and judicial administration. The system was underpinned by strict
discipline, surveillance, and detailed record-keeping, ensuring a high degree of control

and coordination across vast territories.

Under Emperor Ashoka, the administrative system retained its structural strength but
was significantly influenced by his adoption of Dhamma (moral governance). While the
core bureaucratic institutions remained intact, Ashoka introduced new ethical
dimensions to state administration, such as the appointment of Dhamma Mahamatras
and the promotion of public welfare through health care, infrastructure, and moral
education. His edicts serve not only as sources of imperial orders but also as
reflections of a ruler who sought to merge efficiency with ethical responsibility. The
Mauryan administration thus stands as an early example of a sophisticated imperial
state that successfully managed political centralization, economic regulation, and

moral governance over a culturally and geographically diverse subcontinent.
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3.2.1 Kautilya and the Arthashastra

Kautilya, also known as Chanakya or Vishnugupta, was a Brahmin scholar, political
strategist, and royal advisor who played a pivotal role in the establishment of the
Mauryan Empire under Chandragupta Maurya. He is traditionally credited as the
author of the Arthashastra, a foundational text on statecraft, economics,
administration, espionage, and military strategy in ancient India. Believed to have been
composed around the 4th century BCE, the Arthashastra offers a comprehensive
treatise on governance, reflecting the pragmatic and highly centralized model of
administration adopted during the Mauryan period. Unlike texts inspired by religious
ideals, the Arthashastra is secular in tone and realist in its approach, focusing on the
king’s duty (rajadharma) to ensure the security, prosperity, and control of the state

through any means necessary—including coercion, surveillance, and diplomacy.

The Arthashastra is divided into 15 books (adhikaranas) comprising 180 chapters and
over 6,000 verses in Sanskrit prose and verse. It outlines the qualifications and
responsibilities of the ruler, the appointment and duties of various officials (amatyas),
revenue systems, law and justice, urban and rural administration, foreign policy, and
warfare. Kautilya presents a detailed bureaucratic apparatus, with a strong emphasis
on accountability, record-keeping, and the prevention of corruption. One of its core
concepts is the Saptanga Theory (Theory of Seven Limbs of the State), which lists the
essential elements of a successful state: the king (swamin), ministers (amatya),
territory (janapada), fortified capital (durga), treasury (kosha), army (danda), and allies
(mitra). Furthermore, Kautilya's diplomatic theory - Mandala Theory - advocates that
neighboring states are potential enemies, while states farther away could be allies, a
strategic vision suited to imperial expansion. The Arthashastra, rediscovered in 1905
by R. Shamasastry, remains a key source for understanding Mauryan administration
and ancient Indian political thought. It underscores the Mauryan state's complexity and
the intellectual foundations that sustained one of the most powerful empires in early
Indian history.

3.2.2 Megasthenes
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Megasthenes was a Greek ambassador and ethnographer who served as the envoy
of Seleucus Nicator, the Hellenistic ruler of the Seleucid Empire, to the court of
Chandragupta Maurya around the early 3™ century BCE. Residing at the Mauryan
capital of Pataliputra, Megasthenes authored a valuable account of Indian society and
administration titled Indica. Although the original text of Indica has been lost,
substantial fragments survive through later classical writers such as Arrian, Strabo,
Diodorus Siculus, and Pliny the Elder. These excerpts provide one of the earliest
Western accounts of India and offer important information about the Mauryan political
and administrative structure, urban life, social divisions, economy, and religious

practices.

Megasthenes’ Indica portrays Pataliputra as a grand and well-planned city, laid out in
a rectangular form and fortified with timber palisades and bastions. He described the
king’s court as richly adorned and highly ceremonial, reflecting the authority and
prestige of the Mauryan ruler. According to Megasthenes, the empire’s administration
was run by a hierarchical system of officials organized into different boards or
committees, each responsible for specific functions such as infrastructure, trade
regulation, tax collection, and foreign affairs. His description of a seven-fold division of
Indian society - philosophers, farmers, soldiers, herdsmen, artisans, magistrates, and
councillors - though not entirely accurate when compared with the traditional varna
system, offers insight into how a foreign observer interpreted Indian social
organization. Megasthenes also noted the general absence of slavery in India, the
emphasis on truthfulness among the people, and the impressive discipline of the
Mauryan army. Despite some inaccuracies and exaggerations, Megasthenes’ account
remains a crucial external source that complements indigenous texts like the
Arthashastra, providing a comparative perspective on Mauryan administration and

society from the lens of a contemporary outsider.
3.2.3 Economy
The Mauryan economy represents a landmark in the history of ancient Indian

economic organization. It was characterized by a highly centralized model in which the

state played a proactive role in agriculture, industry, trade, and taxation. The
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Arthashastra of Kautilya and the Greek account of Megasthenes (Indica) provide

comprehensive insights into the structure and functioning of the Mauryan economy.

Agriculture

Agriculture was the primary source of livelihood and the mainstay of the Mauryan
economy. The state encouraged the expansion of cultivable land by providing irrigation
facilities, clearing forests, and settling new regions. Land was surveyed, classified, and
taxed according to fertility. The state also owned crown lands called Sita lands, which
were cultivated under the supervision of government officials, and their produce went
directly to the royal treasury. Agricultural officers such as Sita Adhyaksha managed
these lands. The Mauryan administration took special care in maintaining irrigation

systems like canals and tanks, crucial for ensuring food security.

Land Revenue and Taxation

Land revenue was the primary source of income for the state and was collected at a
standard rate—usually one-sixth (shadbhaga) of the produce. Officials such as the
Gopa (village record keeper) and Sthanikas (district officers) maintained records of
land, tax, and produce. In addition to land tax, other forms of taxation included taxes
on forests, mines, salt, customs duties, tolls on roads, and taxes on artisans and
merchants. The Arthashastra outlines a detailed fiscal structure, including
mechanisms to prevent corruption and ensure efficient tax collection. The state
maintained a large and well-regulated treasury (Kosha), essential for maintaining the

army and bureaucracy.

Crafts and Industry

The Mauryan state encouraged artisanal and industrial production. Various state-
supervised industries flourished, including mining, metallurgy, salt production, textiles,
shipbuilding, and weapon manufacturing. Skilled artisans and craftsmen were
organized into guilds (shrenis) which regulated production quality, training, and trade

practices. The state often supervised critical sectors directly and appointed officials
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like Lohadhyaksha (Superintendent of Iron) and Sutradhyaksha (Superintendent of

Weaving). The state also monitored labor conditions and raw material distribution.

Trade and Commerce

Trade was both internal and international. The Mauryan Empire was well-connected
through a network of roads, including the famous Royal Road (Dakshinapatha), which
facilitated the movement of goods, officials, and armies. Trade routes connected India
with regions as far as Central Asia, West Asia, and the Hellenistic world. Urban centers
like Pataliputra, Taxila, and Ujjain emerged as significant trade hubs. Megasthenes

records a flourishing commercial life and vibrant marketplaces.

The state regulated trade through officials such as the Panyadhyaksha
(Superintendent of Trade), who controlled prices, weights and measures, and quality
standards. The state levied customs duties and ensured fair practices through
inspections at trade centers and toll stations (samsthanas). Both barter and coin-

based exchange were in use.

Currency and Monetary System

The Mauryas issued punch-marked silver coins, which served as standardized
currency for trade and taxation. These coins bore symbols rather than inscriptions and
were an essential element in the monetized sector of the economy. The existence of
coins facilitated commercial expansion and supported the centralized tax system.
Although barter continued in rural areas, coinage reflected growing urbanization and

market integration.
State Regulation and Economic Planning
The Mauryan economy was not laissez-faire but heavily regulated by the state.

Economic planning was visible in the form of designated ministries for different

sectors. The state was the largest landholder, employer, and trader. The Arthashastra
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outlines surveillance mechanisms to monitor market behavior and penalize offenders.

Officials were held accountable through audits, and corruption was dealt with severely.

The Mauryan economy was a dynamic and diversified system supported by
agriculture, industry, and trade, all orchestrated under a centralized state apparatus.
With sophisticated revenue mechanisms, infrastructure development, and regulatory
institutions, the Mauryan state created one of the earliest models of economic planning
and imperial finance in Indian history. The economic strength of the Mauryan Empire
was crucial in sustaining its vast administrative and military networks, as well as in

promoting welfare policies under Ashoka’s reign.

3.2.4 Mauryan Art and Architecture

The Mauryan period (c. 321-185 BCE) marks a watershed in the history of Indian art
and architecture. For the first time, we find evidence of large-scale state-sponsored
architectural projects, monumental art forms, and the use of stone as a dominant
medium. The Mauryan emperors, especially Ashoka, were great patrons of art, and
their rule saw the emergence of a distinctly imperial style that combined indigenous
traditions with influences from Persia and the Hellenistic world. The surviving remains

testify to a powerful vision of art used for religious, political, and symbolic purposes.

Palatial and Secular Architecture

The palace and city of Pataliputra, the Mauryan capital, were considered marvels of
architecture. According to Megasthenes, the palace was comparable in grandeur to
those in Susa and Ecbatana (Persian capitals), with gilded pillars, carved wood, and
beautifully laid gardens. Archaeological excavations at Kumrahar (near modern Patna)
have revealed 80-pillared halls, constructed on stone bases, which are believed to
have supported wooden superstructures. These structures indicate a synthesis of
indigenous timber architecture and imperial scale, reflecting both aesthetic refinement

and administrative centrality.

Religious Architecture: Stupas and Monasteries
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One of the most remarkable contributions of the Mauryan period is the development
of the stupa as a major Buddhist architectural form. While the original core of the
Sanchi Stupa dates to Ashoka’s reign, it was later enlarged by subsequent dynasties.
Ashoka is credited with constructing 84,000 stupas across his empire to house the
relics of the Buddha and to propagate Buddhism. These stupas were typically built of
brick and later encased in stone. They served as religious monuments and sites of

pilgrimage and played a key role in Buddhist devotional practices.

The Mauryas also built Buddhist viharas (monasteries) and chaityas (prayer halls),
though many of the surviving examples come from later periods, they evolved from
Mauryan foundations. The Barabar Hills in Bihar house the earliest surviving examples
of rock-cut architecture in India, patronized by Ashoka and his grandson Dasaratha.
The Lomas Rishi and Sudama caves, with their finely polished interiors and arched
facades, represent the beginnings of cave temple architecture in India.

Ashokan Pillars

The Ashokan pillars are among the most iconic and enduring symbols of the Mauryan
Empire. These free-standing monolithic columns, made of highly polished Chunar
sandstone, were erected across the empire to disseminate Ashoka’s edicts. Each pillar
stands 12 to 15 meters tall and is topped with finely sculpted capitals, most famously
the Lion Capital of Sarnath, which features four back-to-back lions mounted on an
abacus adorned with dharmachakra (wheel), elephant, horse, and bull motifs. This
capital was adopted as the National Emblem of India in 1950. The technical excellence
of these pillars - precision carving, mirror-like polish, and symbolic motifs - reflects

advanced craftsmanship and artistic vision.

Sculpture and Iconography

The Mauryan period also witnessed the emergence of court-sponsored sculpture,

distinct from popular folk traditions. While pre-Mauryan art was largely terracotta-

based, Mauryan sculptures were carved in stone and marked by a high degree of
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polish, known as the Mauryan polish. Examples include the Didarganj Yakshi, a nearly
life-sized female figure associated with fertility cults, now housed in the Patna
Museum. Although likely influenced by popular religious art, it bears the technical

brilliance characteristic of state-sponsored sculpture.

The use of animal motifs, particularly in pillar capitals, reveals a symbolic language
that combined royal authority with dharmic values. Elephants, lions, bulls, and horses
served not only as decorative elements but also conveyed messages of power,

protection, and spiritual progress.

Influences and Innovations

Mauryan art demonstrates cross-cultural influences, particularly from Achaemenid
Persia and the Greco-Roman world, seen in the fluted shapes of some columns,
capital designs, and construction techniques. However, the art remained rooted in
Indian ethos, developing a distinct style that laid the foundation for later developments

in Buddhist, Jain, and Hindu architecture.

The Mauryan period was also innovative in materials and techniques. The use of
Chunar sandstone, refined stone polishing, and rock-cut techniques would inspire

future architectural traditions in India.

Mauryan art and architecture represent the first state-sponsored artistic tradition in
India that successfully combined religious idealism with political propaganda and
technological mastery. From monumental stupas and cave sanctuaries to intricately
sculpted pillars and palatial complexes, the Mauryan legacy established the visual and
architectural vocabulary that shaped Indian art for centuries. Ashoka’s efforts to
spread Dhamma through art ensured that these monuments were not just expressions

of imperial power but also of ethical and spiritual values.

3.2.5 Disintegration of the Mauryan Empire
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The Mauryan Empire, which rose to unprecedented heights under Chandragupta
Maurya and reached its moral and administrative zenith under Ashoka, began to
decline soon after Ashoka’s death around 232 BCE. Within approximately fifty years,
the empire fragmented and gave way to smaller regional kingdoms. The disintegration
of the Mauryan state was not sudden but the result of multiple interconnected political,

administrative, economic, and ideological factors.

Weak Successors and Dynastic Decline

One of the primary causes of Mauryan decline was the lack of competent successors
after Ashoka. His immediate descendants - Dasharatha, Samprati, Shalishuka,
Devavarman, and Brihadratha - were relatively weak rulers who could not maintain the
administrative rigor or moral authority established by their predecessors. The vast
empire needed a strong and centralized leadership to keep it intact. The weakening of
central authority led to fragmentation and internal dissent, especially among provincial

governors and border satraps, who began asserting autonomy.

Over-centralization and Administrative Strain

The Mauryan administration, though highly efficient under Chandragupta and Ashoka,
was heavily centralized and bureaucratic. Such a system required substantial
resources and a capable chain of command to function effectively. Over time, this
centralized structure became rigid and unsustainable, especially in the absence of
strong rulers. The provinces began to slip out of imperial control, and local authorities
assumed more power. The empire’'s vastness, coupled with communication

limitations, made it difficult to enforce uniform policies across diverse regions.

Economic Decline and Fiscal Stress

Another critical factor was the economic burden placed on the state due to the
maintenance of a large standing army, bureaucracy, and welfare measures—
especially those initiated under Ashoka, such as infrastructure for travelers and

religious missions. These welfare policies, while ethically admirable, were
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economically demanding. Moreover, extensive state ownership of land and
monopolization of key industries led to reduced private enterprise and over-reliance
on state-managed revenue systems. As revenues declined, the state struggled to

maintain its administrative and military machinery.

Shift in Religious and Political Ideology

Ashoka’s adoption and propagation of Buddhism, while historically significant, may
have weakened the traditional Brahmanical support base of the Mauryan monarchy.
His policy of Dhamma emphasized non-violence, tolerance, and compassion, which,
though morally uplifting, was not always compatible with the military ethos required for
imperial control. Some historians argue that Ashoka’s pacifism weakened the army
and emboldened external and internal enemies. Furthermore, the patronage of
Buddhist institutions over Vedic ones may have alienated orthodox Brahmanical elites,
reducing ideological cohesion.

Internal Revolts and Fragmentation

As the central authority weakened, revolts and rebellions became more frequent in the
provinces. The empire began to break into smaller kingdoms. The northwestern
provinces were the first to go, falling into the hands of Indo-Greeks and other invaders.
The eastern and southern regions also became independent under local dynasties
such as the Shungas, Satavahanas, and Kalingas. The final blow came when
Pushyamitra Shunga, the commander-in-chief of the Mauryan army, assassinated the
last Mauryan ruler Brihadratha around 185 BCE and established the Shunga dynasty,

marking the formal end of the Mauryan Empire.

Foreign Invasions and Loss of Frontier Territories

The northwestern borders, especially the regions of present-day Afghanistan and
Punjab, faced increasing pressure from foreign invasions, particularly from the Indo-
Greeks (Yavanas), Sakas, and later Kushanas. The weakening of central control over

these frontier regions made them vulnerable. These areas were significant not only for

_ Periyar University — CDOE| Self-Learning Material



CDOE - ODL M.A — SEMESTER | History of Ancient and Early Medieval India

trade routes (like the Uttarapatha) but also for strategic military purposes. Their loss

weakened the overall integrity of the empire and accelerated its decline.

The disintegration of the Mauryan Empire was the result of a combination of
institutional fatigue, economic stress, political instability, ideological shifts, and
external pressures. Though it lasted less than a century and a half, the Mauryan
Empire left a profound legacy in terms of statecraft, economic management, religious
policy, and cultural integration. Its collapse paved the way for regional polities and new
dynastic formations, marking the beginning of the post-Mauryan phase of Indian

history.

Let Us Sum Up

In this section, we examined the multifaceted administrative, economic, and cultural
systems of the Mauryan Empire. The Mauryan administration, as theorized in
Kautilya’s Arthashastra, laid down the foundations of centralized governance, with a
structured bureaucracy, espionage networks, and a strong military apparatus.
Megasthenes’ Indica offered an outsider’s perspective on the functioning of the state,
society, and economy, confirming many features described in indigenous sources. The
economy was state-controlled and diversified, with agriculture as the backbone,
supported by taxation, trade, crafts, and a regulated market system. Mauryan art and
architecture represented the first large-scale imperial patronage of aesthetic
expression, seen in the stupas, rock-cut caves, Ashokan pillars, and palatial remains.
Finally, the disintegration of the empire after Ashoka’s death was the result of weak
successors, over-centralization, economic burden, ideological shifts, and external
invasions, leading to the emergence of regional powers and the end of Mauryan

political unity.

Check Your Progress

1. Who is the author of the Arthashastra, a key source on Mauryan administration?

A. Ashoka

B. Megasthenes
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C. Kautilya
D. Brihadratha

</ Answer: C. Kautilya

2. Megasthenes was the ambassador of which Greek ruler to the Mauryan court?
A. Alexander the Great

B. Seleucus Nicator

C. Ptolemy |

D. Antiochus

«/ Answer: B. Seleucus Nicator

3. The famous 80-pillared hall at Kumrahar is associated with which Mauryan city?
A. Ujjain

B. Takshashila

C. Pataliputra

D. Sanchi

</ Answer: C. Pataliputra

4. The Lion Capital of Ashoka, now India’s national emblem, is from which site?
A. Sanchi

B. Lumbini

C. Sarnath

D. Ujjain

</ Answer: C. Sarnath

5. Who assassinated the last Mauryan ruler, Brihadratha?
A. Ashoka

B. Kalinga

C. Pushyamitra Shunga

D. Samprati

</ Answer: C. Pushyamitra Shunga

3.3 Post-Mauryan Political, Economic, Social and Cultural Developments
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The period following the decline of the Mauryan Empire around 185 BCE witnessed a
significant transformation in the political landscape of the Indian subcontinent. With
the collapse of centralized Mauryan authority, a number of regional and trans-regional
powers emerged, including the Shungas, Kanvas, Satavahanas, Indo-Greeks, Sakas,
Parthians, and Kushanas. These new polities brought diverse administrative models,
military strategies, and cultural influences, contributing to a dynamic and pluralistic
political environment. The northwestern frontier, in particular, became a melting pot of
Indian and Central Asian cultures due to successive waves of foreign invasions and

settlements.

This phase also saw important developments in economic activity, urbanization, trade
(both inland and maritime), and religious transformation. The spread of Buddhism and
Jainism continued under the patronage of regional rulers, while Brahmanical
revivalism found renewed expression through the performance of Vedic rituals and the
composition of key Sanskrit texts. Social structures became more complex, marked
by the rise of guilds, expansion of trade routes like the Uttarapatha and
Dakshinapatha, and the increasing stratification of caste and occupation. Culturally,
the post-Mauryan period was a time of artistic flowering, with the evolution of
distinctive schools of sculpture such as Gandhara and Mathura, and the proliferation
of stupas, monasteries, and cave complexes across the subcontinent. Thus, the post-

Mauryan era laid the foundations for the classical age of Indian civilization.

3.3.1 Indo-Greeks

The Indo-Greeks, also known as the Yavanas in Indian sources, were successors of
Alexander the Great’s Macedonian generals who settled in the northwestern parts of
the Indian subcontinent following his invasion. Their rule in India marks the beginning
of a series of foreign dynasties that made significant contributions to Indian polity,
culture, and art in the post-Mauryan period. The Indo-Greek kingdoms served as
cultural bridges between the Hellenistic world and the Indian subcontinent, and their
interactions laid the foundation for Greco-Indian syncretism in art, religion, and

coinage.
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Origins and Establishment

The Indo-Greek rule in India began around 180 BCE when Demetrius |, a Greco-
Bactrian king, invaded northwestern India after the fall of the Mauryan Empire. He
established control over parts of present-day Afghanistan, Pakistan, and northwestern
India. The most famous Indo-Greek ruler was Menander | (Milinda), who ruled from
around 165 to 130 BCE and extended his empire deep into the Indian subcontinent.
His capital was at Sagala (modern-day Sialkot). The Indo-Greek territories were not a

single unified empire but consisted of multiple principalities ruled by different dynasts.

Political Significance

The Indo-Greeks played an important role in reshaping the political scenario of post-
Mauryan India. Their frequent military campaigns, diplomatic interactions, and power
struggles with Indian dynasties such as the Shungas and Satavahanas demonstrate
their active engagement in Indian politics. Although they failed to establish long-lasting
control over the Indian heartland, their presence in the northwestern region for nearly
two centuries (c. 180 BCE — 10 CE) reflects their ability to maintain localized power
amidst turbulent regional dynamics.

Religious Contributions

The Indo-Greeks were significant for their support of Indian religions, particularly
Buddhism. The Milinda-Panha, a Pali text, records the dialogue between Menander
(Milinda) and the Buddhist monk Nagasena, in which the king poses philosophical
guestions about Buddhist doctrine. This interaction exemplifies the intellectual and
spiritual openness of the Indo-Greek rulers. Menander is said to have embraced
Buddhism and was later venerated as a Bodhisattva in some traditions. At the same
time, the Indo-Greeks also respected other Indian religions and participated in a multi-
religious society.

Numismatic Achievements
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The Indo-Greeks made remarkable contributions to Indian numismatics. They were
the first to introduce portrait coins in India, with finely engraved images of rulers on the
obverse and Greek or Indian deities on the reverse. Their coins typically featured
Greek legends on one side and Kharosthi or Brahmi inscriptions on the other,
reflecting the bilingual nature of their domains. This numismatic tradition would be
adopted and adapted by subsequent dynasties such as the Kushanas and Western
Kshatrapas. The coins also provide valuable information on chronology, religious

affiliations, and royal iconography.

Cultural and Artistic Impact

The Indo-Greeks were instrumental in the emergence of Greco-Buddhist art,
especially in the region of Gandhara. Their aesthetic traditions, rooted in Hellenistic
art, influenced Indian sculpture by introducing features such as naturalistic human
figures, curly hair, flowing drapery, and realistic anatomical proportions. This fusion
laid the groundwork for the Gandhara school of art, which became a major cultural

expression of Buddhist iconography in the centuries that followed.

Decline and Legacy

The Indo-Greek rule gradually declined due to internal conflicts, pressure from
invading Scythians (Sakas) and Parthians, and loss of territory to indigenous powers.
However, their legacy endured in multiple domains - especially in coinage, art, and the
promotion of cultural and religious exchange. The Indo-Greek interaction with India
exemplifies a unigue phase of trans-regional integration, where political conquest gave

way to cultural assimilation and mutual enrichment.

3.3.2 Sakas

The Sakas, known in Western historiography as the Scythians, were a Central Asian
nomadic people who migrated into the Indian subcontinent during the post-Mauryan
period. Their arrival marked a continuation of the series of invasions and cultural

interactions that followed the disintegration of the Mauryan Empire. The Sakas were
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part of a larger movement of Indo-Iranian tribes pushed westward and southward due
to pressures from other Central Asian groups like the Yuezhi and Kushanas. In Indian
tradition, they are often associated with the term “Mlechchas”, or outsiders, but their

influence on Indian politics, economy, and culture was substantial and enduring.

Saka Invasions and Settlement

The Sakas entered northwestern India around the 2" century BCE, gradually taking
over territories from the weakening Indo-Greeks. Their incursions resulted in the
establishment of multiple Saka satrapies (governorships) in western and northwestern
India, particularly in Sindh, Gujarat, Rajasthan, and parts of Madhya Pradesh. One of
the most prominent Saka rulers was Maues (or Moga), who is considered the founder
of Saka power in India. However, the most well-known dynasty among the Indian
Sakas was the Western Kshatrapas, especially under the rule of Rudradaman I in the
2nd century CE.

Political Organisation and Administration

The Sakas adopted the administrative structure of their Indo-Greek and Mauryan
predecessors, establishing themselves as “Kshatrapas” (satraps or governors) and
“‘Mahakshatrapas” (great satraps)—titles borrowed from Achaemenid and Hellenistic
traditions. The Western Kshatrapas ruled over a substantial region for nearly four
centuries and maintained political stability in areas such as Malwa, Saurashtra, and
Kathiawar. They issued royal inscriptions, such as the famous Junagadh inscription of
Rudradaman, which reveals details of their governance, military prowess, irrigation

works, and patronage of Sanskrit.

Rudradaman | and Cultural Patronage

Rudradaman | (c. 130-150 CE) was the most illustrious Saka ruler in India. He is
remembered not only for his military campaigns against the Satavahanas and his
restoration of the Sudarsana Lake (originally built under the Mauryas), but also for

being a patron of Sanskrit language and literature. His Junagadh inscription is notable
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as the first long inscription in chaste Sanskrit prose, indicating a significant shift from
the earlier Prakrit usage in official records. This move symbolized the growing
Brahmanical influence and integration of the Sakas into the Indian cultural milieu.

Coinage and Economic Contributions

The Sakas made important contributions to Indian numismatics. Like the Indo-Greeks,
they issued bilingual coins—often bearing Greek and Brahmi or Kharosthi scripts—
and introduced portrait coinage that depicted kings along with deities such as Shiva,
Kartikeya, and Mitra. Their coins are a valuable source for understanding political
succession, trade networks, and economic conditions. The Sakas controlled important
ports and inland trade routes, especially in western India, facilitating commerce

between India and West Asia via the Arabian Sea.

Religious and Social Impact

The Sakas gradually assimilated into Indian society. While initially perceived as
foreigners, they increasingly adopted Hindu and Buddhist religious practices. Many of
their rulers were patrons of Shaivism and Vaishnavism, and some supported Buddhist
establishments as well. Over time, the Sakas were absorbed into the Indian varna
system, often being classified as Kshatriyas. This process of sanskritisation was
facilitated by their use of Sanskrit and adoption of Indian administrative, religious, and

social norms.

Decline of Saka Power

The decline of the Sakas began in the 3rd century CE, primarily due to the rise of the
Satavahanas in the Deccan and the emergence of the Gupta Empire in northern India.
The final blow came from the Gupta ruler Chandragupta Il (Vikramaditya), who
defeated the last Western Kshatrapa ruler Rudrasimha Il around c. 395 CE. With this,
the Saka presence in India came to an end, although their contributions to Indian polity,

economy, art, and culture continued to resonate.
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The Sakas, through their political integration, administrative innovations, patronage of
language and religion, and engagement with Indian society, left a lasting imprint on
early Indian history. Their long rule in western India was a significant phase of cultural
synthesis and transition that shaped the historical trajectory of the subcontinent during

the post-Mauryan era.

3.3.3 Parthians

The Parthians, known in Indian sources as Pahlavas, were of Iranian origin and part
of the wave of Central Asian groups that entered northwestern India following the
decline of the Indo-Greek and Saka powers. Though their political dominance in India
was brief and regionally confined, their rule represents an important phase in the
succession of foreign rulers who contributed to the cultural and political mosaic of post-

Mauryan India.

Arrival and Political Establishment

The Parthians entered India around the 15 century CE, during a time of power vacuum
in the northwestern frontier caused by the weakening of Indo-Greek and Saka
authority. They were originally part of the Arsacid dynasty of Persia but had splintered
into independent regional rulers. In India, the Parthians established their control
primarily in Punjab and parts of Afghanistan. Their rule was centered around
Takshashila (Taxila), a major cultural and trade hub in ancient India.

Gondophares and His Dynasty

The most prominent Parthian ruler in India was Gondophares |, who founded what is
often referred to as the Indo-Parthian Kingdom. His reign is usually dated to the early
1st century CE. Gondophares is historically significant for his mention in Christian
traditions; the Apocryphal Acts of St. Thomas state that the Apostle Thomas visited
his court, suggesting early Indo-Christian interactions. Under Gondophares, the
Parthians extended their influence over northwestern India and maintained cordial

relations with local populations.
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Coinage and Administration

The Parthians continued the numismatic traditions of their Indo-Greek and Saka
predecessors. Their coins often featured Hellenistic-style portraits on the obverse and
Greek legends, with occasional use of Kharosthi script on the reverse. These coins
provide insight into their royal iconography and political authority. While their
administrative system is not extensively documented, they likely adopted and modified

existing structures in the regions they ruled, utilizing local elites and institutions.

Cultural Influence and Religious Tolerance

Although limited in scope and duration, the Parthians contributed to the cultural
continuity of the northwestern region. They maintained the multicultural environment
of Taxila, which remained a vibrant center for Buddhist learning, art, and commerce.
Archaeological evidence suggests that Parthian rulers tolerated and supported the
existing religious traditions, including Buddhism, Jainism, and Brahmanism. The Indo-
Parthians also played a transitional role in the spread of Greco-Buddhist art, serving

as a bridge between the Sakas and the later Kushanas.

Decline and Legacy

The Parthian presence in India was relatively short-lived. By the mid-1st century CE,
they were overtaken by the rising power of the Kushanas, who gradually absorbed
their territories. Despite their limited political longevity, the Parthians helped preserve
and transmit Indo-Hellenistic cultural elements, including art, trade practices, and
religious pluralism. Their rule represents an important phase in the continuous

interaction between Central Asia and the Indian subcontinent.

The Parthians, though not as expansive or long-lasting as other post-Mauryan powers,
played a key transitional role in shaping the northwestern region of India. Their
contributions to coinage, cultural integration, and religious tolerance added to the
diversity of Indian civilization in the early centuries CE, paving the way for the

emergence of the Kushana Empire.

_ Periyar University — CDOE| Self-Learning Material



CDOE - ODL M.A — SEMESTER | History of Ancient and Early Medieval India

3.3.4 Kushanas

The Kushanas were one of the most powerful and influential Central Asian dynasties
to rule over large parts of the Indian subcontinent in the early centuries of the Common
Era. They played a vital role in connecting India with the broader Eurasian world,
particularly through trade, religion, and art. Their rule marked a significant era of
political integration, cultural synthesis, and religious patronage, particularly of
Buddhism.

Origin and Rise to Power

The Kushanas were a branch of the Yuezhi, a nomadic Indo-European people who
migrated from Central Asia into Bactria (modern Afghanistan) after displacing the
Sakas and Parthians. By the mid-1st century CE, they had consolidated their power
under Kujula Kadphises, the dynasty’s founder. The real expansion occurred under
Vima Kadphises and his son, Kanishka I, who established the Kushan Empire,
stretching from Central Asia and Afghanistan through northwestern India to the

Ganges valley.

Kanishka I: The Great Kushan Emperor

Kanishka I, who ruled during the late 1st to early 2nd century CE, was the most
illustrious emperor of the Kushana dynasty. His reign marked a turning point in the
political and cultural history of ancient India. Kanishka inherited a vast and strategically
important empire stretching from Central Asia and Afghanistan to the northern and
northwestern regions of the Indian subcontinent. His capital at Peshawar
(Purushapura) became a flourishing hub of administration, trade, and culture. It is
widely believed that Kanishka inaugurated the Saka Era in 78 CE, which continues to
be used in Indian calendrical calculations. Under his rule, the Kushana Empire

reached its zenith in territorial extent, political authority, and economic prosperity.

Kanishka’s empire was notable for its cosmopolitan character and efficient

administration. He consolidated the diverse regions of his empire through a well-
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organized system of governance, appointing satraps and officials who ensured
political stability and economic integration. His empire was linked to the Silk Road
trade routes, enabling active commercial exchanges between Rome, China, Persia,
and India. His gold and copper coins - struck in Greek, Bactrian, and later Brahmi
scripts - are among the finest examples of ancient numismatics, reflecting a blend of
Indian, Iranian, and Hellenistic religious iconography. The variety of gods depicted on
these coins - from Greek deities like Helios and Selene to Zoroastrian, Indian, and

Buddhist figures - demonstrates his commitment to cultural and religious plurality.

One of Kanishka’s greatest contributions was his patronage of Buddhism, particularly
the Mahayana tradition. He convened the Fourth Buddhist Council in Kundalavana
(Kashmir) under the guidance of the monk Vasumitra, which formalized Mahayana
doctrines and supported the compilation of Buddhist scriptures. His reign played a
crucial role in the spread of Buddhism to Central Asia and China, with Buddhist
missionaries and scholars traveling extensively along the Kushana trade routes.
Kanishka also oversaw the construction of several Buddhist stupas and monasteries,
the most famous being the Kanishka Stupa in Peshawar, which Chinese pilgrims like

Faxian and Xuanzang later praised as a towering marvel of architecture and devotion.

Kanishka'’s rule also stimulated a cultural renaissance, particularly in the fields of art,
sculpture, and literature. His era withessed the growth of the Gandhara and Mathura
schools of art, which depicted the Buddha in anthropomorphic form for the first time,
combining Hellenistic realism with Indian symbolism. This artistic innovation left a
lasting influence on Buddhist iconography across Asia. Kanishka’s legacy endures as
a powerful and visionary emperor who integrated a vast and diverse territory through
enlightened governance, religious patronage, and cultural syncretism. His reign
stands as a golden chapter in the history of ancient India and as a significant bridge
between the civilizations of the East and West.

Political Expansion and Administration

Under Kanishka | (c. 78-120 CE), the Kushanas reached the zenith of their power. His

reign is associated with the beginning of the Saka Era (78 CE), still used in Indian
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calendars today. Kanishka’s empire encompassed large parts of northwestern and
northern India, including Punjab, Kashmir, Mathura, and parts of the Indo-Gangetic
plains. The Kushanas established a centralized administrative system, using satraps
and regional governors, while promoting multi-ethnic governance and tolerating local
practices. They issued royal edicts and maintained diplomatic relations with Rome,

China, and Iran, reflecting the cosmopolitan nature of their rule.

Coinage and Economy

The Kushanas issued some of the most significant coinage in ancient Indian history,
both in terms of volume and iconography. Their coins were made of gold, silver, and
copper, and depicted not only Kushan kings in elaborate attire but also a diverse
pantheon of deities—Greek, Iranian, and Indian—such as Oesho (Shiva), Buddha,
Mithra, and Nana. The inscriptions were in Greek, Bactrian, and later Brahmi,
illustrating their multicultural milieu. These coins reflect a monetized economy and
extensive trade, especially along the Silk Road, linking India with the Roman Empire

and Han China.

Patronage of Buddhism and the Gandhara-Mathura Art

Kanishka is especially remembered for his patronage of Mahayana Buddhism. He
convened the Fourth Buddhist Council at Kundalavana (Kashmir), under the
leadership of the scholar Vasumitra, which systematized Mahayana doctrines. Under
Kushana rule, Buddhism flourished across northern India and Central Asia. The period
also saw the fusion of Indian and Hellenistic artistic elements in the Gandhara School
of Art, which portrayed the Buddha in human form for the first time. Simultaneously,
the Mathura School developed a distinct Indian aesthetic in sculpture, using local
themes and motifs.

Cultural and Religious Contributions

The Kushana period was a golden age for religious pluralism. While Mahayana

Buddhism received royal patronage, the Kushanas also supported Shaivism,
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Zoroastrianism, and local cults. Sanskrit inscriptions began to appear more
prominently, and Buddhist texts were translated into Central Asian and Chinese
languages, facilitating the spread of Buddhism along the Silk Road. Art, architecture,
sculpture, and literature thrived during this time, and urban centers like Peshawar,

Mathura, and Kapisa became major hubs of cultural activity.

Decline and Legacy

The decline of the Kushanas began in the mid-3rd century CE, due to internal
fragmentation and the rise of rival powers such as the Sasanians in Iran and Guptas
in India. Their eastern territories were absorbed by Indian rulers like the
Nagashatrapas and Guptas, while western areas fell to the Sasanians and Kidarites.
Despite their fall, the Kushanas left a lasting legacy in Indian history through their
contribution to art, religion, numismatics, and the spread of Indian culture beyond its
borders.

The Kushanas played a transformative role in the history of early India. Their empire
facilitated cross-cultural interactions, economic expansion, and the institutionalization
of Mahayana Buddhism. Through their patronage of art and religion, they helped
shape a truly cosmopolitan Indo-Central Asian civilization, whose impact extended far

beyond their political boundaries.

3.3.5 Western Kshatrapas

The Western Kshatrapas, also known as the Western Satraps, were a prominent Indo-
Scythian (Saka) dynasty that ruled over parts of western and central India from the 1st
century CE to the early 4th century CE. Their rule formed a significant chapter in post-
Mauryan Indian history, especially in the regions of Gujarat, Maharashtra, Rajasthan,
and Malwa. The Western Kshatrapas are particularly noted for their coinage,
inscriptions, patronage of art and architecture, and prolonged rivalry with the

Satavahanas.

Origin and Establishment
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The Western Kshatrapas were originally Saka chieftains who migrated into India
following earlier Indo-Scythian invasions. They emerged as local rulers under the
suzerainty of the Kushan Empire, but eventually became independent. The term
Kshatrapa is derived from the Persian Kshathrapavan, meaning governor or satrap,
indicating their early subordinate status. The dynasty was founded by Chastana in the
late 15t century CE, and he is considered the real consolidator of Western Kshatrapa

power in western India.

Rudradaman I: The Great Western Kshatrapa Ruler

Rudradaman I, who reigned around 130-150 CE, was the most prominent and
powerful ruler of the Western Kshatrapas. He was the grandson of Chastana, the
founder of the dynasty, and assumed the title of Mahakshatrapa, asserting his
supreme authority over the western and central regions of India. Rudradaman is best
known for his military achievements, administrative reforms, and patronage of culture
and infrastructure. His reign marks a significant phase in post-Mauryan India, where
regional powers like the Western Kshatrapas emerged as dominant players in the

political landscape.

Rudradaman's most celebrated legacy is the Junagadh Rock Inscription, dated to
around 150 CE, which is considered the first long inscription in classical Sanskrit
prose. It records his repairs to the ancient Sudarsana Lake in Saurashtra, originally
constructed during the Mauryan period. This inscription not only highlights his interest
in public welfare but also reflects the transition from Prakrit to Sanskrit in royal
inscriptions, setting a precedent for later dynasties such as the Guptas. The inscription
also portrays Rudradaman as a just and learned ruler, well-versed in grammar, music,

logic, and law, indicating the cultural refinement of his court.

Militarily, Rudradaman was a formidable ruler who fought several successful
campaigns to expand and defend his kingdom. He waged continuous wars against the
Satavahanas, reclaiming lost territories in Malwa and Gujarat. Despite these victories,

he is noted for sparing the life of the Satavahana king Vasishthiputra Pulumavi due to
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matrimonial ties, reflecting a code of royal conduct. His successful consolidation of
power, his promotion of Sanskrit language and Brahmanical traditions, and his ability
to govern a diverse population made Rudradaman | one of the most distinguished

regional monarchs of his era.

After the reign of Rudradaman I, the Western Kshatrapas continued to rule parts of
western and central India for nearly two more centuries, but their power gradually
declined. While Rudradaman had successfully repelled the Satavahanas and
maintained a strong centralized administration, his successors were unable to sustain

the same level of military and political strength.

Political and Military Significance

The Western Kshatrapas played a significant role in the political history of western
India. Their long-standing rivalry with the Satavahanas resulted in a series of wars
over the control of the Malwa and Saurashtra regions. Though they lost territory at
times, they were able to recover and hold power for nearly three centuries. They acted
as a buffer between the northern powers like the Kushanas and the Deccan kingdoms,

and occasionally aligned themselves with external powers to maintain their autonomy.

Administration and Coinage

The Western Kshatrapas followed a monarchical system of government, with
hereditary succession. The rulers bore the titles Mahakshatrapa (Great Satrap) and
Kshatrapa, which are consistently found in their inscriptions and coins. Their
administrative apparatus included local officers and functionaries who maintained
order and collected taxes. One of the most important contributions of the Western
Kshatrapas was their extensive coinage system. Their silver coins bore inscriptions in
Greek on the obverse (usually the king’s name and titles) and Brahmi script on the
reverse, often depicting religious symbols. These coins were known for their regular

weight and artistic quality, and they influenced later Indian numismatic traditions.

Cultural Contributions and Inscriptions
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Although primarily patrons of Brahmanical religion, the Western Kshatrapas were
tolerant of other faiths. Their inscriptions refer to Vedic rituals and Hindu deities, but
archaeological evidence also points to the survival and even flourishing of Buddhist
and Jain establishments in their domains. The Junagadh Inscription of Rudradaman
is a landmark in Indian epigraphy, as it marks the beginning of classical Sanskrit usage
in political inscriptions, replacing Prakrit. This linguistic shift indicates a growing trend

toward Sanskritisation in post-Mauryan polity and royal ideology.

Decline and Legacy

The decline of the Western Kshatrapas began in the 3" century CE, due in part to
internal dynastic disputes and the renewed expansion of the Satavahanas and the
emergence of the Gupta Empire in the north. By the early 4th century CE, their power
had diminished significantly, and they were eventually supplanted by the Guptas,
particularly under Chandragupta Il, who defeated the last known Kshatrapa ruler.
Despite their decline, the Western Kshatrapas left behind a strong imprint on the
political, economic, and cultural life of western India. Their contribution to coinage,
epigraphy, and infrastructure set a standard for later Indian dynasties.

The Western Kshatrapas were key players in the regional history of post-Mauryan
India. Their reign represents a period of transition and consolidation in western India,
marked by administrative innovations, economic vitality, and cultural developments.
Their legacy survives in their well-preserved coins and inscriptions, which offer

valuable insights into the polity and society of their time.

3.3.6 Development of Religions — Mahayana Buddhism

Mahayana Buddhism emerged around the 1st century BCE to the 1st century CE as
a significant transformation within the broader Buddhist tradition. While early
Buddhism, now referred to as Theravada or Hinayana, emphasized monastic
discipline, individual salvation through meditation, and the attainment of Nirvana,

Mahayana introduced a more inclusive and devotional path. The term Mahayana
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means "Great Vehicle", symbolizing a broader approach that aimed to bring salvation

to a larger number of people, not just monks and ascetics.

The origins of Mahayana Buddhism are rooted in philosophical and devotional
developments in northwestern India and Central Asia, particularly under the patronage
of rulers like Kanishka | of the Kushana dynasty. The Fourth Buddhist Council held
under his reign in Kundalavana (Kashmir) marked a significant turning point. It is
believed that during this council, Mahayana doctrines were formally systematized, and
new philosophical texts called sutras were compiled and translated into various

languages, laying the groundwork for its future expansion.

Doctrinal Features and Innovations

Mahayana Buddhism introduced several key doctrinal innovations. One of its central
ideas was the concept of the Bodhisattva, an enlightened being who postpones
Nirvana out of compassion to help others achieve salvation. This was a major
departure from the earlier Theravada ideal of the Arhat, who seeks personal liberation.
Mahayana texts celebrated figures like Avalokiteshvara, Manjushri, and Maitreya as
celestial Bodhisattvas who could be venerated through prayer and devotion.

Philosophically, Mahayana thinkers like Nagarjuna introduced the doctrine of
Shunyata (emptiness), which argued that all phenomena are devoid of inherent
existence and are interdependent. This notion became foundational to Mahayana
metaphysics. The movement also embraced elaborate rituals, iconography, and
temple worship, distinguishing itself from the austere and text-focused practices of
early Buddhism. Mahayana thus became more accessible to lay followers, integrating

local beliefs and practices as it spread.

Spread and Cultural Impact

Mahayana Buddhism had a profound influence on the religious landscape of Asia. It

rapidly spread beyond India into Central Asia, China, Korea, Japan, and Tibet,

becoming the dominant form of Buddhism in these regions. Indian monks and scholars
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like Kumarajiva and Bodhidharma played key roles in translating Mahayana texts into
Chinese and transmitting the teachings. Artistic representations of the Buddha in
human form became widespread, inspired by the Gandhara and Mathura schools of

art, which flourished during this period.

In India, Mahayana flourished alongside other sects, particularly in monasteries and
university centers like Nalanda and Vikramashila. While it faced challenges from the
rise of Hindu bhakti movements in later centuries, Mahayana Buddhism remained a
powerful spiritual and cultural force. Its emphasis on compassion, universal salvation,

and accessible practice ensured its enduring appeal across diverse societies.

Let Us Sum Up

In this section, we explored the significant political and cultural transformations that
occurred in post-Mauryan India. The Indo-Greeks, Sakas, Parthians, Kushanas, and
Western Kshatrapas established powerful kingdoms that influenced Indian polity,
economy, and art. The Indo-Greeks introduced Hellenistic elements and bilingual
coinage, while the Sakas and Parthians continued foreign rule with regional
adaptations. The Kushanas, especially under Kanishka I, unified vast territories and
promoted Mahayana Buddhism, trade, and Gandhara art. The Western Kshatrapas,
under Rudradaman |, strengthened administration and Sanskrit epigraphy. This period
also witnessed the doctrinal development of Mahayana Buddhism, which emphasized
the Bodhisattva ideal and universal salvation, marking a turning point in the religious
and philosophical landscape of ancient India.

Check Your Progress

1. Who was the most prominent Indo-Greek ruler known for his interaction with
Buddhism?

a) Menander |

b) Demetrius

c) Antiochus

d) Diodotus
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Answer: a) Menander |

2. Who convened the Fourth Buddhist Council in Kashmir?
a) Ashoka

b) Harsha

¢) Kanishka |

d) Chandragupta Maurya

Answer: c¢) Kanishka |

3. The main philosophical concept introduced by Mahayana Buddhism is:
a) Karma

b) Arhatship

¢) Shunyata

d) Moksha

Answer: ¢) Shunyata

4. The Gandhara school of art developed significantly under the patronage of which
dynasty?

a) Sakas

b) Kushanas

c) Guptas

d) Parthians

Answer: b) Kushanas

5. Which Parthian king is associated with the spread of trade and Indo-Roman
contacts?

a) Gondophernes

b) Azes |

c) Kanishka
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d) Chastana

Answer: a) Gondophernes

Section 3.4: Satavahanas of Andhra

The Satavahanas, also known as the Andhras, were among the most significant post-
Mauryan dynasties in peninsular India. They rose to prominence in the Deccan region
after the decline of the Mauryan Empire, around the 1st century BCE, and ruled for
nearly four centuries. Their dominion extended over large parts of modern-day Andhra
Pradesh, Maharashtra, Telangana, Madhya Pradesh, and Karnataka. The Puranas,
inscriptions, and coins are primary sources for reconstructing Satavahana history.
Though their precise origin is debated, they are believed to have been a local dynasty
from the Andhra region who established political dominance in the Deccan and served
as a cultural bridge between north and south India.

The founder of the dynasty was Simuka, but the most well-known ruler was
Gautamiputra Satakarni, who is credited with reviving and expanding the empire after
a period of decline. The Satavahanas are noteworthy for their role in consolidating the
Deccan polity, resisting foreign invasions such as those of the Sakas (Western
Kshatrapas), and promoting Vedic and Brahmanical traditions alongside patronage of
Buddhism.

Political History and Administration

The political history of the Satavahanas is marked by prolonged conflicts with the
Sakas, especially the Western Kshatrapas of Malwa and Gujarat. Gautamiputra
Satakarni defeated the powerful Saka ruler Nahapana, reclaiming territory and
reasserting Satavahana dominance. His victories are commemorated in the Nasik
Prashasti inscription, issued by his mother Gautami Balashri. Another prominent ruler

was Vasisthiputra Pulumavi, who expanded the empire and developed maritime trade.
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The Satavahana administration followed a centralized monarchical system with a
hierarchical structure. They employed officials such as Amatyas (ministers),
Mahatalavara (senior officers), and Mahasenapati (commander-in-chief). Their
governance combined elements of Mauryan bureaucracy with local traditions. The
king was assisted by councils, and land revenue remained a principal source of
income. Provinces were administered by viceroys, often members of the royal family.
Administrative decentralization was balanced by royal oversight through inscriptional

evidence.

Notable Satavahana Rulers

Simuka (c. 230 BCE —c. 207 BCE)

Simuka is considered the founder of the Satavahana dynasty. He overthrew the
remnants of Mauryan control in the Deccan and established his authority in the Andhra
region. Though not much is known about his reign, inscriptions and later Puranic texts
refer to him as the first king of the Satavahana line. He laid the foundation of the

dynasty's political expansion and cultural consolidation.

Kanha (Krishna)

Kanha, the brother of Simuka, succeeded him. He continued the process of
consolidation begun by Simuka and is known for granting land to Brahmanas, as
evidenced by inscriptions at Nasik. He maintained peaceful relations with local chiefs

and strengthened the dynasty’s hold over western Deccan.

Satakarni | (c. 180-170 BCE)

One of the early significant rulers, Satakarni | extended the Satavahana kingdom deep
into central India. He is believed to have performed the Ashvamedha sacrifice,
indicating his imperial ambitions. His rule saw the beginning of conflicts with the Sunga
dynasty to the north.
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Hala (c. 20-24 CE)

King Hala is famed not for military achievements but for his cultural contributions. He
is traditionally credited with the compilation of the Gatha Saptashati, a collection of
Prakrit love poems. Though some historians debate his historicity, he is remembered

in literary history for promoting indigenous culture and language.

Gautamiputra Satakarni (c. 106-130 CE)

Arguably the greatest of the Satavahana rulers, Gautamiputra Satakarni revived the
dynasty after a period of decline. He defeated the powerful Saka ruler Nahapana,
reclaiming territory and asserting imperial supremacy in western and central India. The
Nasik Prashasti inscription, composed by his mother Gautami Balashri, praises him
as a destroyer of the Sakas, Yavanas, and Pahlavas. He promoted Brahmanical
traditions, performed Vedic sacrifices, and emphasized varna purity. He also regulated

trade and statecraft effectively.

Vasisthiputra Pulumavi (c. 130-154 CE)

Son of Gautamiputra Satakarni, Pulumavi continued his father’s legacy. He is known
for expanding maritime trade, especially with Southeast Asia and the Roman world.
His coins and inscriptions suggest a flourishing economy and continued patronage of
Buddhist institutions.

Yajna Sri Satakarni (c. 170-200 CE)

Another prominent ruler, Yajna Sri Satakarni, was instrumental in attempting to revive
the Satavahana fortunes. He launched campaigns against the Western Kshatrapas
and regained some lost territories. His coins depict ships, indicating the continued

importance of overseas trade. He was among the last strong rulers of the dynasty.

Later Satavahana Rulers
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After Yajna Sri Satakarni, the dynasty entered a phase of decline and fragmentation.
Successors like Chandasri, Pulamavi IV, and others could not hold the vast empire
together. Internal disputes, pressure from the Ikshvakus, Abhiras, and Western
Kshatrapas, and weakening economic control led to the eventual collapse of the

dynasty by the early 3rd century CE.

Social Structure and Role of Women

The Satavahana society was multi-ethnic and pluralistic, characterized by the
coexistence of various religious groups and castes. Sanskrit and Prakrit literature,
inscriptions, and numismatic evidence reveal that the rulers upheld Brahmanical
traditions while tolerating Buddhism and Jainism. The caste system existed, but its
rigidity appears to have been relatively relaxed, especially in urban and trading

communities.

Women held a prominent role, especially in the royal household. Several inscriptions
were issued by royal women, and queen mothers like Gautami Balashri and Naganika
actively engaged in political and religious activities. Their inscriptions document grants
to Buddhist monks and the construction of religious monuments, indicating a

significant level of public participation by elite women.

Religion and Patronage

The Satavahanas were patrons of Brahmanism, evident from their performance of
Vedic sacrifices such as the Ashvamedha and Rajasuya. Titles like Eka-brahmana
and Agrabrahmana suggest their emphasis on promoting Vedic orthodoxy. However,
they also supported Buddhism, especially the Hinayana school, as shown by their
patronage of Buddhist caves, stupas, and monasteries at Nasik, Karle, Amaravati, and

Nagarjunakonda.

Their religious policy reflects a spirit of accommodation and pluralism. This dual

patronage helped maintain social harmony and fostered cultural exchange across
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religious lines. The art and architecture of the Satavahana period show a fusion of

religious symbolism and iconographic innovation.

Economy and Trade

The Satavahana economy was vibrant, characterized by agriculture, mining, craft
production, and long-distance trade. They controlled the Deccan plateau, a region rich
in mineral and forest resources. Agricultural surplus was the backbone of the

economy, supported by irrigation and organized settlement patterns.

Trade flourished both internally and externally. The Satavahanas were strategically
located along important trade routes connecting northern India to the ports on the
eastern and western coasts. Ports like Sopara, Kalyan, Bharuch, and Masulipatnam
facilitated Indo-Roman trade, as evidenced by the discovery of Roman gold coins in
Satavahana territory. The issuance of lead, copper, and silver coins by Satavahana

rulers also indicates a monetized economy and an active commercial sector.

3.4.1 Contribution to Art and Architecture

The Satavahanas made significant contributions to Indian art and architecture,
particularly in the Deccan and southern regions, during the early centuries of the
Common Era. Their patronage was instrumental in laying the foundations of Buddhist
rock-cut architecture, the development of narrative sculpture, and the promotion of
regional artistic schools such as the Amaravati School of Art. Their architectural
achievements represent a synthesis of indigenous traditions and pan-Indian cultural

currents.

Buddhist Rock-Cut Architecture

One of the most notable architectural contributions of the Satavahanas was their
patronage of Buddhist cave architecture, particularly in western India. Under their rule,
important chaitya halls (prayer halls) and viharas (monasteries) were excavated into

rock faces. Noteworthy examples include the caves at Nasik, Karle, Bhaja, Bedsa,
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Kanheri, and Ajanta. These rock-cut monuments display an evolution in design—from
simple cells and barrel-vaulted halls to richly sculpted facades, pillars, and intricate
relief panels.

The Karle Chaitya, built during the time of Nahapana and later modified under the
Satavahanas, stands as a monumental example of Buddhist architectural patronage.
It features a grand entrance with ornate carvings, a vaulted ceiling, and an apsidal-
end hall housing a stupa. These caves were not only religious centers but also served
as resting places for monks and traders, indicating the Satavahana interest in

supporting commerce and religion together.

Amaravati School of Art

The Amaravati School of Art represents one of the highest achievements of
Satavahana-period sculpture. Located in present-day Andhra Pradesh, the site of
Amaravati developed into a thriving Buddhist center under Satavahana and post-
Satavahana rule. The art of this region is characterized by its dynamic composition,

elegant forms, and detailed narrative panels carved in limestone.

Stupas at Amaravati and Jaggayyapeta were richly decorated with sculptural reliefs
depicting scenes from the Jataka tales, the life of the Buddha, and symbolic
representations of Buddhist ideals. Unlike the aniconic tradition of earlier periods,
Amaravati art exhibits a shift toward iconic representation, portraying the Buddha in
human form, which aligns with the rising influence of Mahayana Buddhism.

The Amaravati style later influenced artistic developments in Southeast Asia and Sri
Lanka, testifying to its wide-ranging impact. It also stands in contrast to the Mathura
and Gandhara schools of art of the same period, reflecting regional innovation in form

and religious symbolism.

Architectural Features and Innovations
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The Satavahanas supported a variety of religious architectures, including Brahmanical
temples, although most surviving examples are Buddhist. Their architectural

innovations include:

e Use of stone railings (vedikas) and toranas (gateways) around stupas.

e Ornate pillars with floral and animal motifs.

e Intricate lotus medallions, foliage patterns, and yaksha-yakshi figures in

sculpture.

e Integration of religious narrative with decorative elements, often serving

educational and devotional purposes.

Moreover, the Nasik cave inscriptions refer to royal donations and construction
activities, highlighting the involvement of royalty, guilds, merchants, and women
patrons in the architectural enterprises of the period.

Legacy

The artistic and architectural contributions of the Satavahanas laid a strong foundation
for classical Indian temple architecture. Their innovations in rock-cut design influenced
the later Gupta and Chalukya temples, while the Amaravati tradition continued to
inspire Buddhist art across Asia. By harmonizing local artistic traditions with pan-Indian
styles, the Satavahanas played a crucial role in shaping the cultural landscape of early
historic India.

Decline of the Satavahanas

By the 3rd century CE, the Satavahana Empire began to decline due to internal
divisions, succession disputes, and the resurgence of regional powers such as the
Ikshvakus and Abhiras. Their prolonged conflicts with the Western Kshatrapas may

have also weakened their economic base. As central authority waned, the empire
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fragmented into smaller regional kingdoms, leading to the rise of new dynasties in the

Deccan and southern India.

Despite their decline, the Satavahanas laid the foundation for future political
formations in peninsular India. Their administrative models, trade networks, and
cultural achievements influenced successor states and contributed to the evolution of

early Indian polity and society.

Let Us Sum Up

The Satavahanas of Andhra emerged as a powerful dynasty in the Deccan after the
decline of the Mauryan Empire and ruled for nearly four centuries. They played a
crucial role in unifying the Deccan region politically, economically, and culturally.
Prominent rulers like Simuka, Gautamiputra Satakarni, and Yajna Sri Satakarni
contributed to territorial expansion, economic revival, and military success, especially
against the Sakas. The Satavahanas supported both Brahmanical traditions and
Buddhism, with royal women like Gautami Balashri playing key roles in political and
religious life. Their administration was centralized, yet flexible, incorporating both
Mauryan elements and local systems. Economically, they fostered agriculture, internal
trade, and overseas commerce, particularly with the Roman Empire. Their
contributions to art and architecture - especially the development of rock-cut caves
and the Amaravati School of Sculpture - had a long-lasting impact on Indian cultural
and religious traditions.

Check Your Progress

1. Who was the founder of the Satavahana dynasty?
A) Hala

B) Simuka

C) Satakarni |

D) Kanha

Answer: B) Simuka
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2. Which Satavahana ruler is credited with defeating the Saka ruler Nahapana?
A) Hala

B) Pulumavi

C) Gautamiputra Satakarni

D) Yajna Sri Satakarni

Answer: C) Gautamiputra Satakarni

3. The Amaravati School of Art flourished under the patronage of which dynasty?
A) Mauryas

B) Guptas

C) Satavahanas

D) Chalukyas

Answer: C) Satavahanas

4. Which Satavahana ruler is traditionally associated with the literary work Gatha
Saptashati?

A) Satakarni |

B) Hala

C) Pulumavi I

D) Krishna

Answer: B) Hala

5. Which Satavahana ruler is known for reviving maritime trade and regaining lost
territories?

A) Simuka

B) Kanha

C) Yajna Sri Satakarni

D) Satakarni |

Answer: C) Yajna Sri Satakarni

3.5 Unit Summary
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This unit provides a comprehensive overview of the political, administrative,
economic, and cultural developments in India during and after the Mauryan period. It
begins with the rise of Chandragupta Maurya and the establishment of the first pan-
Indian empire, followed by the remarkable reign of Ashoka, whose edicts, Dhamma
policy, and role in spreading Buddhism had a lasting impact. The Mauryan
administration is examined through the insights of Kautilya’s Arthasastra and
Megasthenes’ Indica, revealing a highly centralized yet sophisticated system. The unit
also explores Mauryan contributions to economy and monumental art, as well as the
factors behind the empire’s disintegration. Post-Mauryan political developments
include the rise of Indo-Greeks, Sakas, Parthians, Kushanas, and Western
Kshatrapas, each contributing to India’s cultural and economic dynamism. Religious
transformation during this era, particularly the emergence of Mahayana Buddhism, is
highlighted. Finally, the unit concludes with the Satavahanas of Andhra, emphasizing
their political role and rich contributions to Buddhist art and architecture, especially

through the Amaravati school.

3.6 Glossary

Term Definition

Mauryan Empire | The first major empire in ancient India, founded by
Chandragupta Maurya in 321 BCE, known for centralized
governance.

Ashokan Edicts Inscriptions issued by Emperor Ashoka on rocks and pillars
that promote ethical governance and Dhamma.

Dhamma A moral and ethical code promoted by Ashoka, emphasizing
compassion, non-violence, and religious tolerance.

Arthasastra An ancient treatise on statecraft, economics, and military
strategy attributed to Kautilya (Chanakya).

Megasthenes A Greek ambassador to Chandragupta Maurya’s court; author
of Indica, which describes Mauryan society and governance.

Stupa A Buddhist architectural structure containing relics and used
as a place of meditation.
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Mahayana A major branch of Buddhism that emerged during the post-

Buddhism Mauryan period, emphasizing the role of the Bodhisattva and
compassion.

Satavahanas A dynasty that ruled the Deccan region after the Mauryas,

known for promoting trade, Buddhism, and art.

Amaravati A school of Buddhist sculpture developed in Andhra Pradesh

School of Art under the Satavahanas, known for narrative reliefs and
elegance.

Indo-Greeks Successor states in northwestern India formed by Greek
rulers after Alexander’s invasion, contributing to Indian art
and coinage.

Short Answers: (5 Marks) K3/K4 Level Questions

S. Question Level
No.
1 Explain the role of Chanakya in the rise of Chandragupta Maurya. K3
2 Describe the significance of Ashoka’s Dhamma in the Mauryan K4
Empire.
3 Discuss the administrative system of the Mauryan Empire as K4

described in the Arthasastra.

4 Assess the contributions of Megasthenes to the study of Mauryan K3
polity.

5 Evaluate the impact of the Ashokan Edicts on the spread of K4
Buddhism.

6 Compare the cultural contributions of the Indo-Greeks and K4
Kushanas.

7 Highlight the economic conditions under the Mauryan Empire. K3

8 Trace the causes for the disintegration of the Mauryan Empire. K3
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9 Describe the main features of the Amaravati School of Art under K4
the Satavahanas.

10 | Analyse the significance of Mahayana Buddhism during the post- K4
Mauryan period.

Essay Type Answers: (8 Marks) K5/K6 Level Questions

S. Question Level
No.
1 | Critically evaluate the political achievements of Chandragupta K5

Maurya and their historical significance.

2 Examine the role of Ashoka in the transformation of the Mauryan K6
Empire through his policy of Dhamma.

3 | Assess the administrative structure of the Mauryan state based on K5
Kautilya’s Arthasastra and other sources.

4 | Analyse the contributions of Ashokan edicts in reconstructing K6
ancient Indian history.

5 | Discuss the economic policies of the Mauryan Empire and their K5
impact on trade and agriculture.

6 | Evaluate the contributions of the Kushanas to Indian polity, culture, K6
and religion.
7 | Compare the artistic developments under the Mauryas and the K5

Satavahanas with suitable examples.

8 | Examine the nature and impact of foreign invasions (Indo-Greeks, K6
Sakas, Parthians, Kushanas) on Indian society.

9 | Discuss the evolution and significance of Mahayana Buddhism K5
during the post-Mauryan period.

10 | Critically assess the political and cultural contributions of the K6
Satavahanas to the Deccan region.
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e Case Study: Analyze Ashoka’s Dhamma edicts and write a report on their
relevance to modern ethical governance.

e Research Activity: Study the cultural contributions of Indo-Greeks, Sakas, and
Kushanas and compare their impact on Indian art and religion.

e Exercise: Create a table matching rulers (e.g., Chandragupta, Ashoka,
Kanishka) with primary sources like Arthasastra, Indica, and inscriptions.

e Assignment: Write an essay on the reasons behind the disintegration of the
Mauryan Empire with reference to internal and external factors.

e Discussion: Discuss how Mauryan administrative practices influenced later
Indian empires like the Guptas and Satavahanas

Section 3.1 1 A 2 B 3 D 4 A 5 B
Section 3.2 1 B 2 C 3 A 4 B 5 D
Section 3.3 1 B 2 C 3 B 4 B 5 A
Section 3.4 1 D 2 B 3 B 4 A 5 C
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UNIT IV
THE GUPTA EMPIRE AND POST-GUPTA TRANSITIONS

Guptas — Polity and Administration — Patronage to Art, Architecture and Literature—
Educational Institutions: Nalanda — Vikramashila — Valabhi; Huna Invasion and
Decline; Vakatakas: Polity and Economy; Harsha: The assemblies at Prayag and
Kanauj - Hiuen-Tsung’s account of India

After completing this unit, learners will be able to:

e Understand the political developments and administrative systems of the
Gupta, Vakataka, and Harsha periods.

e Examine the cultural, literary, and artistic achievements of the classical age
of ancient India.

e Analyse the role of major rulers like Samudragupta, Chandragupta I, and
Harsha in consolidating and expanding empires.

e Explore the contributions of educational institutions such as Nalanda,
Vikramashila, and Valabhi.

e Assess the causes and impact of foreign invasions and internal decline on
the stability of early medieval Indian kingdoms.

The rise of the Gupta Empire in the early fourth century CE marked a significant phase
in the political and cultural history of ancient India. After the decline of the Kushanas
and Satavahanas, the Indian subcontinent withessed regional fragmentation, which
was gradually unified under the leadership of the Gupta dynasty. Founded by Sri
Gupta and expanded by Chandragupta | and his successors, the Gupta Empire
brought political stability and imperial consolidation, particularly in northern India. This
period is often referred to as the “Classical Age” or “Golden Age” of India due to

remarkable achievements in administration, literature, science, art, and culture.

The Guptas established a centralized yet flexible administrative structure, fostered
economic prosperity through agriculture and trade, and promoted Brahmanical revival
while remaining tolerant of other faiths. Under rulers like Samudragupta and

Chandragupta II, the empire reached its zenith, expanding through conquest and
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diplomacy. The period witnessed the flourishing of Sanskrit literature, the composition
of important religious and scientific texts, and significant advances in mathematics,
astronomy, and medicine. This section explores the political history, administration,
cultural developments, and the eventual decline of the Gupta Empire, assessing its

impact on the subsequent course of Indian history.

4.1.1 Sri Gupta — The Founder

Sri Gupta is traditionally regarded as the founder of the Gupta dynasty, which laid the
groundwork for one of the most illustrious empires in ancient Indian history. His reign
is generally dated to around 240-280 CE, though exact dates remain uncertain due to
the limited availability of contemporary sources. He held the modest title of Maharaja,
suggesting that his status was that of a local chief or a subordinate ruler under a larger
political framework, possibly under the Kushanas or other regional powers in north
India.

The most significant reference to Sri Gupta comes from the Chinese Buddhist pilgrim
I-Tsing (Yijing), who visited India in the 7th century CE. According to I-Tsing, Sri Gupta
built a temple for Chinese Buddhist pilgrims at Mrigasikhavana, near modern-day
Varendra in Bengal. This act of patronage highlights not only his support for Buddhism
but also the cultural and religious exchanges taking place even in the early Gupta
period. Despite the scarcity of epigraphic records, Sri Gupta’s legacy lies in his role as
the progenitor of a dynasty that would rise to unprecedented heights under his
successors. His son Ghatotkacha continued his lineage and paved the way for the

imperial achievements of Chandragupta I.

4.1.2 Ghatotkacha — The Successor

Ghatotkacha, the son and successor of Sri Gupta, played a pivotal role in the early
consolidation of the Gupta dynasty. His reign is generally placed between c. 280 and
319 CE. Like his father, Ghatotkacha bore the title Maharaja, which indicates that the
Gupta kingdom was still in its formative phase and had not yet assumed imperial

status. The use of this title, as opposed to the grander Maharajadhiraja used by later
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Gupta rulers, suggests that Ghatotkacha remained a regional power, possibly
subordinate to or allied with dominant contemporary powers such as the Kushanas or
the Nagas.

Although inscriptions and archaeological evidence from Ghatotkacha's reign are
sparse, it is believed that he continued his father's policies of regional expansion and
administrative consolidation. His reign is especially important for the strategic alliances
he fostered, most notably the marriage of his son Chandragupta | to Kumaradevi, a
Lichchhavi princess. This alliance with the powerful Lichchhavis of north Bihar
significantly enhanced the political standing of the Guptas and paved the way for the
emergence of a larger empire. Ghatotkacha’s role thus appears transitional but vital—
he served as the critical link between the obscure origins of the Gupta line and the

imperial ambitions of his successors.

4.1.3 Chandragupta | — The Real Founder of the Empire

4.1.3 Chandragupta | — The Real Founder of the Empire

Chandragupta |, who ruled around c. 319-335 CE, is widely regarded as the real
founder of the Gupta Empire. He was the son of Ghatotkacha and marked a decisive
shift from a regional dynasty to an imperial power. Unlike his predecessors who held
the relatively modest title Maharaja, Chandragupta | assumed the exalted title
Maharajadhiraja (king of great kings), signifying his rise to sovereign authority. His
coronation around 319 CE is considered a landmark in ancient Indian political history
and is believed to coincide with the beginning of the Gupta Era (Gupta Samvat),

though this is debated among scholars.

Matrimonial Alliance with the Lichchhavis

One of Chandragupta I's most strategic moves was his marriage to Kumaradevi, a
princess of the Lichchhavi clan, a powerful and respected lineage in north Bihar. This
matrimonial alliance greatly enhanced the prestige and political influence of the
Guptas. The Lichchhavis were an ancient republican people, and through this alliance,

Chandragupta | not only gained legitimacy but also possibly access to valuable
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resources and military strength. This union is commemorated in gold coins issued by
Chandragupta |, which bear the portraits of both Kumaradevi and Chandragupta—a

rare and significant feature in Indian numismatics.

Territorial Expansion and Political Consolidation

Though detailed records of his military conquests are not available, it is evident that
Chandragupta | expanded the Gupta dominion significantly. His core territory is
believed to have included Magadha, Prayaga (modern Allahabad), and parts of
present-day Bihar and eastern Uttar Pradesh. The extent of his conquests laid the
foundation for future expansion under his son Samudragupta, who would later
transform the Gupta kingdom into a vast empire. Chandragupta I's consolidation of
power was not merely territorial—it was also ideological, establishing the Guptas as

the legitimate and dharmic rulers of the Gangetic heartland.

Legacy

Chandragupta I's reign marked the dawn of a new political order in northern India. His
political acumen, alliance-building strategies, and assertion of imperial titles laid the
groundwork for the classical phase of Indian history, which flourished under his
successors. Though overshadowed in achievements by his son Samudragupta,
Chandragupta | deserves recognition as the architect of Gupta imperial power. His
reign reflects a careful blend of diplomacy, dynastic vision, and territorial ambition.

4.1.4 Samudragupta — The Conqueror and Patron of Arts

Samudragupta, son of Chandragupta | and the Lichchhavi princess Kumaradevi,
ascended the Gupta throne around c. 335 CE, inaugurating what is often described
as the most glorious chapter in ancient Indian political and cultural history. His reign
of approximately four decades marked the transformation of the Gupta kingdom into
a formidable empire that extended over vast regions of the subcontinent. Our primary
knowledge of his reign derives from the celebrated Allahabad Pillar Inscription,

composed by his court poet Harisena, which eulogizes him as a universal monarch
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(chakravartin) and an ideal king possessing prowess, benevolence, and cultural

refinement.

Military Conquests and Imperial Expansion

Samudragupta’s military exploits were extensive, calculated, and far-reaching. He
conducted numerous successful campaigns across the Indian subcontinent, shaping
a vast and diverse political network. His conquests may be categorised into four key

segments:

Northern India: He vanquished and annexed territories ruled by nine kings in the
Ganges heartland, bringing regions like Uttar Pradesh, Bihar, and parts of Madhya

Pradesh under direct imperial control.

South India: In a remarkable southern expedition, he defeated twelve powerful rulers,
including those of Kalinga, the Pallavas of Kanchi, and the Cholas. Rather than
annexing these territories, he reinstated many local rulers as tributaries, exemplifying

diplomatic flexibility and military supremacy.

Forest Kingdoms: The inscription also lists rulers of tribal forest regions who
submitted to Samudragupta's authority, indicating his control over economically and

strategically important frontier zones.

Border States and Foreign Kings: Several frontier rulers from Bengal, Assam, and
Nepal acknowledged his overlordship. Additionally, foreign monarchs—such as the
rulers of Ceylon (Sri Lanka), the Kushanas, and Southeast Asian island states—sent

embassies to his court, affirming his prestige beyond the Indian subcontinent.
These campaigns did not merely signify military might but reflected Samudragupta’s
strategic foresight in integrating diverse regions through a blend of direct rule, tributary

alliances, and symbolic suzerainty.

Imperial Governance and Administration
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Samudragupta combined military conquest with effective imperial governance. He
maintained a centralised administrative structure, rooted in Dharmic ideals and guided
by political realism. His approach allowed flexibility in administration, where directly
ruled territories were managed by royal officials, while vassal and tributary states
enjoyed autonomy in return for loyalty and tribute. The smooth functioning of the
empire relied on a well-organised bureaucracy, regular tax collection, maintenance of
law and order, and protection of trade routes—all of which contributed to economic

prosperity.

Importantly, Samudragupta promoted religious tolerance, ensuring patronage to
Brahmanism while respecting other traditions like Buddhism and Jainism. He
performed Ashvamedha yajna, asserting his sovereign authority and adherence to

ancient Vedic ideals of kingship.

Cultural Flourishing and Personal Talents

A unique feature of Samudragupta’s reign was the simultaneous cultivation of martial
valour and artistic excellence. He was a gifted poet and musician, and his coins depict
him playing the veena, a rare portrayal of a warrior-king as an aesthete. His court
became a vibrant centre for Sanskrit literature, music, and fine arts, anticipating the
cultural zenith of the Gupta Golden Age. Samudragupta was himself described as a

‘Kaviraja’ (king of poets), highlighting his intellectual depth.

His encouragement of learning, patronage of Brahmanical rituals, and support for
Buddhist pilgrim centres (such as the restoration grant to a monastery in Bodh Gaya)

illustrate a harmonious blend of statecraft and cultural patronage.

Legacy and Historical Significance

Samudragupta is justifiably hailed as the ‘Napoleon of India’—not merely for his

military achievements but for the expansive and enduring nature of his empire. He

institutionalised a model of imperial polity that would inspire generations of rulers. His
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reign laid the foundation for a unified political identity in northern India, reinforced by
a shared cultural matrix based on Sanskritisation, temple patronage, and a

Brahmanical social order.

More than a conqueror, Samudragupta stands out as a symbol of classical Indian
kingship—a ruler who combined strength with sophistication, and conquest with
culture. His enduring influence is visible not only in inscriptions and coins but in the

very idea of what it meant to be a Chakravartin or world-ruler in ancient India.

4.1.5 Chandragupta Il (Vikramaditya) — Zenith of Gupta Power

Chandragupta I, also celebrated by the legendary title Vikramaditya, was the son of
Samudragupta and Datta Devi. He ascended the Gupta throne around c. 375 CE and
ruled till about c. 413—-415 CE. His reign is often regarded as the golden period of the
Gupta Empire, marked by political consolidation, territorial expansion, economic
prosperity, and an extraordinary flourishing of art, literature, science, and architecture.
Historical sources such as the Udayagiri Cave inscriptions, silver and gold coins, and
foreign accounts—especially those of the Chinese Buddhist pilgrim Fa-Hien

(Faxian)—provide valuable insights into his rule.

Political Expansion and Conquests

Chandragupta II's reign witnessed both strategic alliances and successful military
conquests. To solidify his power, he forged marital alliances, including the significant
marriage of his daughter Prabhavati Gupta to the Vakataka ruler Rudrasena I, which

gave him indirect influence over the Deccan.

One of his greatest military achievements was the annexation of the Western
Kshatrapa territories (present-day Gujarat, western Madhya Pradesh, and parts of
Rajasthan), accomplished after a successful campaign against Rudrasimha lll, the last
of the Kshatrapa rulers. This conquest not only expanded Gupta territory to the
western coast but also brought control over vital trade routes and seaports, enhancing

the empire's commercial wealth.
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The adoption of the title Vikramaditya, a symbol of heroic idealism and righteous
kingship, reflected both his political success and cultural legacy.

Administration and Governance

Chandragupta 1l maintained a well-organised and decentralised administrative
system, inherited from his predecessors. The empire was divided into provinces
(bhuktis), each governed by a kumaramatya or a uparika, with local administration
handled by village councils and municipal bodies. Royal edicts were issued in Sanskrit,
and the bureaucratic apparatus was efficient in revenue collection, justice, and

maintaining internal order.

The period also saw significant urban development, especially in cities like Ujjain and
Pataliputra, which became major centres of administration, learning, and trade.

Cultural and Literary Flourishing

Chandragupta II's reign is justly celebrated for its cultural efflorescence. The Gupta
court attracted scholars, poets, and artists, and is traditionally associated with the
Navaratnas (Nine Gems)—an illustrious group of intellectuals, including the celebrated
Sanskrit poet and dramatist Kalidasa, though this tradition is more literary than
epigraphically attested.

Sanskrit literature flourished, and Kalidasa’s works such as Abhijnanasakuntalam,
Meghadutam, and Raghuvamsha are believed to have been composed during this
era. The aesthetic ideals and dharmic values in these works reflect the philosophical
and cultural ethos of the time.

Art and architecture achieved new heights, exemplified in the Udayagiri cave temples,
noted for their iconographic richness and early depictions of Hindu deities such as
Vishnu and Shiva. Gupta sculpture from this period reveals a refined aesthetic ideal

characterised by grace, balance, and spiritual expression.
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Religion and Society

Religious life under Chandragupta II was marked by religious tolerance and
Brahmanical revivalism. Hinduism, particularly Vaishnavism and Shaivism, received
royal patronage. Temples and religious institutions flourished. However, Buddhism
also continued to be respected, as evidenced by Fa-Hien’s observations of flourishing

Buddhist monasteries and religious freedom.

Fa-Hien, who visited India during Chandragupta II's reign, admired the empire's
prosperity, security, and moral order. His account reflects a well-administered society

with minimal capital punishment, humanitarian values, and a commitment to dharma.

Legacy and Historical Significance

Chandragupta II's rule represents the zenith of Gupta imperial power. His
consolidation of territories, cultural patronage, and administrative efficiency turned the
empire into a pan-Indian power admired across Asia. Under his reign, India witnessed

a classical age of synthesis between political power and cultural vibrancy.

His legacy endured long after his death, and the model of kingship he represented—
inspired by the ideals of dharma, valor, and cultural refinement—continued to influence
Indian political imagination for centuries. He left behind a united and prosperous
empire, with a shared cultural identity rooted in Sanskrit cosmopolitanism, Hindu

thought, and intellectual pluralism.

4.1.6 Kumaragupta | — Consolidation and Continuity

Kumaragupta I, the son and successor of Chandragupta Il (Vikramaditya), ascended
the Gupta throne around c. 415 CE and ruled until approximately 455 CE. His reign of
four decades was marked by political stability, administrative continuity, and religious
patronage, helping to preserve the prosperity and unity of the Gupta Empire. While not

as expansionist as his predecessors, Kumaragupta’s rule was crucial in consolidating
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the gains of the earlier rulers and maintaining the empire’s supremacy in northern
India. He adopted the imperial titles Maharajadhiraja and Paramabhagavata,

underscoring his authority and religious inclination.

Political Consolidation and Administration

Kumaragupta | inherited an expansive and stable empire. Rather than engaging in
ambitious military conquests, his efforts were directed at preserving the integrity of the
empire. He maintained effective control over the imperial heartland and its provinces
through a decentralized but efficient administrative system. Regional governors
(Uparikas and Kumaramatyas) continued to function with relative autonomy under

central supervision.

Epigraphic records from places such as Mandsor, Damodarpur, and Bhitari reveal the
continued operation of Gupta administration with an emphasis on taxation, land grants,
irrigation, and social welfare. Kumaragupta ensured internal peace, which allowed

trade, learning, and the arts to flourish.

Religious Patronage and Cultural Contributions

Like his father and grandfather, Kumaragupta was a staunch follower of Vaishnavism,
particularly a devotee of Lord Vishnu under the name Maharaja Shree Mahendraditya,
which appears on his coins. He also promoted other sects, such as Shaivism and
Buddhism, showing a degree of religious pluralism.

The most significant religious initiative under his rule was the foundation of the
Nalanda Mahavihara, which would later become one of the greatest centres of
Buddhist learning in the world. Although Nalanda’s full development occurred under
later rulers, the early patronage under Kumaragupta laid the groundwork for its

emergence as a global academic institution.
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His reign also witnessed continued patronage of Sanskrit literature, temple
architecture, and sculpture, extending the Gupta classical aesthetic that blended grace

with spiritual expression.

Coins and Economy

Kumaragupta issued a variety of coins in gold, silver, and copper, which offer important
insights into his reign. Notable coin types include the Horseman type, Peacock type,
and Archer type, all of which emphasised his royal authority, religious devotion, and
military preparedness. One unique coin type shows the god Karttikeya, suggesting the

ruler's personal reverence for the war deity.

The economic condition of the empire remained strong during Kumaragupta’s reign.
The continued minting of high-quality coins and the issuing of land grants to Brahmins
and religious institutions indicate sustained agricultural productivity and trade activity.

Challenges in Later Years

Toward the end of Kumaragupta’s reign, the empire began to face external threats,
most notably from the Pushyamitras, a tribal group possibly from Central India. Some
historians also mention initial clashes with the Hunas (White Huns), although the major

invasions came later during the reign of his son Skandagupta.

Despite these emerging threats, Kumaragupta successfully safeguarded the empire’s
integrity during his lifetime. His legacy was that of a ruler who upheld dynastic
continuity, religious piety, and administrative excellence amidst shifting geopolitical

pressures.

Legacy

Kumaragupta I's reign marked the beginning of a transition in Gupta history—from a

period of imperial expansion to one of consolidation and preservation. He succeeded

in maintaining the political cohesion, economic vitality, and cultural richness of the
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empire. By supporting institutions like Nalanda and upholding traditional dharmic
kingship, Kumaragupta ensured the Gupta legacy remained intact and influential well
beyond his time. His successful rule paved the way for his capable son, Skandagupta,

to meet the challenges of the coming decades.

4.1.7 Skandagupta — The Defender of the Empire

Skandagupta, the son of Kumaragupta |, ascended the throne around c. 455 CE, likely
under extraordinary and turbulent circumstances. While some historians suggest that
he was not the immediate heir, epigraphic evidence, such as the Junagadh rock
inscription, indicates that he had to struggle to establish his authority. His early years
as emperor were marked by both internal succession conflicts and external invasions,
especially from powerful tribal and foreign groups. Despite these challenges,
Skandagupta emerged as a capable and heroic ruler who defended the empire from
significant threats.

Military Successes and Defence Against the Hunas

The most notable achievement of Skandagupta was his successful repulsion of the
Huna (White Hun) invasions, which posed a grave danger to the stability of northern
India. The Hunas were Central Asian nomadic warriors who had already wreaked
havoc in the western and central parts of the Eurasian continent. Their advance into
India threatened the very fabric of the Gupta polity.

Skandagupta’s military campaigns against the Hunas, as mentioned in the Junagadh
inscription, were vigorous and decisive. He referred to himself as a “divine hero” and
protector of the people, having restored peace and order. His victories delayed the
Huna conquest of India by several decades. He also crushed the Pushyamitra revolt,
which further stabilised the heartland of the empire. These military successes earned

him the reputation of the last great Gupta ruler.

Administration and Economic Strain

_ Periyar University — CDOE| Self-Learning Material



CDOE - ODL M.A — SEMESTER | History of Ancient and Early Medieval India

While Skandagupta maintained the traditional administrative machinery, his reign also
withessed economic strain due to the continuous military campaigns and the cost of
defending the empire. This is reflected in the debasement of coinage and the reduced
frequency of gold coin issues compared to earlier Gupta rulers. Despite economic
hardships, Skandagupta ensured efficient governance, particularly in the regions of
western India, as evidenced by repairs and public works, including the restoration of
the Sudarsana Lake dam.

He continued to employ regional governors and local assemblies, maintaining a
balance between central control and provincial autonomy. While the empire remained
largely intact under his rule, signs of administrative fatigue and regional fragmentation

had begun to appear.

Religion and Legacy

Skandagupta was a devout Vaishnavite, as attested by his inscriptions and coins
bearing symbols of Vishnu and Garuda. However, he upheld the religious tolerance of
his predecessors and supported traditional dharmic values. He is remembered more
for his role as a protector of the realm than for cultural or literary achievements, which

had begun to decline during his reign due to economic and political pressures.

Skandagupta’s legacy lies in his resilience and military leadership during a critical
period in Indian history. Though he managed to preserve the Gupta Empire from
collapse during his lifetime, the strain of constant warfare and economic pressure took
a toll. After his death around 467 CE, the empire weakened rapidly, unable to

withstand further Huna invasions and internal disintegration.

Skandagupta's reign represents the final phase of Gupta strength. A ruler of
remarkable courage and competence, he safeguarded the empire against formidable
enemies and upheld the dignity of Gupta kingship during a time of growing threats. His
efforts delayed the decline of the empire and preserved its legacy a little longer.
However, his death marked the beginning of the gradual disintegration of Gupta
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authority, ushering in a period of regional fragmentation and foreign incursions in north

India.

4.1.8 Polity and Administration

The Gupta polity was monarchical in structure, with the king occupying a central and
exalted position. The Guptas ruled as sovereign monarchs with titles such as
Maharajadhiraja (king of kings), Paramabhagavata (supreme devotee of Vishnu), and
Parameshvara. The king was seen as the upholder of dharma and the guardian of the
social and cosmic order. Although the monarchy was hereditary, powerful rulers like
Samudragupta and Chandragupta Il exercised personal authority through conquest
and effective governance, bringing many parts of northern and central India under their

direct or indirect control.

Central Administration

The central administration under the Guptas was highly organized and functioned
through a well-defined bureaucracy. The king was assisted by a council of ministers
known as Mantriparishad, which included officials such as the Mahamantri (chief
minister), Sandhivigrahika (minister of foreign affairs and war), Kumaramatya (high-
ranking official), and Mahadandanayaka (chief justice or head of the military). The
administrative divisions were systematically managed and documented, as evident
from epigraphic sources such as the Allahabad Pillar inscription and various copper
plate grants.

Provincial and Local Administration

The Gupta Empire was divided into several Bhuktis (provinces), each administered by
a Uparika (provincial governor) appointed by the king. The provinces were further
subdivided into Vishayas (districts), administered by Vishayapatis. At the grassroots
level, there were administrative units such as Gramas (villages), which had local
councils or assemblies to manage day-to-day affairs. A notable feature of the Gupta
administration was the increasing role of hereditary officials and feudal lords, indicating

a move towards decentralization in the later phase of the empire.
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Revenue System

The revenue system of the Guptas was largely based on land revenue, which
remained the chief source of income for the state. Taxes were levied on agricultural
produce, trade, forests, and mines. The state also granted land to Brahmanas,
religious institutions, and officials, often as tax-free endowments. These grants were
recorded on copper plates, some of which survive and provide valuable insights into
Gupta fiscal policy. The growing prevalence of land grants marked a shift toward semi-

feudal arrangements, especially in the later Gupta period.

Law and Justice

The administration of justice during the Gupta period was based on the principles of
Dharma, as outlined in the Dharmashastra texts. Civil and criminal laws were
enforced, and the king was the highest authority in judicial matters. In major towns,
judicial functions were performed by appointed officials or local assemblies, while
village elders and councils resolved disputes at the local level. The emphasis on
dharma and customary law ensured relative social harmony and stability during Gupta

rule.

Military Organisation

The Gupta military was a significant instrument of state power. Samudragupta’s
extensive military campaigns are detailed in the Allahabad Pillar inscription, which
reflects the might of the imperial army. The Gupta military included infantry, cavalry,
war elephants, and chariots. Although the Guptas relied primarily on their own military
strength, they also accepted tribute from subordinate kings and incorporated their
troops when necessary. The gradual decline of the empire exposed weaknesses in

their military structure, especially during invasions by the Hunas.

4.1.9 Patronage to Art, Architecture and Literature
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The Gupta period (c. 320-550 CE) represents a defining moment in the cultural history
of India. Marked by an extraordinary flowering of creative expression, this era
witnessed the culmination of classical Indian art, the formalization of temple
architecture, and the golden age of Sanskrit literature. The Guptas, being enlightened
rulers, were generous patrons of the arts and helped lay the cultural foundations for
generations to come. Their contributions to art, architecture, and literature not only
reflected their religious and political ideals but also elevated India’s stature in the

ancient world.

Art: Harmony, Spirituality and Aesthetic Perfection

Gupta art is characterized by a delicate balance of realism and idealism, capturing
both human beauty and spiritual transcendence. Unlike the earlier Gandhara and

Mathura schools, Gupta sculpture displayed greater refinement and grace.

The most famous examples include the standing Buddha images from Sarnath, carved
in Chunar sandstone, which reflect peaceful expressions, downcast eyes, and stylized

drapery, symbolizing both divinity and compassion.

Sculptures of Vishnu, Shiva, and other deities from this period show a marked
improvement in anatomical accuracy and aesthetic proportion, with an emphasis on

calm dignity over dynamic movement.

Terracotta panels and reliefs from sites like Ahichchhatra and Bhitargaon show high
craftsmanship in both religious and secular themes, including court scenes, musicians,

dancers, and animals.

This period also fostered murals and wall paintings, the best-known being the Ajanta
cave paintings, particularly in caves 1, 2, 16, and 17. These depict Jataka tales, royal
processions, court life, and spiritual teachings with sophisticated brushwork,
naturalistic shading, and emotional depth. The Gupta murals mark one of the earliest
examples of narrative painting in Indian history and influenced later Southeast Asian

art as well.
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Architecture: The Foundation of Temple Building

Gupta architecture marks the transition from rock-cut to structural temples, laying the
foundation for North Indian Nagara-style temple architecture. Gupta temples
emphasized simplicity, spiritual focus, and geometric balance, contrasting with the
ornate styles of later periods.

The Dashavatara Temple at Deogarh (Uttar Pradesh) is a milestone in temple
architecture. Dedicated to Vishnu, it features a square sanctum (garbhagriha), a flat
roof, and elaborately carved doorways with narrative reliefs from the Ramayana and
Mahabharata.

The brick temple at Bhitargaon (Kanpur district) is one of the earliest surviving
structural temples in brick, with a high shikhara (tower) and intricate terracotta work.

Temples at Nachna-Kuthara, Tigawa, and Eran represent the early evolution of temple
design, with features such as pillared halls, decorated ceilings, and sculptural

ornamentation.

These temples not only served religious purposes but also embodied political authority

and artistic innovation, acting as symbols of royal piety and statecratft.

Literature: The Classical Age of Sanskrit

Under the Guptas, Sanskrit reached its literary pinnacle, becoming the preferred

medium for poetry, drama, science, philosophy, and official communication.

The court of Chandragupta Il housed the Navaratnas or "Nine Gems," with Kalidasa

at the forefront. Kalidasa’s works, including:

¢ Abhijnanasakuntalam (drama),
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e Meghaduta (lyric poetry),

e Raghuvamsha and Kumarasambhava (epics),

are considered masterpieces of world literature, marked by imaginative metaphors,

refined aesthetics, and emotional subtlety.

Bhasa, although predating the Gupta era, saw his plays gain popularity and circulation
during this time. Sudraka’s Mrichchhakatika (The Little Clay Cart) also gained

prominence.

In prose, authors like Subandhu (Vasavadatta) and Dandin (Dashakumaracharita)
contributed to narrative and descriptive literature, blending romance with political

intrigue.

The Gupta period encouraged scientific inquiry and intellectual pursuits. Aryabhata, in
his work Aryabhatiya, laid the foundation for Indian astronomy and mathematics,
including the concept of zero and the calculation of 1 (pi). Varahamihira, another
renowned scholar, authored the Brihatsamhita, an encyclopedic work on astronomy,

astrology, and natural sciences.

The period also saw the codification of Puranic literature, with the Mahapuranas and
Upapuranas being compiled and systematized, promoting Vaishnavism, Shaivism,
and Shaktism.

The Gupta period’s cultural patronage established an enduring classical tradition in
Indian art, architecture, and literature. Its aesthetic and intellectual accomplishments
reflected the philosophical and spiritual maturity of Indian civilization. Whether it was
the serene Buddha images of Sarnath, the narrative murals of Ajanta, the balanced
geometry of Deogarh Temple, or the timeless verses of Kalidasa, each facet of Gupta
culture demonstrated a blend of artistic excellence and spiritual aspiration. These
contributions continued to inspire artistic and literary developments throughout

medieval India and influenced regions as far as Southeast Asia and Central Asia.
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4.1.10 Educational Institutions: Nalanda — Vikramashila — Valabhi

The Gupta and post-Gupta periods witnessed the flowering of organized education in
India, marked by the establishment of world-renowned universities and monastic
centres of learning. These institutions were more than centers of religious training—
they represented comprehensive learning hubs that nurtured intellectual,
philosophical, and scientific advancements. Among the most famous of these were
Nalanda, Vikramashila, and Valabhi, which attracted scholars from across Asia and

contributed significantly to the spread of knowledge and Buddhism beyond India.

Nalanda University

Established during the Gupta period, likely under Kumaragupta | (c. 5th century CE),
Nalanda University in Bihar became the most celebrated ancient university in India. It
flourished under the patronage of the Guptas and later under Harshavardhana and the

Pala rulers.

Curriculum and Faculty: Nalanda offered a wide-ranging curriculum that included
Buddhist philosophy, Vedas, logic, grammar, medicine, mathematics, astronomy, and
arts. The presence of learned scholars like Dharmapala, Silabhadra, and Hiuen-

Tsang’s teacher Shilabhadra enhanced its prestige.

Infrastructure: The university comprised eight separate compounds, ten temples,
meditation halls, classrooms, and a nine-story library known as Dharmaganja with

three sections—Ratnasagara, Ratnodadhi, and Ratnaranjaka.

Students and Influence: Nalanda attracted thousands of students from across Asia,
including China, Korea, Tibet, and Sri Lanka. The Chinese pilgrim Hiuen-Tsang (7th
century CE) studied and taught here, leaving behind detailed descriptions of the

university’s academic rigor and discipline.
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Nalanda remained active for over 700 years before its destruction by Bakhtiyar Khilji

in the 12th century.

Vikramashila University

Founded in the 8th century CE by Pala king Dharmapala, Vikramashila University was
another important Buddhist learning center in eastern India (Bhagalpur district, Bihar).
It was created to complement Nalanda and to address perceived declines in discipline

there.

Specialization: While it offered a broad curriculum similar to Nalanda, Vikramashila
became especially known for Vajrayana or Tantric Buddhism, housing many important

Tibetan and Indian scholars.

Structure and Teaching: The university housed six gates, each guarded by eminent
scholars. The chief abbot held high authority, and monks were selected after rigorous
examinations. The Tibetan scholar Atisha Dipankara, who later spread Buddhism in

Tibet, was trained here.

Decline: Like Nalanda, Vikramashila was destroyed during the 12th century Islamic
invasions. Archaeological excavations at the site have revealed stupas, monastery

walls, and prayer halls.

Valabhi University

Situated in present-day Guijarat, Valabhi University flourished under the patronage of
the Maitraka dynasty (6th—8th centuries CE). Unlike Nalanda and Vikramashila, which
were strongly associated with Mahayana Buddhism, Valabhi embraced Hinayana

Buddhism while maintaining secular subjects.

Curriculum: The university focused on Buddhism, political science, economics, law,
logic, and administration, making it a favorite for students seeking careers in public

service.
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Reputation: Chinese travelers like Itsing (I-tsing) praised Valabhi as being on par with
Nalanda in terms of academic excellence and discipline. Graduates were respected

and often absorbed into royal bureaucracies.

Integration: Valabhi's balanced curriculum of religious and secular subjects made it

distinct and practical in its impact on governance and administration.

The universities of Nalanda, Vikramashila, and Valabhi were not only academic
marvels of ancient India but also transmitters of Indian knowledge systems across
Asia. Their inclusive, multidisciplinary approach, blending religious studies with
grammar, logic, science, and administration, highlights the intellectual vibrancy of
ancient India. These institutions laid the foundations for higher education and cross-
cultural learning centuries before the rise of Western universities, and their legacy
continues to inspire the vision for global centers of learning today.

4.1.11 Huna Invasion and Decline

The stability and prosperity of the Gupta Empire, especially during the reigns of
Chandragupta Il and Kumaragupta I, began to falter during the later 5" century CE. A
major external threat emerged in the form of the Hunas (White Huns)—a Central Asian
nomadic group akin to the earlier Scythians and Kushanas. The Hunas, known for
their ferocity and militarism, invaded India during a time when the Gupta Empire was
already under internal stress, thereby accelerating its decline.

The Huna Invasion
The Hunas entered northwestern India through the Khyber Pass, and their invasions
were particularly aggressive between c. 460 CE and 528 CE. They were led by

powerful chiefs such as Toramana and his more formidable son Mihirakula.

Toramana (c. 490-515 CE): He succeeded in penetrating deep into the Indian

subcontinent, establishing his control over large parts of northwestern and central
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India. He issued inscriptions in places like Eran (Madhya Pradesh), indicating his

authority over central India.

Mihirakula (c. 515-530 CE): A devout Shaivite, Mihirakula was known for his ruthless
persecution of Buddhists and destruction of Buddhist monasteries. His reign was
marked by extreme cruelty and religious intolerance. However, Indian resistance,
especially from regional powers like the Aulikara dynasty of Malwa and Yashodharman

of Mandasor, effectively halted his expansion.

Resistance and Decline of the Hunas

The turning point came around 528 CE, when Yashodharman of Malwa decisively
defeated Mihirakula and pushed the Hunas out of central India. This victory was
commemorated in the famous Mandasor inscription. Although Mihirakula survived and
retreated to Kashmir, the Huna power in India was severely weakened and fragmented

into minor principalities.

The Gupta rulers, especially Skandagupta, had earlier repulsed initial Huna advances.
However, the military cost of these campaigns drained the empire’s resources and
exposed its vulnerabilities. This, combined with internal succession disputes, regional

assertiveness, and economic decline, led to the fragmentation of the Gupta Empire.

Consequences of the Huna Invasion

Political Fragmentation: The Huna invasions broke the imperial structure of the
Guptas, leading to the emergence of regional kingdoms such as the Maitrakas of

Valabhi, Vardhanas of Thanesar, and later, the rise of Harsha.

Religious and Cultural Impact: The Hunas, particularly Mihirakula, inflicted devastation
on Buddhist institutions, especially in northwestern India. Their intolerance disrupted

the religious harmony of the time.
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Decline of Urban Economy: The continuous warfare, combined with administrative
decline, led to a shrinking of trade networks and urban centers, which were vital to the
Gupta economy.

End of Classical Age: With the fall of the Guptas by the mid-6th century, the Classical
Age of ancient India came to an end. The cultural zenith of the Guptas gradually gave
way to a more fragmented and regionalized political structure.

The Huna invasions marked the final blow to the declining Gupta Empire. While Indian
rulers like Skandagupta and Yashodharman demonstrated resilience in resisting these
nomadic aggressors, the invasions exposed the empire’s underlying fragilities.
Though the Hunas were eventually assimilated into Indian society, their invasions
disrupted the political unity and contributed significantly to the end of Gupta

supremacy, ushering in the early medieval period in Indian history.

Let Us Sum Up

The Gupta period, often hailed as the Golden Age of ancient India, witnessed
remarkable achievements in the fields of administration, art, literature, science, and
religion. The dynasty was founded by Sri Gupta, with Chandragupta | laying the
foundation of imperial power. Samudragupta expanded the empire through military
conquests and patronage of culture, while Chandragupta Il presided over its zenith.
Subsequent rulers like Kumaragupta and Skandagupta maintained the empire but
faced growing challenges. The Gupta administration was centralized yet flexible,
supported by efficient provincial governance. This era also saw flourishing trade,
economic prosperity, and the development of iconic art and architecture. The
patronage extended to educational institutions like Nalanda, Vikramashila, and
Valabhi made India a global centre of learning. However, the stability of the empire
was shaken by internal weaknesses and external threats like the Huna invasions,
which eventually contributed to the disintegration of Gupta power and marked the

transition to early medieval India.

Check Your Progress
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1. Who is considered the real founder of the Gupta Empire?
a) Samudragupta

b) Chandragupta |

c) Sri Gupta

d) Skandagupta

— b) Chandragupta |

2. Who was the most celebrated Gupta ruler who adopted the title "Vikramaditya'?
a) Skandagupta

b) Chandragupta |

¢) Chandragupta Il

d) Kumaragupta |

— ¢) Chandragupta Il

3. Which foreign invasion severely weakened the Gupta Empire?
a) Greeks

b) Kushanas

c) Sakas

d) Hunas

— d) Hunas

4. Which Gupta emperor founded Nalanda University?
a) Chandragupta Il

b) Kumaragupta |

c) Skandagupta

d) Samudragupta

— b) Kumaragupta |

5. Which material was predominantly used in Gupta coinage?
a) Copper

b) Bronze
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c) Silver
d) Gold
— d) Gold

Section 4.2: The Vakatakas

The Vakataka dynasty was one of the major powers in the Deccan between the mid-
3rd century and early 6th century CE. Arising after the fall of the Satavahanas, they
played a crucial role in shaping the political, cultural, and religious life of peninsular
India. The Vakatakas were contemporaries and allies of the Guptas, and their
patronage of Brahmanical religion, Sanskrit learning, and the Ajanta artistic tradition

contributed significantly to India’s classical age.
Origin and Lineage
The Vakatakas claimed Brahmana descent from the Bharadvaja gotra. The dynasty
was founded by Vindhyashakti, who ruled around c. 250-270 CE, though very little is
known about his reign. The dynasty later split into two important branches:
e The Pravarapura—Nandivardhana branch, ruling northern Deccan (Vidarbha),
e The Vatsagulma branch, ruling southern Vidarbha and adjoining areas.
Notable Rulers
Vindhyashakti (c. 250-270 CE)
The founder of the dynasty, Vindhyashakti laid the foundation for Vakataka political
power in the Vidarbha region. There is limited epigraphic or literary evidence about his

reign, but he was regarded as a valiant warrior.
Pravarasenal (c. 270-330 CE)
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One of the greatest Vakataka kings, Pravarasena | assumed the title of Samrat and
expanded the kingdom through military conquests. He performed four Ashvamedha
sacrifices and a Rajasuya, indicating imperial ambitions. He ruled over a vast territory

that stretched from the Narmada to the Tungabhadra.

Rudrasena Il (c. 355-380 CE)

Rudrasena 1l was significant for his marriage to Prabhavatigupta, daughter of
Chandragupta Il Vikramaditya. This alliance brought Vakataka politics under Gupta
cultural and political influence. After his early death, Prabhavatigupta ruled as regent
for her sons, maintaining Gupta-style administration.

Prabhavatigupta (Regency: c. 380-405 CE)

As regent, Prabhavatigupta wielded considerable power and promoted Vaishnavism
and Sanskrit culture. Her copper-plate inscriptions are among the earliest records of

female regency in Indian history and are vital sources for Vakataka—Gupta relations.

Narendrasena (c. 440-460 CE)

Under Narendrasena, the Vakatakas regained their independence from Gupta
influence. His reign was marked by relative peace and cultural activity. He ruled from
Nandivardhana, modern-day Nagardhan.

Harishena (c. 460-490 CE)
Harishena was the last powerful Vakataka ruler and a great patron of Buddhist art and
architecture. The finest phase of Ajanta Cave construction (Caves 1, 2, 16, 17)

occurred under his rule. His court attracted poets, artisans, and scholars, making it a

cultural zenith.

Religion and Culture
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The Vakatakas were orthodox Brahmanical Hindus and patrons of Shaivism and
Vaishnavism. They also respected Buddhist traditions, as evident from Harishena’s
support of the Ajanta monasteries. Temples, rituals, and land grants to Brahmins were
common. Sanskrit became the official language of administration and cultural

expression under their rule.

Art and Architecture

The Vakataka period, particularly under the reign of Harishena (c. 460—490 CE),
witnessed a significant flowering of art and architecture, most notably represented by
the Ajanta Caves. While the Vakatakas are often overshadowed by their northern
contemporaries, the Guptas, their contributions to Indian cultural heritage—especially

in visual and religious arts—are profound and enduring.

Ajanta Caves: The Pinnacle of Vakataka Patronage

The most celebrated architectural achievement of the Vakatakas is their extensive
patronage of the Ajanta cave complex, located in present-day Maharashtra. Though
excavation and artistic work at Ajanta began in earlier centuries, the most splendid
and refined phase occurred under King Harishena of the Vatsagulma branch. He,
along with his feudatories, ministers, and local elites, supported the construction and

embellishment of several caves (notably Caves 1, 2, 16, and 17).

These caves served as Buddhist monastic complexes (viharas) and prayer halls

(chaityas), used by monks of the Mahayana tradition. They feature:

e Rock-cut architecture, carved directly into the hillside.

e Elaborate facades, ornate pillars, and intricate doorways.

e Beautifully proportioned interiors, often richly sculpted and painted.
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Frescoes and Paintings
The Ajanta murals are masterpieces of Indian classical art. The frescoes depict:

e Scenes from the Jataka tales, illustrating the previous lives of the Buddha.

e Royal processions, court life, and devotional imagery.

e Rich detail in human expression, costume, and architectural background.
Cave 17, patronized by Harishena’s minister Varahadeva, and Cave 1, likely under
direct royal patronage, exhibit exquisite narrative panels, use of perspective, and
sophisticated color palette. These paintings are considered precursors to classical
Indian miniature painting and demonstrate a high level of artistic skill and iconographic
knowledge.

Sculptural Traditions

Vakataka sculptors carved elaborate reliefs and figures into cave walls, pillars, and

shrines. These sculptures include:

e Images of the Buddha in various mudras (hand gestures).

e Bodhisattvas such as Padmapani and Vajrapani.

e Celestial beings, dancers, and devotees rendered with grace and dynamism.

The sculptural work harmonizes with the painted surfaces, creating a unified sacred

environment that was both meditative and instructive.

Architectural Features and Techniques

The architecture of the Ajanta caves showcases:
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e Use of horseshoe-shaped chaitya windows.

e Intricately carved columns with floral and geometric motifs.

e Integration of architectural rhythm with aesthetic symmetry.

e A shift from purely functional to increasingly decorative architecture, merging

artistic vision with spiritual purpose.

Though the Vakatakas were Brahmanical in orientation, their support for Buddhist
institutions at Ajanta reveals a complex and tolerant religious landscape. The art they
sponsored served didactic, devotional, and aesthetic purposes, appealing to both the

monastic community and lay patrons.

The Vakataka contribution to Indian art and architecture, especially through their
Ajanta legacy, represents a golden age of aesthetic refinement and religious harmony.
The grandeur and sophistication of their artistic vision underscore their role as vital
cultural custodians of early medieval India. The Ajanta Caves, preserved through
centuries, continue to inspire awe and admiration globally, marking the Vakatakas as

some of the greatest patrons of Indian heritage.

4.2.1 Polity and Economy

The Vakatakas established a powerful monarchical state that followed the traditional
hereditary system of succession. They ruled over a large territory comprising parts of
Maharashtra, Madhya Pradesh, and Telangana, and they maintained their authority
through both military conquest and strategic matrimonial alliances. The empire was
divided into provinces governed by princes and feudatories, with local administration

likely handled by officials and village assemblies.
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King Pravarasena | was the most powerful ruler, assuming the imperial title of Samrat
and performing multiple Vedic sacrifices (e.g., Ashvamedha), signaling his ambitions
of imperial authority.

The Vakatakas maintained cordial and strategic relations with other dynasties,
especially the Guptas. The marriage alliance between Rudrasena 1l and
Prabhavatigupta, daughter of Gupta emperor Chandragupta II, is a noteworthy
example. During the minority of her sons, Prabhavatigupta served as regent, a rare

case of a powerful female ruler in early Indian history.

Territorial Expansion and Administration

At its height, the Vakataka Empire stretched across Vidarbha, parts of Madhya
Pradesh, Chhattisgarh, and Andhra Pradesh. Their capital cities included Pravarapura
(identified with Mansar) and Vatsagulma (possibly present-day Washim).
Administration was monarchical but with delegated powers to feudatories and
governors. Epigraphs show evidence of land grants and temple endowments,

demonstrating a feudal administrative framework.

The Vakataka administration appears to have followed Dharmashastra principles, as
inscriptions refer to Brahmanical norms and the king's dharmic obligations. Grants to
Brahmins, monasteries, and officials were common and serve as key sources for

understanding their administrative setup.

Local governance involved village headmen (gramika) and revenue officials
(amatyas). The rulers issued land grants inscribed on copper plates, many of which

survive and provide vital insights into governance, economy, and religion.
Economy
The Vakataka economy was predominantly agrarian, with land revenue constituting

the main source of income. Large tracts of fertile land, especially in the Vidarbha

region, supported rice, millet, and cotton cultivation. The state encouraged clearing of
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forested areas for agricultural use and made frequent land grants to Brahmins and

religious institutions, thus promoting agricultural expansion.

Land Grants and Settlements

The land grants often included:

e Tax exemptions

e Rights over water resources, trees, and minerals

e Conditions to settle Brahmins in newly granted lands

This policy not only supported Brahmanical orthodoxy but also played a vital role in
integrating frontier zones and consolidating political control.

Trade and Craft Production

Though primarily agrarian, the Vakataka economy had vibrant craft traditions,
especially in textiles and pottery. The proximity to major trade routes and river valleys
(like the Wainganga) facilitated internal trade. Archaeological evidence from sites like

Mandla and Pavnar indicates urbanization and artisanal activity.

However, the Vakatakas were not as commercially vibrant as the Satavahanas or the
Guptas, and their trade was more regionally centered than internationally focused.
Still, their economic model helped sustain large-scale religious and artistic endeavors,
such as the Ajanta cave complex.

The Vakataka polity was a fusion of Brahmanical tradition, Gupta-influenced imperial
norms, and local administrative systems. Their economy, rooted in agriculture and
land revenue, ensured the stability needed for monumental cultural production. By
sustaining both political centralization and localized religious patronage, the

Vakatakas created a lasting legacy in the history of peninsular India.
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Decline of the Dynasty

After Harishena's death around c. 490 CE, the Vakataka state declined rapidly. Internal
fragmentation, lack of able successors, and rising powers like the Chalukyas of

Badami and Kadambas led to their political eclipse by the early 6th century CE.

The Vakatakas were pivotal in bridging northern Gupta culture with southern Deccan
traditions. Through their Gupta alliance, religious orthodoxy, and cultural patronage -
especially of the Ajanta murals - they left an indelible mark on Indian history. Their rule
represents a period of stability, cultural efflorescence, and religious synthesis in the
Deccan region.

Let Us Sum Up

The Vakatakas emerged as a prominent power in the Deccan after the decline of the
Satavahanas, with their rule spanning from the 3rd to the 5th centuries CE. They
established two major branches—Nandivardhana-Pravarapura and Vatsagulma - and
maintained strong political relations with the Gupta Empire through strategic alliances.
Their polity was marked by a centralized monarchical system, supported by
feudatories and an administrative structure based on dharmic principles. The economy
was predominantly agrarian, sustained through land revenue and systematic land
grants to Brahmins and religious institutions. The Vakatakas made monumental
contributions to Indian culture, especially under King Harishena, through their
patronage of the Ajanta Caves. The rock-cut architecture, fresco paintings, and
intricate sculptures at Ajanta reflect the zenith of classical Indian art and religious
harmony during their reign. Through their political stability and cultural achievements,
the Vakatakas played a key role in shaping the historical and artistic legacy of ancient
India.

Check Your Progress

1. Who was the most powerful ruler of the Vakataka dynasty?

a) Rudrasena |
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b) Harishena
c) Pravarasena |
d) Vindhyashakti

— c) Pravarasena |

2. Which northern dynasty did the Vakatakas have marital alliances with?
a) Mauryas

b) Kushanas

c) Guptas

d) Satavahanas

— c) Guptas

3. Who ruled as regent in the Vakataka dynasty?
a) Prabhavatigupta

b) Yasomaiti

c) Dattadevi

d) Kuberanandi

— a) Prabhavatigupta

4. The Vakataka branch known for patronizing the Ajanta caves was:
a) Nandivardhana

b) Vidarbha

¢) Vatsagulma

d) Ujjain

— c) Vatsagulma

5. The Vakataka economy was primarily based on:
a) Mining

b) Trade and commerce

c) Agriculture

d) Tax on war booty

— c) Agriculture
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Section 4.3: Harsha

Harshavardhana, often referred to as Harsha, was one of the most remarkable rulers
of early medieval India. He emerged as a powerful monarch in North India during the
early 7th century CE, following the decline of the Gupta Empire. His reign marked a
brief period of political unification, cultural resurgence, and religious patronage in an
otherwise fragmented post-Gupta landscape. Harsha’s rule is documented through
inscriptions, literary sources, and the accounts of foreign travellers, most notably the

Chinese Buddhist pilgrim Hiuen-Tsang.

Political Background and Rise to Power

The emergence of Harshavardhana as a powerful ruler in North India occurred in the
aftermath of the disintegration of the Gupta Empire. By the beginning of the 6th century
CE, the once-mighty Guptas had declined, giving way to a fragmented political
scenario marked by multiple regional kingdoms. Among these, the Pushyabhuti (or
Vardhana) dynasty, based in Thanesar (modern-day Haryana), began to gain
prominence. This dynasty, though initially minor, rose to significance under the
leadership of Prabhakaravardhana, Harsha's father, who styled himself as

Maharajadhiraja, indicating growing ambitions of sovereignty.

Harsha was born into this politically charged environment around 590 CE. His elder
brother Rajyavardhana succeeded their father but was soon drawn into a series of
conflicts. When the Maukharis of Kannauj, a friendly dynasty through matrimonial ties,
were threatened by the Malwa king Devagupta, Rajyavardhana went to their aid.
Unfortunately, he was treacherously killed by Shashanka, the ruler of Gauda (in
Bengal). Harsha, barely 16 years old at the time, immediately assumed leadership.
Despite his youth, he quickly consolidated power, avenged his brother's death, and
restored political stability. By 606 CE, Harsha was crowned king at Kannauj, a
significant political and cultural centre, and gradually expanded his control over much
of Northern India. His rise marked a resurgence of imperial ambition in post-Gupta
India and the beginning of a new era of unity and cultural flourishing.
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Territorial Expansion and Empire Building

After ascending the throne of Thanesar and later Kannauj in 606 CE, Harsha
undertook a vigorous campaign of expansion to restore imperial unity in North India.
His initial campaigns were driven by a personal mission — to avenge his brother’s
death and to protect his sister Rajyasri, who had been widowed and imprisoned. After
securing the territories of Thanesar, Kannauj, and parts of Malwa, Harsha turned his

attention toward creating a vast and unified empire.

Harsha’s conquests included significant regions of Punjab, Uttar Pradesh, Bihar,
Odisha, and parts of Bengal and Assam. He established firm control over the Ganga-
Yamuna doab, the political heartland of North India, and brought numerous smaller
kingdoms under his suzerainty, either through military campaigns or strategic
alliances. His dominion extended from the Himalayas in the north to the Narmada
River in the south, and from Assam in the east to parts of Gujarat in the west. However,
his ambition to conquer the Deccan plateau was thwarted by the Chalukya ruler
Pulakesin 11, as recorded in the Aihole inscription. This defeat at the Narmada marked
the southern boundary of Harsha's empire and effectively prevented further expansion

into peninsular India.

Despite this setback, Harsha maintained a strong and relatively stable political entity
in the north. He used a combination of military strength, diplomatic alliances, and
religious patronage to win the loyalty of feudatories and vassals. The vastness of his
empire and his regular interactions with foreign envoys, such as those from China and
Tibet, indicate Harsha’s stature as a pan-Indian emperor. His success in unifying much
of North India brought about a period of administrative organization, intellectual

flourishing, and cultural integration.
Administration and Governance
Harsha’s administrative system bore strong influences from the earlier Gupta model

but was adapted to suit the changing socio-political context of early medieval India. As

a centralised monarch, Harsha held supreme authority, yet his empire was vast and
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encompassed various semi-autonomous regions and feudatories. Governance was
maintained through a combination of central control and delegated provincial
administration. Harsha bore the title Paramabhattaraka Maharajadhiraja, symbolising

his status as a sovereign over subordinate rulers and feudatories.

The empire was divided into hierarchical administrative units — bhuktis (provinces),
vishayas (districts), and gramas (villages). These divisions were managed by officials
such as Uparikas (provincial governors), Vishayapatis (district magistrates), and
Gramikas (vilage headmen). The central administration was headed by Harsha
himself and supported by a council of ministers. The taxation system was systematic,
with revenue collected in the form of agricultural produce, trade levies, and land taxes.
A portion of this revenue was allocated for the upkeep of the military, charitable

institutions, temples, monasteries, and educational establishments.

Harsha maintained a standing army, though his authority over distant regions was
often exercised through vassal rulers who paid tribute and rendered military aid.
Hiuen-Tsang’s account provides valuable insights into the efficiency and moral
uprightness of Harsha’s administration. He notes that crime was rare and that severe
punishments were imposed only in cases of extreme misconduct. The king regularly
conducted public assemblies, such as those at Kannauj and Prayaga, not only for
religious and charitable purposes but also to establish contact with his subjects and
gain public approval. The judicial system combined customary laws with royal decrees,
with the king acting as the final court of appeal.

Harsha’s administration was thus a blend of imperial ambition and moral kingship,
marked by religious tolerance, charity, and a focus on public welfare. It ensured
political stability and economic productivity, contributing significantly to the cultural and
intellectual vibrancy of the time.

Economy under Harsha

The economy during the reign of Harsha (606—647 CE) witnessed a revival of agrarian

and commercial activity following the decline of the Gupta Empire. Although the
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economic structure was largely agrarian, with land revenue being the chief source of
state income, trade—both internal and external—also played a significant role in
sustaining the economy. Harsha’'s administration worked to reorganize and stabilize

the disrupted post-Gupta economy, enabling a period of relative prosperity.

Agriculture and Land Revenue

Agriculture remained the backbone of the economy. The fertile Gangetic plains formed
the core of Harsha's empire, and the majority of the population was engaged in
farming. The state collected land revenue either in cash or kind, and land grants—
particularly to Brahmins and religious institutions—continued, a trend initiated in earlier
centuries. These grants, often tax-free, were recorded on copper plate inscriptions and
contributed to the semi-feudal character of the rural economy. Local chieftains and
officials were sometimes rewarded with revenue-yielding land in return for services

rendered.

Trade and Commerce

Though long-distance trade had declined somewhat after the fall of the Roman
Empire, regional and trans-Asian trade networks were still active during Harsha's
reign. Hiuen-Tsang notes flourishing markets in major urban centers such as Prayaga,
Kannauj, and Varanasi, where goods such as textiles, perfumes, precious stones, and
spices were traded. The Silk Road and maritime trade routes linked India to Central
Asia, China, and Southeast Asia, although these contacts were mostly cultural and

religious during Harsha’s time.

Internal trade was supported by periodic fairs and market towns, and coinage
remained in use, although there is limited numismatic evidence from Harsha's period.
Most transactions, especially in villages, may have been conducted through barter or
grain exchange. The economy also featured various occupational groups such as
artisans, weavers, potters, and blacksmiths, organized into guilds that regulated

production and trade practices.

Economic Organization and State Involvement
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The state played a regulatory role in economic affairs. Harsha’s administration likely
maintained records of land grants, population, and production, though the bureaucracy
was less centralized than that of the Mauryas. Taxation was moderate, and Harsha is
known to have redistributed wealth through large-scale charity and donations,
especially during religious assemblies. These acts not only reflected royal generosity

but also functioned as a mechanism of wealth redistribution within the economy.

In summary, the economic system under Harsha was a transitional phase—
maintaining elements of classical Indian agrarian economy while also adapting to early
medieval patterns of localized power, land grants, and decentralized administration.
This laid the groundwork for economic configurations in subsequent regional

kingdoms.

Religious Policy and Patronage

Harsha’s reign is especially noted for its religious tolerance and pluralistic patronage,
which reflected the diverse religious landscape of early medieval India. Although born
into a Shaivite Hindu family, Harsha developed a deep personal inclination towards
Buddhism, especially the Mahayana school, later in life. Despite this shift, he never
enforced religious uniformity and continued to patronize Hindu institutions, Shaivite
temples, and Jain scholars. His policy was one of syncretic accommodation, allowing
multiple traditions to flourish under his rule.

One of Harsha’s most notable religious patrons was Hiuen-Tsang (also spelled Hiuen
Tsang), the Chinese Buddhist monk who visited India during Harsha'’s reign. Hiuen-
Tsang provides a vivid account of Harsha’s dedication to Buddhism, particularly his
organization of grand religious assemblies such as the Kannauj Assembly and the
Prayaga Mahamoksha. At these events, Harsha honored monks, debated religious
philosophies, and distributed vast amounts of charity. The Kannauj Assembly,
attended by scholars from across India and beyond, was held to honor Hiuen-Tsang
and to promote Mahayana doctrine. Harsha also convened the Prayaga Assembly
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every five years, during which he performed Dana Mahotsava (great charity), giving

away all his possessions to Brahmins, monks, and the needy.

Harsha also commissioned the construction of numerous monasteries (viharas),
Buddhist stupas, and temples, which facilitated the growth of religious institutions and
educational centres. Nalanda, already a famous Buddhist university, received
generous endowments and royal protection under Harsha’s rule. In literature, he
composed religious dramas like Nagananda, which blends Hindu and Buddhist
themes, reflecting his eclectic beliefs. This inclusive and compassionate religious
policy not only solidified Harsha’s image as a dharmic ruler but also promoted a climate

of intellectual exchange, cultural efflorescence, and spiritual harmony.

Harsha’s Literary Contributions

Harsha’s reign (606—647 CE) stands out as a golden era of literary and cultural revival
in post-Gupta India. He was not only a patron of learning and arts, but also an
accomplished writer and dramatist in his own right. His court became a vibrant centre
of intellectual activity, attracting scholars, poets, philosophers, and religious thinkers
from across India and even from distant regions like China and Central Asia. The
cultural atmosphere during his reign echoed the classical traditions of the Guptas while

introducing new thematic and stylistic innovations.

Harsha himself authored three Sanskrit plays that are significant in Indian literary
history:

e Nagananda — a unigue drama combining Hindu and Buddhist elements,

centered on the Bodhisattva ideal of self-sacrifice.

e Ratnavall — a romantic court play depicting royal life, love, and intrigue.

e Priyadarsika — another courtly romance, possibly written in collaboration with

other scholars.
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These works show Harsha’s command over Sanskrit literature and his deep
understanding of dramatic conventions, emotion (rasa), and aesthetics. His style
blended classical refinement with personal religious leanings, especially evident in the

Buddhist themes of Nagananda.

Harsha’s court was graced by the presence of Banabhatta, the celebrated author of
Harshacharita (a biography of Harsha) and Kadambari (a prose romance). These
works, marked by ornate prose and poetic elegance, offer valuable insights into the
political, social, and cultural life of the time. Hiuen-Tsang, the Chinese monk, also
visited Harsha’s court and documented the prosperity, educational institutions, and
religious practices of India in his famous work Si-Yu-Ki (Records of the Western

Regions), further highlighting Harsha’s engagement with cultural diplomacy.

Harsha’s reign witnessed the flourishing of music, painting, and architecture, though
fewer material remains survive compared to earlier periods. He supported educational
institutions like Nalanda, which continued to thrive as a hub of Buddhist learning and
cross-cultural interaction. The synthesis of religion, literature, and philosophy during
Harsha’s rule left a lasting imprint on Indian civilization and represented one of the

final resurgences of classical cultural unity before the rise of regional kingdoms.

Art and Architecture

The reign of Harsha (7th century CE), though not as prolific in surviving monuments
as the Gupta period, was marked by a continuity of classical art traditions alongside
regional innovations. Harsha's patronage extended to both religious and secular
architecture, particularly Buddhist institutions. While few architectural remnants from
his time survive today, literary and foreign accounts—maost notably that of the Chinese
monk Hiuen-Tsang—offer valuable insights into the nature and scale of artistic

activities during his rule.

Hiuen-Tsung’s travelogue describes the construction and renovation of numerous
stupas, chaityas, and viharas, particularly in places like Nalanda, Kannauj, and

Prayaga. Harsha is known to have built monasteries and temples for both Hindus and
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Buddhists, illustrating his religious tolerance. He also undertook the restoration of
sacred Buddhist sites such as Sarnath and Kushinagar, further cementing his role as
a patron of Mahayana Buddhism. The structures were often adorned with carved
panels, images of the Buddha, and decorative motifs reflecting late Gupta artistic

influence.

In sculpture, the stylistic legacy of the Gupta School continued into Harsha’s period,
with figures becoming slightly more elongated and delicate in their features. Stone and
bronze images of Buddhist and Hindu deities from this era reveal a continuation of
idealized forms, graceful postures, and serene expressions. Some of these have been
discovered in regions like Bihar and Uttar Pradesh, indicating a sustained artistic

tradition supported by royal and monastic patronage.

Though fewer architectural marvels from Harsha’s reign survive compared to the
Gupta era, his contributions helped preserve and transition classical Indian art into the
early medieval period. His support for institutions like Nalanda Mahavihara fostered
not just education but also the flourishing of murals, manuscripts, and religious
sculpture, which influenced art in eastern India and beyond. The cultural bridge that
Harsha maintained between the classical and regional styles would later inspire artistic

developments in post-Harsha dynasties such as the Palas and Pratiharas.

Hslian Tsang’s Account

The most vivid and detailed foreign account of Harsha’s reign comes from Hslan
Tsang, the Chinese Buddhist monk who visited India during Harsha's time. He stayed
at Harsha’s court and documented the social, religious, and administrative life of the
kingdom in his work Si-yu-ki. According to Hiuen-Tsang, Harsha was a benevolent
and just ruler, deeply engaged in the welfare of his people and the promotion of

learning and religion.

4.3.1 The Assemblies at Prayag and Kanauj
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One of the most remarkable aspects of Emperor Harsha’s reign was his commitment
to religious pluralism, charitable giving, and cultural diplomacy, exemplified by the two
grand assemblies he organized - the Assembly at Kanauj and the Quinquennial
Assembly at Prayag (Allahabad). These events were significant not only as political
and religious spectacles but also as markers of Harsha'’s stature as a unifying monarch
of northern India.

The Kanauj Assembly

The Kanauj Assembly, held around 643 CE, was convened to honour the visit of the
Chinese Buddhist monk Hiuen-Tsang and to showcase the Emperor’s patronage of
Mahayana Buddhism. Kanauj, the imperial capital at the time, was transformed into a
centre of theological dialogue. Harsha invited kings, scholars, and religious leaders

from all over India to participate in the deliberations.

Hiuen-Tsang himself, regarded as a representative of Buddhist scholarship, was given
the honour of presiding over the debates. The assembly lasted for 23 days, during
which Hiuen-Tsang expounded upon the doctrines of Yogacara (Vijnanavada)
Buddhism. Harsha ensured that delegates from Hindu, Jain, and Buddhist traditions
were present, affirming his policy of religious tolerance. The event was marked by
magnificent hospitality, liberal donations to monks and institutions, and the exchange

of ideas across faiths and regions.

The Prayag Assembly

Held every five years at the confluence of the Ganga and Yamuna rivers (modern-day
Allahabad), the Prayag Assembly or Moksha Mahaparishad was Harsha’s way of both
performing religious rites and distributing wealth to the needy. These quinquennial
gatherings were vast public events where Harsha practiced dana (charitable giving)
on a colossal scale. According to Hiuen-Tsang’s account, during one such assembly,
Harsha gave away all his personal possessions, including clothing and jewels, and

stood in simple white robes thereafter.
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Attended by monks, scholars, and commoners, the Prayag assemblies underscored
Harsha’s dual commitment to moral kingship and Buddhist ethics. These events also
had a political undertone, reinforcing Harsha’s image as a just and magnanimous ruler

committed to the welfare of all his subjects regardless of faith.

These two assemblies reflect the syncretic and inclusive character of Harsha’s reign
and underscore his place as one of the last great monarchs of ancient India who

upheld the values of intellectual dialogue, philanthropy, and cultural unity.

4.3.2 Hiuen-Tsang’s Account of India

One of the most valuable sources for understanding 7th-century India under Harsha'’s
reign is the travel account of the Chinese pilgrim Hiuen-Tsang. A devout Buddhist
monk and scholar, he journeyed to India between 630-645 CE, spending nearly 15
years studying, traveling, and documenting the religious, political, social, and cultural
conditions of the subcontinent. His observations are compiled in the monumental work
titled “Si-Yu-Ki” (Records of the Western Regions), which offers an unparalleled first-

hand account of India during the early medieval period.

Political and Administrative Observations

Hiuen-Tsang provides a detailed description of Harsha’s empire, lauding him as a
capable and benevolent monarch. He notes that Harsha maintained an efficient
administration, upheld justice, and promoted the welfare of his people. The empire
was divided into provinces, districts, and villages, with officers appointed to manage
various functions. According to Hiuen-Tsang, the king was accessible to his subjects
and upheld a disciplined code of conduct. Harsha's capital, Kanauj, was described as
a prosperous city with bustling markets, wide roads, and impressive public buildings.

Religious Conditions

Hiuen-Tsang’s principal interest was the state of Buddhism in India, but he also

commented on the coexistence of different religions. He found that while Mahayana
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Buddhism was supported by Harsha, Hinduism was the dominant religion, with many
people worshipping Shiva, Vishnu, and the Sun God. Jainism was also present in
various regions. He reported the decline of Buddhist monasteries in some areas but
praised institutions like Nalanda, where he studied for several years. Nalanda had
thousands of students and a vast library, serving as a great center of learning under

royal patronage.

Social and Cultural Observations

Hiuen-Tsang described Indian society as being stratified into varnas (castes), with
Brahmins enjoying a high status. People were generally peaceful, honest, and
followed strict moral codes. Education was widespread among the upper classes, and
Sanskrit was the language of the elite and scholars. The pilgrim also recorded that
meat eating was uncommon, especially among Brahmins and Buddhists, and that
vegetarianism was widely practiced. Public charity was encouraged, and hospitals and

rest houses were maintained by the state and religious institutions.

Economic and Urban Life

The account portrays India as economically vibrant, with agriculture, trade, and crafts
flourishing. Markets were held regularly, and coins were in circulation. Hiuen-Tsang
describes urban centers like Pataliputra, Prayag, and Varanasi as thriving cities.
Canals and irrigation systems supported agriculture, while trade routes facilitated the
exchange of goods across regions.

Hiuen-Tsang’s account is a rich and reliable source for reconstructing the political and
cultural history of early medieval India. His detailed observations reflect the pluralistic
society of Harsha’s time, marked by religious tolerance, scholarly excellence, and a
strong central authority. His writings bridged Indian and Chinese cultures and

preserved valuable insights into Indian civilization for future generations.

Decline and Legacy
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Harsha died around 647 CE without an heir to his throne. Following his death, his
empire rapidly disintegrated, and no significant successor could maintain his legacy.
However, Harsha'’s reign is remembered for the brief reunification of North India, the
flourishing of Sanskrit literature, and the spirit of religious tolerance and cultural
patronage he fostered. His legacy remained influential in later Indian historiography
and Buddhist traditions.

Harsha’s era represents a transitional period in Indian history, bridging the gap
between the classical age of the Guptas and the regional polities that followed. His
reign was a beacon of centralized governance, religious pluralism, and cultural
renaissance during a time of political flux. As both a warrior and a scholar, Harsha

carved a distinctive niche in the annals of early medieval India.

Let Us Sum Up

Harsha, also known as Harshavardhana, emerged as a powerful ruler in North India
after the decline of the Guptas, unifying much of the Gangetic plain. His political
acumen, military campaigns, and diplomacy helped him establish a strong empire
centered at Kanauj. Harsha’s reign was notable for his religious tolerance and his
personal inclination towards Mahayana Buddhism, which he promoted through grand
assemblies such as those held at Kanauj and Prayag. The famous Chinese pilgrim
Hiuen-Tsang, who visited India during Harsha'’s rule, provided a vivid and invaluable
account of the political structure, religious practices, educational institutions, economic
life, and societal norms of the time. Harsha’s patronage of art, literature, and religion
marked a significant phase of cultural efflorescence, making his reign one of the last

glorious chapters in ancient Indian history before the onset of regional fragmentation.

Check Your Progress

1. Who was the Chinese pilgrim who visited India during Harsha'’s reign?
a) Fa-Hien
b) I-Tsing

¢) Hiuen-Tsang
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d) Wang Hiu

— ¢) Hiuen-Tsang

2. What was the capital of Harsha’'s empire?
a) Pataliputra

b) Ujjain

c) Kanauj

d) Prayag

— ¢) Kanauj

3. How often was the Prayag Assembly held?
a) Every year

b) Every five years

c) Every ten years

d) Once in a lifetime

— b) Every five years

4. What is the name of Hiuen-Tsang’s travel account?
a) Arthashastra

b) Si-Yu-Ki

c¢) Tarikh-i-Hind

d) Rajatarangini

— b) Si-Yu-Ki

5. Which religion did Harsha personally patronize later in his life?
a) Jainism

b) Vaishnavism

¢) Shaivism

d) Mahayana Buddhism

— d) Mahayana Buddhism
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This unit explores the Gupta and the post-Gupta political, cultural, and intellectual
developments that significantly shaped early medieval India. It begins with an in-depth
study of the Gupta Empire, examining its efficient polity, flourishing economy, and rich
contributions to art, architecture, and literature. The achievements of rulers like
Chandragupta |, Samudragupta, Chandragupta Il, and Skandagupta are analyzed
alongside the empire's gradual decline due to internal weaknesses and external
invasions, especially by the Hunas. The unit then turns to the Vakatakas, highlighting
their polity, economy, and outstanding patronage to Ajanta art and architecture. The
final section deals with Harsha, a prominent ruler who revived imperial traditions in
North India. His religious assemblies, cultural patronage, and the valuable account of
Hiuen-Tsang provide deep insight into 7th-century Indian society. Together, these
modules present a comprehensive understanding of early medieval India's transition

from centralized empires to regional powers and cultural renaissance.

Gupta Empire A powerful North Indian dynasty (c. 320-550 CE) known
for political stability and cultural prosperity.

Samudragupta A Gupta ruler known for his military conquests and
patronage of arts and culture.

Nalanda A renowned ancient university and Buddhist learning
center in Bihar, India.

Vakatakas A powerful Deccan dynasty contemporary to the Guptas,
known for their patronage of Ajanta art.

Harsha A North Indian ruler (7th century CE) who revived political
(Harshavardhana) unity after the Guptas.
Hiuen-Tsang A Chinese Buddbhist pilgrim who visited India during

Harsha’s reign and documented Indian society.
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Prayag Assembly A grand religious and charitable gathering organized by
Harsha every five years at Allahabad.

Mahayana Buddhism | A major branch of Buddhism that gained royal support
during Harsha’s reign, emphasizing Bodhisattva ideals.

Ajanta Caves Rock-cut Buddhist cave monuments in Maharashtra,
richly decorated with Vakataka patronage.

Vikramaditya An honorific title assumed by Chandragupta Il of the
Gupta dynasty, symbolizing cultural excellence.

Short Answers: (5 Marks) K3/K4 Level Questions

w|l N

Write a short note on Samudragupta’s military campaigns. K3
What were the contributions of Chandragupta Il (Vikramaditya) to K3
culture?

4 | Explain the significance of Nalanda University during the Gupta K4
period.

5 | Highlight the role of the Vakatakas in the development of Ajanta art. K4

6 | Describe the political achievements of Harsha. K3

7 | Who was Hiuen-Tsang and what is the importance of his travel K4
account?

8 | Briefly discuss the causes for the decline of the Gupta Empire. K3

9 | How did Harsha promote religious tolerance in his empire? K4

10 | Give a brief account of the Kanauj Assembly under Harsha. K3

Essay Type Answers: (8 Marks) K5/K6 Level Questions
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1 | Critically evaluate the political and administrative structure of the K5
Gupta Empire.

2 | Examine the cultural and literary achievements of the Gupta period. K6

3 | Discuss the significance of Samudragupta’s Prayag Prashasti in K5
reconstructing Indian history.

4 | Analyse the factors that contributed to the decline of the Gupta K5
Empire.

5 | Assess the contribution of the Vakatakas to Indian art and K6
architecture with special reference to Ajanta.

6 | Explain the role of Nalanda, Vikramashila, and Valabhi as centres of K5
higher learning.

7 | Discuss the religious policy of Harsha and its impact on Indian K5
society.

8 | Examine Hiuen-Tsang’s observations about India during Harsha’s K6
reign.

9 | Evaluate the role of Harsha in restoring political unity in post-Gupta K5
North India.

10 | Compare and contrast the Gupta and Vakataka contributions to art K6
and administration.

Case Study: Visit a nearby museum or heritage site (like an ancient temple or
fort) and write a report on Gupta or Vakataka-era art and architecture found

there.

Research Activity: Compare the educational institutions of Nalanda and
Vikramashila in terms of subjects taught, administration, and international

reputation.

Exercise: Create a timeline chart showing the major rulers of the Gupta and

Vakataka dynasties, along with their achievements.
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Assignment: Write an essay on the significance of Hiuen-Tsang’s account for
understanding 7"-century Indian polity and society.

Discussion: Conduct a classroom debate on whether the Gupta period
deserves the title “Golden Age of India.”

Section 4.1

Section 4.2

Section 4.3

Section 4.4
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UNIT V
REGIONAL POWERS AND EARLY INVASIONS

Peninsular India: Tamil country up to 12th Century— Chalukyas: some important
attainments; Rise of Regional Kingdoms in Northern India up to 12th century:
Rashtrakutas,Prathikaras and Palas; Arab conquest of Sind; Campaigns of Mahmud
of Ghazni and Muhammad Ghori, and their impact

After completing this unit, learners will be able to:

e Understand the major political developments in Peninsular and Northern
India after the decline of the Gupta Empire.

¢ |dentify and describe the rise and significance of regional powers such as the
Chalukyas, Rashtrakutas, Palas, Pratiharas, and others.

e Analyze the Arab conquest of Sind and its implications for Indian polity and
society.

¢ Evaluate the military campaigns of Mahmud of Ghazni and Muhammad Ghori
and their long-term consequences.

e Appreciate the regional diversity and cultural contributions of various
dynasties during the early medieval period in Indian history.

Section 5.1: Peninsular India

Following the decline of Harsha’s empire in North India around the mid-7th century
CE, Peninsular India entered a new phase of regional political assertion. Several
powerful dynasties emerged, each contributing to the unique cultural, administrative,
and religious fabric of the South. This era witnessed the consolidation of regional
powers, expansion of trade networks, and the flowering of temple architecture and

literature.

Rise of Regional Kingdoms

With the political vacuum left by the decline of pan-Indian empires, South India saw

the rise of prominent dynasties such as:
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e The Pallavas (c. 6"-9" century CE), ruling from Kanchipuram, who were
patrons of Sanskrit and Tamil literature and pioneers of structural temple

architecture.

e The Chalukyas of Badami (c. 6"-8" century CE) and later the Western
Chalukyas of Kalyani (c. 10th—12th century CE), who played a vital role in

shaping Deccan polity.

e The Rashtrakutas (c. 8"-10" century CE), who rose to prominence after
overthrowing the Chalukyas, and ruled a vast empire stretching from the Ganga

to Kaveri.

e The Pandyas, Cheras, and Cholas in Tamilakam, with the Cholas (c. 9th—13th

century CE) eventually emerging as the most powerful empire of South India.

e The Hoysalas and Yadavas in later years, who played significant roles in

Karnataka and Maharashtra.

Peninsular India witnessed frequent conflicts for territorial supremacy. The tripartite
struggle between the Chalukyas, Pallavas, and Pandyas, and later between the
Cholas, Chalukyas, and Rashtrakutas, characterized this period. Political power was

often legitimized through elaborate rituals, temple patronage, and military conquests.

The Cholas, under rulers like Rajaraja | and Rajendra |, established a strong
centralized administration and even conducted overseas expeditions to Sri Lanka and

Southeast Asia.

Between the 7th and 13th centuries CE, Peninsular India emerged as a region of
remarkable political strength, cultural vibrancy, and economic dynamism. The
foundations laid during this period shaped the course of South Indian history and left
an enduring legacy in art, architecture, and literature that continues to be celebrated

today.
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5.1.1 Tamil Country up to the 12" Century

The Tamil region, comprising present-day Tamil Nadu and parts of Kerala and Andhra
Pradesh, witnessed a rich and continuous civilization from ancient times. Up to the
12th century CE, it saw the flourishing of several powerful dynasties such as the
Pandyas, Pallavas, and Cholas. These dynasties not only contributed to political
consolidation but also fostered a vibrant cultural and economic life rooted in Tamil

identity and temple-centred society.

Early Dynasties and Political Developments

In the post-Sangam period (c. 3rd century CE onwards), the Kalabhras temporarily
disrupted traditional Tamil political structures. However, they were displaced by the
resurgent Pandyas, Pallavas, and Cholas.

The Pallavas (c. 6th-9th century CE), with their capital at Kanchipuram, emerged as
formidable rulers. Under kings like Mahendravarman | and Narasimhavarman I, they
successfully resisted northern invasions and rivalries with the Chalukyas.

The Pandyas, with their capital at Madurai, had ancient roots but reasserted
themselves strongly from the 7th century CE. They frequently clashed with the

Pallavas and Cholas for dominance over Tamilakam.

The Cholas, after centuries of obscurity, rose again in the 9th century CE under
Vijayalaya Chola. The imperial Chola period (c. 9th—13th century CE) witnessed the
apogee of Tamil political, economic, and cultural life, especially under rulers like
Rajaraja | and Rajendra I.

Administrative Features

The Tamil country had a highly organized administrative system. The Pallavas and

Cholas established structured governance with clearly defined provinces
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(mandalams), districts (nadus), and villages (urs or sabhas). Uttiramerur inscriptions

give elaborate details of village self-governance, particularly during the Chola period.

Temples acted as centres of administration, with lands endowed for their upkeep and

for maintaining associated services like education, healthcare, and irrigation.

Cultural and Religious Developments

Tamil society was deeply influenced by Shaivism and Vaishnavism, particularly
through the Bhakti movement. The 63 Nayanmars (Shaiva saints) and 12 Alvars
(Vaishnava saints) contributed to devotional Tamil literature. Their hymns were later

compiled into canonical works like the Tevaram and Divya Prabandham.

Temples became not just religious centres but also cultural and economic hubs. The
Pallavas initiated rock-cut and structural temples, while the Cholas perfected the
Dravidian style with monumental constructions such as the Brihadisvara Temple at

Thanjavur.

Economic Growth and Trade
Agriculture was the backbone of the Tamil economy. The fertile Kaveri delta was
extensively cultivated. The Cholas built extensive irrigation systems including tanks,

canals, and anicuts to support agriculture.

Tamil merchants were active in maritime trade with Southeast Asia, Sri Lanka, and the
Arab world. Merchant guilds such as Manigramam, Ayyavole 500, and Nanadesis

facilitated trade across the Indian Ocean and beyond.

Art and Architecture

Tamil architecture, especially during the Pallava and Chola periods, reached new

heights. The rock-cut temples of Mahabalipuram, the Rathas, and structural temples
like Kailasanatha Temple in Kanchipuram laid the foundation for later developments.
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Chola temples like Thanjavur, Gangaikondacholapuram and Darasuram demonstrate

mastery in sculpture, bronze casting (e.g., the famous Nataraja), and mural painting.

The Tamil country up to the 12th century CE was a region of enduring political strength,
cultural brilliance, and economic prosperity. The continuity of Tamil language and
traditions, the evolution of temple-based society, and the engagement in maritime
trade collectively define the region's historical significance during this period. The
legacy of Pallavas, Cholas, and Pandyas continues to influence South Indian identity

to this day.

Let Us Sum Up

In this section, we explored the political and cultural developments in Peninsular India
following the decline of Harsha’'s empire until the onset of the Delhi Sultanate in 1206
CE. During this period, several regional powers emerged and established strong
kingdoms with distinctive administrative systems and cultural contributions. The Tamil
country, comprising the Pallavas, Pandyas, Cholas, and Cheras, witnessed
remarkable growth in temple architecture, Tamil literature, and maritime trade. These
dynasties also played a crucial role in shaping the Dravidian identity and advancing
local governance through village assemblies and temple-centered economies. This
period laid the foundation for regional identities and marked a significant phase in the

evolution of South Indian polity and society.

Check Your Progress

1. Which dynasty was known for its naval power and overseas trade in Southeast
Asia?

a) Chalukyas

b) Pandyas

c) Cholas

d) Rashtrakutas

— ¢) Cholas
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2. Who was the founder of the Chola Empire in the 9th century CE?
a) Rajendra Chola |

b) Vijayalaya Chola

c) Aditya |

d) Rajaraja Chola |

— b) Vijayalaya Chola

3. The rock-cut temples at Mahabalipuram were built by which dynasty?
a) Chalukyas

b) Cheras

c) Pallavas

d) Pandyas

— c) Pallavas

4. Which Tamil dynasty revived its power after defeating the Kalabhras?
a) Cholas

b) Pallavas

c) Pandyas

d) Cheras

— c) Pandyas

5. The Dravidian style of temple architecture was extensively promoted by which
dynasty?

a) Rashtrakutas

b) Chalukyas

c) Cholas

d) Satavahanas

— c¢) Cholas

5.2 Chalukyas

The Chalukyas were one of the most prominent dynasties that shaped the history of

Deccan India between the 6th and 12th centuries CE. With their original base at
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Badami (Vatapi) in present-day Karnataka, the Chalukyas not only established political
control over vast regions of peninsular India but also contributed significantly to the
cultural, architectural, and administrative landscape. The Chalukyan lineage is broadly
divided into three main branches: the Early Chalukyas of Badami (6th—8th century
CE), the Later Chalukyas of Kalyana (10th—12th century CE), and the Eastern
Chalukyas of Vengi (7th—12th century CE).

5.2.1 Political History and Expansion

5.2.1.1 Early Chalukyas of Badami

The Early Chalukyas of Badami were the first major dynasty to emerge in the Deccan
after the fall of the Satavahanas. They ruled from c. 543 to 753 CE with Badami
(ancient Vatapi) in present-day Karnataka as their capital. This dynasty laid the
foundation for a strong and culturally vibrant state in South India. Their period marked

significant developments in art, architecture, administration, and religion.

Foundation and Early Rulers

The dynasty was founded by Pulakeshin | around 543 CE. He established the capital
at Badami and performed the Ashvamedha sacrifice, asserting his sovereignty. His

reign marked the beginning of the Chalukyan prominence in the Deccan.

He was succeeded by his son Kirtivarman | (r. c. 566-597 CE), who expanded the

kingdom by conquering neighboring regions including the Alupas and the Kadambas.

Pulakeshin Il: The Most Celebrated Ruler

The greatest ruler of this dynasty was Pulakeshin Il (r. c. 610-642 CE). His reign
marked the apex of Chalukyan power. His military prowess, administrative reforms,
and diplomatic engagements elevated the Chalukya kingdom to a dominant position

in the subcontinent.
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In his military campaigns he defeated the Kadambas, Gangas, Latas, and
Mauryas of Konkan. He resisted and defeated Harshavardhana, the powerful emperor
of north India, on the banks of the Narmada - an event recorded in the famous Aihole
inscription by his court poet Ravikirti. He led successful campaigns in the eastern
Deccan and established his brother Kubja Vishnuvardhana as the governor of Vengi,

who later founded the Eastern Chalukya dynasty.

Pulakeshin Il also clashed with the Pallavas of Kanchipuram, a powerful southern
kingdom. Though he initially defeated Mahendravarman |, he was later defeated and
possibly killed by Narasimhavarman I, who even sacked Badami around 642 CE. After
Pulakeshin’s death, there was a brief period of instability. His son Vikramaditya | later

restored Chalukyan power and recaptured Badami from the Pallavas.

Administration and Governance

The Early Chalukyas followed a centralized administration with a king at the apex,
assisted by a council of ministers. The kingdom was divided into provinces
(mandalas), districts (vishayas), and villages (gramas). There was a system of
hereditary governors and feudatories, but the king retained considerable control over

them.

Village assemblies and guilds also had administrative functions, especially in

economic and temple affairs.

Religion and Patronage

The Early Chalukyas were primarily Hindus, with devotion to Shaivism and
Vaishnavism, but they also patronized Jainism and Buddhism. Temples and religious
institutions flourished under royal support. Inscriptions mention donations to both
Brahminical and Jain religious establishments, indicating a tolerant and pluralistic

society.

Art and Architecture
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The Early Chalukyas are renowned for initiating a distinct style of architecture known
as the Chalukyan or Vesara style, blending both Nagara (north Indian) and Dravida

(south Indian) elements.

Aihole was a major architectural laboratory with over 100 temples, including the Durga
Temple and the Lad Khan Temple.

Badami is known for its rock-cut cave temples carved into sandstone hills, displaying

exquisite sculptures of Hindu gods like Shiva, Vishnu, and Mahavira.

Pattadakal, later developed further, contains a group of monuments that became a

UNESCO World Heritage Site, reflecting a mature Chalukyan style.

Legacy

The Early Chalukyas of Badami laid the groundwork for later political and cultural
developments in the Deccan. Their military exploits, administrative organization, and
temple architecture left a lasting legacy that was continued and refined by their

successors - the Rashtrakutas, Later Chalukyas, and even the Cholas and Hoysalas.
Their era marks one of the most creative and formative phases of Deccan history.
5.2.1.2 Eastern Chalukyas of Vengi

The Eastern Chalukyas of Vengi ruled parts of eastern Andhra Pradesh from the 7th
to the 12th century CE. Originally an offshoot of the Badami Chalukyas, they gradually
evolved into an independent power, playing a pivotal role in the political, cultural, and
literary history of the region. Their long reign saw stability, the patronage of Telugu

language and literature, and architectural achievements.

Foundation of the Dynasty
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The Eastern Chalukya dynasty was founded by Kubja Vishnuvardhana I, the brother
of Pulakeshin I, around c. 624 CE. Pulakeshin Il appointed him as the viceroy of Vengi
after conquering the eastern Deccan. However, after Pulakeshin’s death and the
weakening of the Badami Chalukyas, Vishnuvardhana declared independence and

established his rule.

Vishnuvardhana adopted the title “Vishamasiddhi” (conqueror of difficulties), indicating

his struggle and success in asserting autonomy.

Territorial Expansion and Administration

Initially, the Eastern Chalukyas controlled the Krishna—Godavari delta region. Over
time, they expanded their territory through both military conquests and strategic

alliances, especially with the Cholas, Rashtrakutas, and Pallavas.

Their administration was monarchical and followed the model of the Western
Chalukyas. Provinces were divided into districts and villages, and governance was
supported by local assemblies and Brahmadeya villages (land grants to Brahmins).
Inscriptions also refer to the existence of merchant guilds and administrative

committees.

Cultural Achievements and Literature

One of the most remarkable contributions of the Eastern Chalukyas was their
patronage to Telugu literature. While early inscriptions were in Sanskrit, the use of
Telugu gradually increased, particularly from the 9th century onward. The court of

Rajaraja Narendra (r. c. 1019-1061 CE) was a major literary center.

The famous poet Nannaya Bhattaraka, considered the Adi Kavi (first poet) of Telugu,
was patronized by Rajaraja Narendra to translate the Mahabharata into Telugu,
marking the beginning of classical Telugu literature. This period also witnessed the
development of a distinct Andhra cultural identity, shaped by the fusion of Sanskritic

and local traditions.
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Religion and Patronage

The Eastern Chalukyas were devotees of Hinduism, especially Shaivism and
Vaishnavism. They also supported Jainism and Buddhism, promoting religious
pluralism. Numerous temples were built and endowed by the rulers, nobles, and
merchants. The dynasty played a key role in promoting Bhakti movements in Andhra.

Art and Architecture

Their architectural contributions were significant in the Krishna-Godavari region.
Eastern Chalukyan temple architecture laid the groundwork for later Dravidian temple
styles. Temples at Draksharama, Chebrolu, and Amaravati are notable for their style
and inscriptions. They pioneered a unique temple-building style combining Chalukyan
and Pallava features, later influencing the Chola architecture.

Relations with the Cholas

In the later phase, the Eastern Chalukyas developed close matrimonial and political
alliances with the Cholas. The marriage of Rajendra Chola’s daughter to Rajaraja
Narendra brought the two dynasties closer. Eventually, Kulottunga I, born of this union,
became the Chola emperor, effectively merging the two dynasties. Thus, the Eastern
Chalukyas played a key role in Chola imperial expansion into the Telugu region.

Decline and Legacy

By the late 11th and early 12th centuries, the Eastern Chalukyas became subordinate
to the Cholas, and their distinct identity began to wane. However, their rule left an
enduring legacy: They acted as a cultural bridge between north and south India. Their
support for Telugu language and literature laid the foundation for medieval Telugu
civilization. They played a vital role in preserving regional political autonomy amidst
pan-Indian empires like the Cholas and Rashtrakutas.
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5.2.1.3 Later Chalukyas of Kalyana

The Later Chalukyas, also known as the Western Chalukyas of Kalyana, ruled over a
large part of the Deccan from c. 973 to 1190 CE. They rose to prominence after the
decline of the Rashtrakutas and emerged as a powerful dynasty in the western
Deccan, with their capital at Kalyana (modern-day Basavakalyan in Karnataka). This
period is marked by political resurgence, temple architecture, and the rise of Kannada

and Sanskrit literature.

Foundation and Political Background

The dynasty was founded by Tailapa Il around 973 CE, who re-established Chalukya
power after defeating the last Rashtrakuta king, Karka II. Tailapa Il claimed descent
from the earlier Badami Chalukyas and asserted legitimacy by reviving the Chalukyan
lineage. His success in consolidating power in the western Deccan laid the foundation
for a century-long domination. Tailapa’s successors expanded the kingdom and

established Kalyana as the political and cultural center of their realm.

Prominent Rulers

Satyashraya (997-1008 CE) — Successfully resisted the Cholas and maintained
internal stability.

Vikramaditya VI (1076-1126 CE) — The greatest ruler of the dynasty. His reign marked
the zenith of Western Chalukyan power, administrative efficiency, and cultural
patronage. He adopted the title Tribhuvanamalla and defeated the Cholas in several

campaigns.

Someshvara | and Il — Focused on consolidating territory and resisting Chola

aggression.

_ Periyar University — CDOE| Self-Learning Material



CDOE - ODL M.A — SEMESTER | History of Ancient and Early Medieval India

These rulers constantly faced military rivalry with the Cholas to the south and Hoysalas

and Yadavas later in the north and west.

Administration and Governance

The Western Chalukyas continued the Chalukyan administrative framework with
modifications suited to their time. They employed feudal chiefs (Samantas) and vassal
lords, granting them autonomy in local governance in return for military service. The
kingdom was divided into provinces or mandalas, each governed by a governor. A
system of local self-government also existed, particularly in villages, with participation
from merchant guilds and Brahminical assemblies.

Military Conflicts and Rivalries

The Later Chalukyas were frequently involved in conflicts with:

e The Cholas, especially during the reigns of Rajendra Chola and Rajadhiraja.

e The Hoysalas, who eventually emerged as successors in southern Karnataka.

e The Kalachuris, who briefly usurped power during the mid-12th century.

e The Kalachuri usurpation under Bijjala 1l (c. 1157-1167 CE) dealt a heavy blow
to Chalukyan authority, although it was briefly restored before complete
disintegration.

Art and Architecture
The Later Chalukyas are renowned for pioneering the Chalukyan or Kalyani style of
architecture, which is a transitional style between early Chalukyan (Badami) and later

Hoysala forms. Their architectural innovations laid the foundation for the development

of temples at Hampi, Lakkundi, and Dambal.
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The temples at Gadag, Itagi, and Dambal are particularly noteworthy for their intricate
stone carvings and stepped towers (Shikharas). The Mahadeva Temple at Itagi, built
by Mahadeva, a commander of Vikramaditya VI, is considered a gem of Chalukyan

architecture.

Literature and Culture

The period saw a flourishing of Kannada and Sanskrit literature:

e Ranna, one of the “three gems” of Kannada literature, wrote

Sahasabhimavijaya and Ajitha Purana under Chalukya patronage.

e Vijnaneshwara, the celebrated jurist, wrote the Mitakshara, a renowned

commentary on Hindu law, during this period.

e Sanskrit scholars and temple poets received state support, making Kalyana a

vibrant center of intellectual activity.

Religious Trends

The Later Chalukyas were Shaivites but were tolerant of other sects like Vaishnavism
and Jainism. They supported the building of temples, monasteries, and mathas
(monastic schools). This period also coincides with the rise of the Virashaiva
(Lingayat) movement led by Basaveshwara, which would later challenge orthodox

Brahminism and caste hierarchies.

Decline and Legacy

The dynasty began to decline in the mid-12th century due to internal dissension, feudal
uprisings, and external invasions. The Kalachuris of Kalyana usurped power
temporarily. Later, the Hoysalas and Yadavas filled the political vacuum after the
Chalukya decline.
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However, the Later Chalukyas left a deep imprint on Deccan culture, temple
architecture, and Kannada literary tradition. Their architectural style and administrative

model influenced successor states.

The Later Chalukyas of Kalyana served as a bridge between the early medieval and
late medieval periods of Deccan history. They were pivotal in preserving and
transforming the legacy of the earlier Chalukyas, and their political resilience, artistic
achievements, and literary contributions significantly shaped the identity of Karnataka

and parts of Andhra Pradesh during the early medieval period.

The Chalukyas were more than mere rulers; they were cultural architects who left a
lasting impact on the Deccan. Their legacy survives in the form of monumental
temples, sculptural excellence, literary richness, and a vision of religious harmony.
Through dynamic political expansion, economic prosperity, and creative patronage,
they bridged north and south Indian traditions and laid the foundation for future

empires like the Hoysalas and the Cholas of the Vengi line.

5.2.1 Some Important Attainments

The Chalukyas, especially the Later Chalukyas of Kalyana, played a vital role in
reshaping the political, cultural, and architectural landscape of the Deccan between
the 10th and 12th centuries CE. One of their most significant attainments was the
consolidation of a powerful regional kingdom that acted as a buffer and a rival to both
the Cholas in the south and the northern powers like the Kalachuris and Paramaras.
Their administrative system, rooted in the earlier Chalukyan model, evolved to
accommodate a complex structure of provincial governance and feudal relationships,

helping to sustain their rule over diverse regions for more than two centuries.

In the field of architecture, the Chalukyas of Kalyana made pioneering contributions
by developing what is now known as the Kalyani Chalukya style, a transitional form
between the Dravidian and Nagara schools. Temples at Itagi (Mahadeva Temple),
Lakkundi, Gadag, and Dambal display a high degree of sophistication in layout,

sculpture, and tower design. These structures became the foundation for the later
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architectural brilliance of the Hoysalas. The Chalukyan temples were not only centers
of worship but also symbols of political authority and cultural assertion, often built or
commissioned by generals and vassal chiefs as a mark of loyalty and prestige.

Another major achievement was their patronage of literature and learning. The court
of Vikramaditya VI was especially renowned for its scholars and poets. Ranna, one of
the greatest Kannada poets, flourished under their rule. The Chalukyas also supported
legal scholarship, as seen in the composition of Vijnaneshwara’s Mitakshara, a
seminal commentary on Hindu law that remained influential across India for centuries.
These intellectual attainments, combined with their architectural innovations and
political resilience, marked the Chalukyas as one of the most significant dynasties in

early medieval South India.

Let Us Sum Up

In this section, we studied the rise and achievements of the Chalukyas in the Deccan,
who ruled in three major branches - Early Chalukyas of Badami, Eastern Chalukyas
of Vengi, and Later Chalukyas of Kalyana. Each branch made notable contributions to
regional politics, temple architecture, and cultural life. The Early Chalukyas laid the
foundation of Deccan power and left a legacy of remarkable rock-cut and structural
temples, especially at Aihole, Badami, and Pattadakal. The Eastern Chalukyas played
a vital role in integrating Andhra culture with broader Indian traditions. The Later
Chalukyas of Kalyana ushered in a new phase of architectural brilliance, encouraged
literary advancements in Kannada and Sanskrit, and stabilized the political landscape
of the western Deccan. Their governance, cultural patronage, and military resilience

greatly influenced the succeeding dynasties such as the Hoysalas and the Yadavas.

1. Who was the founder of the Early Chalukya dynasty?
a) Pulakesin II

b) Kirttivarman |

c) Mangalesa

d) Pulakesin |

— d) Pulakesin |
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2. Which Chalukya ruler defeated Harshavardhana on the banks of the Narmada?
a) Vikramaditya |

b) Pulakesin I

c) Mangalesa

d) Vinayaditya

— b) Pulakesin Il

3. The Eastern Chalukyas ruled from which major centre?
a) Kalyana

b) Vengi

c) Aihole

d) Pattadakal

— b) Vengi

4. The Chalukyan style of architecture is best seen at:
a) Ajanta

b) Mahabalipuram

c) Pattadakal

d) Ellora

— c) Pattadakal

5. Which Chalukya king issued the famous Aihole inscription?
a) Pulakesin |

b) Pulakesin I

c¢) Vikramaditya |

d) Kirttivarman |

— b) Pulakesin Il

Section 5.3 Rise of Regional Kingdoms in Northern India up to 12t century

The period following the decline of Harsha’s empire witnessed the fragmentation of

political authority in northern India, paving the way for the emergence of several
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regional kingdoms. Unlike earlier centralized empires, these new powers developed
more localized administrative structures and cultural identities. The absence of a
strong imperial force allowed various regional dynasties such as the Gurjara-
Pratiharas, Palas, and Rashtrakutas (who also held influence in parts of the north) to
rise and compete for supremacy. These kingdoms often engaged in triangular conflicts
over control of key regions, especially Kannauj, which was seen as a symbol of
imperial legitimacy.

These regional states not only acted as political entities but also as patrons of religion,
art, education, and literature. Each dynasty contributed to the cultural mosaic of
northern India, with distinctive styles of temple architecture, scholastic achievements,
and religious developments such as the promotion of Shaivism, Vaishnavism, and
various sects of Buddhism. While political instability was common due to constant
warfare, this era also laid the foundation for the socio-political landscape of India
leading up to the advent of Islamic rule in the 12th century. Thus, the rise of regional
kingdoms was a defining characteristic of early medieval India, shaping its historical

trajectory in profound ways.

5.3.1 Rashtrakutas

The Rashtrakutas emerged as a powerful dynasty in the Deccan around the 8th
century CE, with their capital initially at Ellora and later at Manyakheta (modern
Malkhed in Karnataka). Though their early origin is debated, they are believed to have
been of Kannada-speaking stock, possibly of noble lineage, and initially served as
feudatories under the Early Chalukyas of Badami. Dantidurga, the founder of the
Rashtrakuta dynasty, overthrew the Chalukyan supremacy around 753 CE and
established an independent kingdom that would dominate the Deccan for over two

centuries.

Origins and Foundation of the Dynasty

The Rashtrakuta dynasty emerged as a formidable power in the Deccan in the 8th

century CE. The founder, Dantidurga, rose to prominence around 735 CE by
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overthrowing the Chalukyas of Badami. He assumed the imperial title Rajadhiraja,
signaling his authority over the Deccan and laying the groundwork for a pan-Indian
empire. Dantidurga's reign, although relatively short, was foundational, as he set the

tone for aggressive expansion and imperial ambition that characterized the dynasty.

Consolidation under Krishna |

Dantidurga was succeeded by his uncle Krishna | (c. 756—773 CE), who consolidated
Rashtrakuta authority in the Deccan. He is most celebrated for commissioning the
Kailasanatha Temple at Ellora, a monolithic rock-cut marvel carved out of a single
rock. This architectural feat not only reflected the dynasty’s patronage of art but also
its engineering capabilities. Krishna I's rule reinforced the dynasty’s hold on the region

and symbolized the blending of political power with cultural patronage.

Expansion under Dhruva Dharavarsha and Govinda lll

Krishna I's successor, Dhruva Dharavarsha (c. 780-793 CE), extended the empire’s
boundaries northwards by defeating the Gurjara-Pratiharas and the Palas, engaging
actively in the Tripartite Struggle for the control of Kannauj. This rivalry among the
Rashtrakutas, Palas, and Pratiharas shaped early medieval Indian politics. His son
Govinda Il (793-814 CE) carried forward this legacy by conducting successful
campaigns across northern and southern India. He subdued rulers of Bengal, Gujarat,
and the Tamil region, making the Rashtrakutas a pan-Indian imperial force.

Golden Age under Amoghavarsha |

One of the most illustrious Rashtrakuta rulers was Amoghavarsha | (814-878 CE),
who ruled for over 60 years. Unlike his predecessors, he focused more on internal
administration, peace, and culture than on military conquest. A devout Jain,
Amoghavarsha was a patron of literature, and himself authored Kavirajamarga, the
earliest extant work in Kannada literature. His reign is considered a golden age of
Rashtrakuta culture, marked by religious tolerance, intellectual pursuits, and artistic

expression.
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Continued Dominance: Krishna ll to Krishna lll

Krishna 1l (878-914 CE) tried to sustain the empire but faced challenges from the
Eastern Chalukyas. His successor, Indra Il (914-928 CE), briefly restored
Rashtrakuta dominance by defeating the Gurjara-Pratiharas and capturing Kannauj,
demonstrating the continued military prowess of the dynasty. Krishna 1ll (939-967 CE)
was among the last notable emperors. He defeated the Cholas in the Battle of
Takkolam and extended his influence across southern India. He also patronized
architecture and temple building, maintaining the Rashtrakuta tradition of cultural

support.

Expansion and Military Prowess

The Rashtrakutas were known for their aggressive military campaigns in both north
and south India. Under the able leadership of kings like Dantidurga, Krishna I, Govinda
lll, and Amoghavarsha |, the dynasty expanded its territory from the Narmada in the
north to the Tungabhadra in the south. The reign of Dhruva and Govinda Il was
particularly significant for their successful expeditions into northern India, even
threatening the authority of the Gurjara-Pratiharas and Palas in the Tripartite struggle
for Kannauj. These military achievements established the Rashtrakutas as one of the

most formidable powers of the early medieval period.

Administration

The Rashtrakutas adopted a decentralized administrative system, delegating powers
to feudatory chiefs, local governors, and village assemblies. The king was the supreme
authority, aided by a council of ministers. Important administrative divisions included
Rashtras (provinces), Vishayas (districts), and Bhuktis (smaller units), managed by
officials such as Maha-mandaleshwaras and Vishayapatis. The state maintained a

standing army and also relied on regional militias.

Economy
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The Rashtrakuta Empire, which flourished between the 8th and 10th centuries CE,
had its economic foundation firmly rooted in agriculture. The empire encompassed
fertile regions of the Deccan plateau, especially in modern-day Karnataka,
Maharashtra, and parts of Madhya Pradesh. The agrarian base was strengthened by
efficient irrigation systems including tanks (kere), canals, and wells, which supported
the cultivation of rice, millet, pulses, and sugarcane. Land revenue was the principal
source of income for the state, and it was usually assessed as a share of the produce,

either in kind or cash.

The Rashtrakutas issued numerous land grants, especially to Brahmins and religious
institutions, which created tax-exempt enclaves and gradually led to the emergence of
a quasi-feudal economy. These grants were recorded in copper plate inscriptions,
which provide valuable details about village boundaries, land fertility, and taxation

norms.

Trade and Commerce

The Rashtrakuta period withessed a notable increase in internal and external trade.
Cities such as Manyakheta (the capital), Nasik, and Ujjain were important commercial
hubs. The Deccan plateau served as a vital link between the north and south of India,
facilitating overland trade routes, while ports like Sopara, Chaul, and Goa ensured
active maritime commerce. Trade involved both agricultural and manufactured goods

like textiles, spices, metalware, and ivory.

The Rashtrakutas maintained commercial ties with the Abbasid Caliphate, East Africa,
and Southeast Asia. Arab traders played a major role in the western coastal trade. The
use of coins in transactions shows a partially monetized economy, although barter still

persisted in rural and interior areas.

Craft Production

Urbanization during the Rashtrakuta period was marked by the growth of market towns

and artisan centres. Various artisan guilds (shrenis) were active, producing goods like
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textiles, iron tools, jewelry, and pottery. Cities like Lonavala, Ellora, and Tagara
became noted for their specialized production. The state supported these artisans
through grants, and temples often acted as patrons of craft activity.

Temples also played an economic role beyond religion. As centres of economic
surplus, they owned land, employed artisans, coordinated festivals, and even acted
as credit institutions. Thus, religious institutions became pivotal in sustaining local

economies and redistributing resources.

Coinage and Currency

The Rashtrakutas issued coins made of gold, silver, and copper, though copper
currency was more widespread for everyday use. Their coins often bore the image of
Garuda or legends in Nagari and Kannada scripts, reflecting regional identity and
religious affiliation. Coinage helped facilitate market exchanges, taxes, and salaries,

particularly in urban regions.

Religion and Cultural Patronage

The Rashtrakutas were tolerant of all religions, although they personally patronized
Shaivism and Jainism. Amoghavarsha |, one of the most celebrated rulers, was a
devout Jain and patron of Jain scholars. The dynasty supported religious and
philosophical debates and generously endowed both Hindu temples and Jain
monasteries. Their rule marked a golden age for Kannada and Sanskrit literature, with

Amoghavarsha | himself composing the famous work Kavirajamarga in Kannada.

Art and Architecture

The Rashtrakutas were great patrons of art and architecture, with their most iconic
contribution being the Kailasanatha temple at Ellora, carved out of a single rock during
the reign of Krishna I. This monolithic marvel is considered one of the greatest

achievements in Indian rock-cut architecture, symbolizing the dynasty’s power and
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devotion. Other important sites include the cave temples at Elephanta and Pattadakal,

showcasing a synthesis of Nagara and Dravidian styles.

Decline and Fall of the Dynasty

The Rashtrakuta dynasty began to decline under Karka Il, who reigned around 972—
973 CE. Internal dissent, administrative challenges, and external threats weakened
the state’s foundation. Ultimately, Tailapa II, a Rashtrakuta feudatory from the
Chalukya lineage, overthrew Karka Il and established the Western Chalukya dynasty
of Kalyana. The fall of the Rashtrakutas ended a significant chapter in Deccan history,
but their contributions to politics, architecture, and literature left a lasting legacy.

5.3.2 Prathikaras

The Gurjara-Pratiharas emerged as a powerful dynasty in north-western India during
the early 8th century CE, following the decline of Harsha’'s empire. Their origins are
linked with the Gurjara clan, and they rose to prominence under the leadership of
Nagabhata | (c. 730-756 CE). He successfully repelled Arab invasions from Sindh,
particularly the forces of the Umayyad Caliphate, thus playing a crucial role in
defending north-western India from Islamic expansion. This victory laid the foundation

for the rise of the Pratihara power.

Expansion and the Tripartite Struggle

The Pratiharas expanded their dominion under Vatsaraja (c. 775-805 CE) and
Nagabhata Il (c. 805—-833 CE), who engaged in the Tripartite Struggle for control over
Kannauj, a symbolically and strategically important city. This struggle involved the
Pratiharas, the Rashtrakutas, and the Palas. Though victory fluctuated among the
three, the Pratiharas under Mihira Bhoja (c. 836—885 CE) emerged as the most
successful contender. Bhoja significantly extended the Pratihara Empire from the
western frontier of India to the borders of Bengal in the east and Malwa in the south,

becoming a paramount ruler of northern India.
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Zenith under Mihira Bhoja and Mahendrapala

The reign of Mihira Bhoja is considered the golden age of the Pratihara dynasty. He
assumed the imperial title Adivaraha, and his empire was marked by military prowess,
economic prosperity, and cultural advancements. His son Mahendrapala | (c. 885-910
CE) maintained the vast empire and further consolidated it. The Pratiharas, during this
time, controlled much of northern India, extending from Gujarat and Rajasthan in the

west to Bihar in the east.

Administration and Culture

The Pratiharas followed a feudal administrative system, with a decentralized structure
that depended heavily on local chieftains and feudatories. Their military was strong,
primarily consisting of cavalry. Culturally, the Pratiharas were great patrons of art,
architecture, and learning. The Khajuraho temples, though often associated with the
Chandellas, were stylistically influenced by Pratihara models. They also contributed to
the growth of Sanskrit literature and learning through patronage of scholars and

institutions.

Economy

The economy of the Gurjara-Pratihara dynasty was predominantly agrarian. The fertile
Gangetic plains, along with regions of Rajasthan and Malwa, formed the backbone of
agricultural production. The state derived its wealth largely from land revenue, which
was the main source of income. A variety of crops such as wheat, rice, barley, pulses,
and sugarcane were cultivated. Irrigation techniques, though rudimentary, included

tanks, wells, and canal systems maintained by local authorities or village communities.

Revenue System and Land Grants

The Pratiharas followed a feudal mode of administration, and this was reflected in their

revenue system. Land grants (agraharas) were commonly issued to Brahmins,

temples, and officials as rewards or for religious merit. These landholders collected
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taxes from the cultivators but often paid minimal or no revenue to the state. This trend
of Brahmadeya and Devadana grants led to the gradual decentralization of economic
control. The revenue collection was conducted by local intermediaries, and the king’s

share was fixed according to the yield and fertility of the land.

Trade and Urban Economy

Despite being an agrarian society, the Pratihara period saw a revival of urban centres
and trade. Cities like Kannauj, Ujjain, and Gwalior were major hubs for internal trade.
Artisans, weavers, blacksmiths, and merchants contributed to the urban economy,
producing goods for both local consumption and trade. The Pratiharas also maintained
trading links with Central Asia and the Arab world, as evidenced by the accounts of
Arab geographers like Al-Masudi, who described India under the Pratiharas as rich in

wealth and artistic achievements.

Coinage and Currency

The Pratiharas issued coins primarily in silver and copper, although gold coins were
less common compared to the Guptas. Their silver coins, often bearing the image of
Lakshmi on one side, reflect both the prosperity and the religious symbolism of the
state. The use of coinage facilitated market transactions in urban and rural areas,
indicating a monetized economy to a moderate extent. However, barter continued in

some rural regions.

Guilds and Crafts

Craft production was organized through guilds (shrenis), which played a vital role in
regulating quality, trade practices, and prices. Crafts such as textile weaving,
metalwork, ivory carving, and pottery thrived during this period. These guilds also
functioned as financial institutions, lending money and investing in local ventures,

indicating a vibrant economic undercurrent beneath the feudal structure.

Decline and Disintegration
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The decline of the Pratihara empire began in the 10th century due to internal
dissensions, weakening central authority, and external invasions by the Rashtrakutas,
Chandelas, and Paramaras. By the mid-11th century, the empire had fragmented into
several smaller principalities. The rise of regional powers and the inability to maintain
control over feudatories led to the collapse of centralized Pratihara authority. However,
their role in resisting Arab invasions and shaping early medieval north Indian polity

remains a significant legacy.

5.3.3 Palas

The Pala Dynasty rose to prominence in eastern India - primarily in Bengal and Bihar
- after a prolonged period of political instability following the fall of the Gauda Kingdom.
The dynasty was established in the mid-8th century CE by Gopala, who was elected
by regional chieftains, marking one of the rare instances of an elective monarchy in
Indian history. Gopala's accession brought much-needed political stability to Bengal,

and his successors expanded the realm into a formidable empire.

Prominent Rulers and Military Campaigns

The Pala dynasty produced several capable and influential monarchs who played a
pivotal role in shaping early medieval eastern India. Among them, Gopala,
Dharmapala, and Devapala stand out as the most prominent.

Gopala (r. c. 750-770 CE), the dynasty’s founder, was elected by local chieftains to
end the prevailing anarchy in Bengal. His reign laid the foundation for a stable kingdom

and enabled administrative consolidation.

His son, Dharmapala (r. c. 770-810 CE), was a dynamic ruler who expanded the
empire’s boundaries significantly. He engaged in the Tripartite Struggle for control over
Kannauj, a coveted political center in north India, against the Gurjara-Pratiharas and
Rashtrakutas. Dharmapala succeeded in asserting his influence over Kannauj for a

time and installed a puppet ruler, Chakrayudha, though he did not retain it
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permanently. He extended his authority over several regions including parts of Punjab,
eastern Uttar Pradesh, Assam, and Odisha, receiving nominal allegiance from many

kings.

Devapala (r. c. 810-850 CE), Dharmapala’s son, is often regarded as the most
powerful ruler of the Pala dynasty. He continued his father’s expansionist policies and
claimed victories over the Hunas, Dravidas, Kambojas, and the Utkalas (Odisha). His
empire stretched from the Brahmaputra River in the east to parts of central India in the
west, and from the Himalayas in the north to the Vindhyas in the south. Devapala also
maintained diplomatic relations and patronized Buddhism internationally, sending
missions to Sri Lanka, Java, and Suvarnabhumi (Southeast Asia).

Later rulers like Mahipala | (r. c. 988—1038 CE) witnessed a brief revival of Pala power,
recovering territories in northern Bengal and Bihar. However, his successors failed to
maintain the momentum, and the dynasty gradually declined due to repeated

invasions, internal dissent, and the rise of the Sena dynasty.

Administration and Governance

The Palas governed a large territory through a feudal administrative system, which
delegated power to local samantas (feudatories). These local rulers were responsible
for maintaining order, collecting revenue, and supplying troops to the emperor. The
central authority maintained a royal court, a bureaucratic system, and issued land
grants—primarily to Buddhist monastic institutions, Brahmins, and officials.

Inscriptions and copper plate grants reveal the existence of a well-regulated taxation
system and administrative units such as bhukti (province), mandala (district), and
vishaya (sub-district).

Economy

The Pala Empire, with its vast and resource-rich territories across Bengal, Bihar, and

parts of northern India, developed a thriving and multifaceted economy. The region's
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natural fertility, navigable rivers, and trade routes contributed significantly to economic

prosperity during the Pala rule.

Agriculture and Land Revenue

Agriculture was the backbone of the Pala economy. The fertile Gangetic plains of
Bengal and Bihar supported intensive cultivation of rice, wheat, barley, pulses, and
sugarcane. The state derived its primary income from land revenue, which was
collected either in cash or kind. Large tracts of land were granted to Brahmins and
Buddhist monasteries, leading to the emergence of semi-autonomous landed
intermediaries. These agraharas and viharas played a dual role—as centers of
learning and hubs of agrarian management. State officers maintained records of land
holdings, revenue rates, and types of land through copper plate inscriptions, a notable

administrative feature of the time.

Trade and Commerce

The Palas actively promoted both internal and long-distance trade. Rivers like the
Ganga and Brahmaputra were vital arteries of commerce, facilitating the movement of
goods and people. Bengal's location on the Bay of Bengal enabled maritime trade with
Sri Lanka, Southeast Asia, and even China, contributing to economic and cultural
exchanges. The chief exports included textiles, rice, spices, and precious stones, while
imports brought in luxury items, horses, and metals. Urban centers like Pataliputra,
Vikramashila, and Tamralipti flourished as commercial hubs during the Pala era.

Craft Production and Guilds

Craft production under the Palas reflected high specialization. Artisans such as
weavers, metalworkers, carpenters, and stone sculptors formed guilds (shrenis),
which regulated quality, wages, and training. These guilds also participated in temple
construction and received patronage from kings and local elites. The production of
Buddhist icons in bronze, especially in the Pala style, became an important artisanal

activity, with many of these items exported to Southeast Asian regions.
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Monetary System and Taxation

Though the economy primarily functioned on a barter system in rural areas, coinage
played a vital role in urban transactions and trade. The Palas issued silver and copper
coins, often with symbolic motifs and inscriptions in Sanskrit. The taxation system
included land tax, trade tax, custom duties, and levies on artisans, which sustained
the state's administrative and military expenses. Inscriptions also mention taxes on

ferries, forests, and marketplaces.

Patronage of Buddhism and Culture

The Palas were staunch patrons of Mahayana Buddhism and are especially
remembered for their contribution to the revival and spread of the religion. Under their
patronage, Nalanda University flourished as a major centre of Buddhist learning, while
Vikramashila and Odantapuri were established as sister institutions. These centers
attracted scholars from Tibet, China, and Southeast Asia and helped solidify Bengal's

role as a cultural and spiritual hub.

Palas also supported Hindu temples and Brahmanical institutions, demonstrating a

degree of religious tolerance and syncretism.

Art and Architecture

Pala rule saw the emergence of a distinctive style of sculpture and architecture, known
as Pala art, characterized by smooth, polished stone images of Buddhist and Hindu
deities. These were mostly carved in black basalt. The architectural contributions
include monasteries (viharas) and stupas, especially in Nalanda and Vikramashila.
The Pala style influenced Buddhist art in Tibet and Nepal, and later travelled to
Southeast Asia. Miniature paintings and illustrated manuscripts also began to develop

during the later Pala period, laying the foundations for eastern Indian artistic traditions.

Decline

_ Periyar University — CDOE| Self-Learning Material



CDOE - ODL M.A — SEMESTER | History of Ancient and Early Medieval India

The Pala dynasty began to decline in the 11th century due to internal dissensions,
weak successors, and pressure from emerging powers such as the Senas in Bengal
and the Chalukyas and Kalachuris from the west. The final blow came with the invasion
of Mahipala Il by the Sena king Vijayasena, which led to the ultimate collapse of Pala

authority by the mid-12th century.

Let Us Sum Up

In this section, we explored the emergence and evolution of regional powers in
northern India after the decline of the Guptas and Harsha. The Rashtrakutas rose to
prominence with their military prowess, cultural patronage, and expansive empire
stretching across the Deccan and beyond. The Pratiharas were noted for their role in
the Tripartite Struggle and the consolidation of western and central India. The Palas,
emerging from Bengal, became known for their patronage of Mahayana Buddhism,
expansive trade, and strong political leadership. These dynasties played a crucial role
in shaping the political, economic, and cultural contours of early medieval India. The
period was marked by regional assertion, flourishing art and architecture, increasing
trade, and the development of educational institutions and religious thought.

1. Who was the most powerful ruler of the Rashtrakuta dynasty?
a) Govinda lll

b) Amoghavarsha |

c) Dantidurga

d) Krishna |

— b) Amoghavarsha |

2. The Tripartite Struggle was fought among the Palas, Pratiharas, and which other
dynasty?

a) Cholas

b) Rashtrakutas

c) Paramaras

d) Kalachuris
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— b) Rashtrakutas

3. Which Pala ruler is credited with founding the dynasty?
a) Mahipala

b) Devapala

c) Gopala

d) Dharmapala

— c) Gopala

4. The capital of the Pratihara dynasty was:
a) Ujjain

b) Kanauj

c) Pataliputra

d) Varanasi

— b) Kanauj

5. Which Rashtrakuta king built the famous Kailasanatha temple at Ellora?
a) Krishna |

b) Dantidurga

¢) Amoghavarsha |

d) Indra 11l

— a) Krishna |

Section 5.4: Arab Conquest of Sind

The Arab conquest of Sind must be viewed within the broader framework of early
Islamic expansion across West and Central Asia during the 7th and 8th centuries CE.
After the death of Prophet Muhammad in 632 CE, the Rashidun Caliphate and its
successors - the Umayyads - rapidly expanded the Islamic world through military
conquests and missionary activity. By the early 8th century, Arab forces had already
consolidated their hold over Persia and had begun looking eastward toward the Indian
subcontinent. The region of Sind, located in the lower Indus Valley (modern-day
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Pakistan), attracted Arab attention due to its strategic position, fertile lands, and

commercial importance.

5.4.1 Causes of the Invasion

Several factors led to the Arab invasion of Sind:

e Strategic and Commercial Motives: Sind was an important gateway to the
Indian subcontinent and had active trade links with the Persian Gulf and
Arabian Sea. Control over this region meant dominance over land and maritime

trade routes.

e Religious Zeal: The Umayyad Caliphate aimed to spread Islam and extend

political influence over non-Muslim territories.

e Political Turmoil in Sind: At the time, Sind was ruled by Dahir of the Brahman
dynasty. The kingdom was politically isolated, and Dahir faced opposition from

regional rulers and tribes.

e The Incident at Debal: One of the immediate causes of the invasion was the
capture of Arab ships by local pirates near Debal (modern Karachi), which were
reportedly carrying widows and orphans of Muslim traders. The failure of King
Dabhir to take action prompted the Umayyads to initiate a military campaign.

5.4.2 The Campaign of Muhammad bin Qasim

The Arab invasion of Sind was spearheaded by Muhammad bin Qasim, a 17-year-old
general of the Umayyad Caliphate and a relative of Al-Hajjaj, the powerful governor of
Irag. Appointed in 711 CE, Qasim was entrusted with the mission to avenge the loss
of Arab lives and goods following the piracy incident near Debal, and more broadly, to

expand Islamic control eastwards into the Indian subcontinent.

Invasion and Conquest of Debal
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The first target of Muhammad bin Qasim was Debal, a thriving port town near modern-
day Karachi. The town was fortified and guarded by a strong garrison. Qasim’s forces,
consisting of around 6,000 cavalrymen, advanced siege engineers, and camel-
mounted archers, laid siege to Debal. Using large siege engines known as manjaniks,
they bombarded the city. After intense fighting, the city was captured. A mosque was

constructed at the site, symbolizing the establishment of Islamic rule.

Advance Through Sind

Following the fall of Debal, Qasim moved rapidly up the Indus Valley. The next major
targets were:

e Nerun (modern Hyderabad), which surrendered with minimal resistance;

e Sehwan, where fierce fighting took place but was ultimately subdued;

e Sivistan and Brahmanabad, both of which posed significant resistance but were
eventually brought under control.

Qasim’s military success was supported by a strategy of combining force with
diplomacy. He offered generous terms of surrender to towns and local rulers that
submitted, allowing local administration to continue under Arab oversight and ensuring
the cooperation of non-Muslim officials and soldiers.

Battle with Raja Dahir

The pivotal moment of the campaign was the battle against Raja Dahir, the Brahmin
ruler of Sind, who had refused to take action against the pirates earlier. The final
confrontation took place near the banks of the Indus River. Dahir fought valiantly atop
a war elephant but was eventually defeated and killed in battle. This sealed the fate of

his kingdom. His capital, Alor, was soon taken by Qasim.

Further Conquests
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After Dahir’'s death, Muhammad bin Qasim continued to expand his control:
e Multan, a prosperous city known as the "City of Gold", was captured after a
siege. It was a significant economic center and added to the fiscal strength of

the Arab administration.

e Otherregions of southern Punjab also came under his authority, extending Arab

control deep into northwestern India.

Administrative Integration

One of Qasim’s remarkable achievements was the way he integrated the newly

conquered regions:

e He retained local Hindu officials and chieftains, provided they acknowledged

Arab supremacy and paid tribute.

e He ensured religious tolerance, allowing the continuation of Hindu and Buddhist

worship upon payment of jizya (a protection tax).

e His administration followed a policy of non-interference in local customs,

gaining the trust of the native populace.

Recall and End of the Campaign

Despite his extraordinary success, Muhammad bin Qasim’s career was abruptly
ended when he was recalled by the new Caliph and imprisoned on false charges. He
died in captivity, and his successors failed to maintain the momentum of conquest.
The Arab presence in Sind continued for a while but became largely confined and

localized, without significant expansion into the deeper Indian heartland.

Administration and Policy
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Muhammad bin Qasim implemented a pragmatic administrative system that allowed

local autonomy to continue under Arab supervision:

e Tolerance and Integration: The conquered people, especially Buddhists and
Hindus, were treated as dhimmis (protected people) upon paying the jizya (tax).
Temples were generally not destroyed, and local officials were retained to

collect taxes.

e Land Revenue System: The Arab administration continued the existing system

of land revenue, which was a primary source of income.

e Arabic Language and Culture: Arabic was introduced in official
correspondence, and Islamic law began to influence the judicial system,

although traditional laws were not completely displaced.

5.4.3 Significance of the Arab Conquest

The Arab conquest of Sind holds great historical importance:

e First Permanent Muslim Foothold in India: It marked the beginning of Islamic

political influence in the Indian subcontinent.

e Cultural Exchange: The conquest paved the way for the introduction of Arabic
sciences, medicine, mathematics, and theology to India. Similarly, Indian

numerals, astronomy, and literature influenced the Islamic world.

e Limited Expansion: Despite initial success, the Arab conquests did not move
significantly beyond Sind and Multan due to logistical challenges, lack of
political consolidation, and resistance from powerful Indian kingdoms like the

Gurjaras and the Pratiharas.

Decline of Arab Authority in Sind
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After Muhammad bin Qasim was recalled and later executed due to court politics, Arab
authority in Sind weakened. Later governors failed to maintain control or expand
further. Eventually, the Arab rulers in Sind became semi-independent and lost direct

connection with the central Caliphate.

Legacy

The Arab conquest of Sind did not lead to widespread Islamization or political control

in India immediately but left a lasting legacy:

e |t opened channels for continued contact between India and the Islamic world.

e |t became a precursor to later Muslim invasions, including those of the

Ghaznavids and Ghurids.

e Culturally, it marked the beginning of India's interaction with the Islamic West,

a relationship that would profoundly shape the subcontinent’s future.

Let Us Sum Up

The campaign of Muhammad bin Qasim marked the beginning of Islamic political
presence in the Indian subcontinent. Appointed by the Umayyad Caliphate, Qasim
launched a well-organized military expedition in 711 CE, beginning with the successful
capture of Debal. His campaign progressed swiftly through Sind and Multan,
employing a combination of military strength, strategic diplomacy, and administrative
pragmatism. The defeat and death of Raja Dahir proved pivotal, enabling the Arabs to
consolidate control over lower Sind. Qasim's inclusive policies allowed for local
autonomy, religious freedom, and continuation of traditional administration under Arab
oversight. Although his early death and recall curtailed the long-term impact of his
campaign, the Arab conquest of Sind laid the foundation for future Islamic influence in
the region and opened avenues of cultural and commercial exchange between India

and the Islamic world.
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Check Your Progress

1. Who led the Arab conquest of Sind in 711 CE?
a) Al-Hajjaj

b) Umar

¢) Muhammad bin Qasim

d) Mahmud of Ghazni

— ¢) Muhammad bin Qasim

2. Which port city was the first to be captured by Muhammad bin Qasim?
a) Multan

b) Brahmanabad

c) Debal

d) Alor

— c) Debal

3. Who was the ruler of Sind defeated by Muhammad bin Qasim?
a) Pulakesin I

b) Dahir

c) Harsha

d) Bhoja

— b) Dahir

4. Which significant city in Punjab, known as the "City of Gold", was captured by
Qasim?

a) Lahore

b) Multan

c¢) Ujjain

d) Varanasi

— b) Multan

5. Who was the powerful Umayyad governor who appointed Qasim for the campaign?
a) Al-walid |
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b) Umar Il
c) Al-Hajjaj
d) Marwan

— c) Al-Hajjaj

Section 5.5: Campaigns of Mahmud of Ghazni and Muhammad Ghori

The advent of Mahmud of Ghazni and later Muhammad Ghori marked a new phase in
the political history of medieval India, bringing sustained foreign incursions and setting
the stage for long-term Islamic rule in the subcontinent. Mahmud of Ghazni, the ruler
of the Ghaznavid dynasty, led a series of invasions into India between 1000 and 1027
CE. Unlike earlier invaders, his campaigns were driven not only by the lure of India's
immense wealth but also by a desire to expand his political influence and propagate
Islam. Mahmud's repeated raids targeted prosperous temple towns such as Somnath,
Thanesar, and Mathura. While he did not establish a permanent rule in India, his
invasions severely weakened the political fabric of northern India, exposing the

vulnerabilities of regional kingdoms like the Pratiharas and the Palas.

Muhammad Ghori, emerging from the Ghurid dynasty in the latter half of the 12th
century, adopted a markedly different approach. His campaigns were aimed at
establishing a permanent Islamic state in India, in contrast to Mahmud's plundering
expeditions. Ghori’s victories at the First and Second Battles of Tarain (1191 and 1192
CE) against the Chauhan ruler Prithviraj Il marked a decisive turning point. These
conquests laid the foundation for the Delhi Sultanate and heralded a new era of Indo-
Islamic rule. Unlike Mahmud, Muhammad Ghori consolidated his conquests through
administrative and military structures, appointing loyal commanders like Qutb-ud-din
Aibak to govern newly acquired territories. Together, the campaigns of Mahmud of
Ghazni and Muhammad Ghori reshaped the socio-political landscape of medieval

India, paving the way for centuries of Muslim rule.

5.5.1 Campaigns of Mahmud of Ghazni
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Mahmud of Ghazni was the most prominent ruler of the Ghaznavid dynasty, which
emerged in the region of present-day Afghanistan during the 10th century CE. He
ascended the throne in 997 CE after succeeding his father, Subuktigin, and quickly
consolidated his control over regions including present-day Iran, Afghanistan, and
parts of Central Asia. Mahmud was a devout Sunni Muslim and a shrewd military
strategist who sought both to expand his empire and to gain fame as a champion of
Islam. His ambitions extended to the rich and fragmented kingdoms of the Indian
subcontinent, which he viewed as both a religious challenge and a source of immense

wealth.

Objectives and Nature of the Campaigns

Mahmud's Indian campaigns had a dual purpose: the expansion of his empire and the
acquisition of vast wealth to finance his rule and his cultural patronage in Ghazni.
Unlike Muhammad Ghori, who aimed to establish a permanent Muslim rule in India,
Mahmud’s objectives were largely plunder-driven. He launched seventeen expeditions
into India between 1000 and 1027 CE, targeting the wealthy and politically fragmented
states of North India. His raids were swift, brutal, and meticulously planned to avoid

long-term administrative entanglements.

Major Expeditions and Battles

Mahmud of Ghazni led seventeen major expeditions into India between 1000 and 1027
CE, each planned to exploit the political disunity and immense temple wealth of the
Indian subcontinent. His campaigns targeted Hindu kingdoms, religious centers, and
urban capitals, with a focus on plunder, religious zeal, and imperial prestige. Below is

a comprehensive chronology and description of his expeditions:

1st Expedition (1000 CE): Mahmud’s first expedition was directed against the
Hindushahi kingdom ruled by Jayapala of Kabul. He launched an attack on the frontier
town of Waihind (near Peshawar), defeating Jayapala and marking the beginning of

his incursions into India.
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2nd Expedition (1001 CE): In this expedition, Mahmud again faced Jayapala near
Peshawar. Jayapala was decisively defeated, captured, and later released.
Humiliated, Jayapala immolated himself. This opened the Punjab plains to Ghaznavid

influence.

3rd Expedition (1004 CE): Mahmud turned toward Bhera, a prosperous town in
Punjab. He captured it without much resistance, plundered its wealth, and appointed

local governors to secure Ghaznavid control in the region.

4th Expedition (1006 CE): This campaign targeted the Ismaili Shia rulers of Multan.
Mahmud defeated them and destroyed several Ismaili institutions, considering them

heretical, and replaced the local leadership with his own trusted officials.

5th Expedition (1008 CE): Mahmud confronted a Hindu confederacy led by
Anandapala, son of Jayapala, at the Battle of Waihind. Despite Anandapala’s efforts,

Mahmud emerged victorious and further solidified his hold over the northwest.

6th Expedition (1009 CE): Mahmud once again attacked Multan to suppress a
rebellion by the local governor he had earlier installed. He succeeded in quelling the

uprising and reasserted his control.

7th Expedition (1010 CE): This campaign was aimed at punishing the rebellious rulers
of the Gakkhars, a tribal community in the Rawalpindi region. Mahmud defeated them
and strengthened his frontier defenses.

8th Expedition (1011 CE): Mahmud marched towards Thanesar (modern
Kurukshetra), an important religious center. He looted the temples and carried away
vast wealth, reinforcing his image as a destroyer of idol-worship.

9th Expedition (1013 CE): In this attack, Mahmud returned to the Punjab region and
subdued the Katas Raj temples and neighboring regions, continuing his policy of

temple destruction and wealth accumulation.

_ Periyar University — CDOE| Self-Learning Material



CDOE - ODL M.A — SEMESTER | History of Ancient and Early Medieval India

10th Expedition (1014 CE): Mahmud attacked the fort of Kangra in Himachal Pradesh.
The fort, known for its wealth, fell after a long siege. The temples were looted and
thousands of idols were destroyed or carried away.

11th Expedition (1015 CE): He again turned towards Kashmir but failed to capture its

well-defended territories. This was one of Mahmud'’s rare unsuccessful campaigns.

12th Expedition (1016 CE): Mahmud raided the Jats of the Sindh region who had
grown hostile. He defeated them decisively and ensured safer passage along the

lower Indus.

13th Expedition (1018 CE): Mahmud attacked Mathura, a significant Hindu pilgrimage
city, and destroyed numerous temples. He then turned to Kannauj, a former imperial

capital, which was also plundered.

14th Expedition (1021 CE): Mahmud intervened in the affairs of the Chandela kingdom
in Bundelkhand and attacked Kalinjar. Though he did not annex the region, he

weakened its power and extracted tribute.

15th Expedition (1023 CE): Mahmud targeted the region of Gwalior, which was
strategically important. The fort was besieged and eventually forced to submit. Tribute

and riches were taken back to Ghazni.

16th Expedition (1025 CE): His most famous campaign, Mahmud invaded Gujarat and
attacked the famed Somnath temple. After fierce resistance, the temple was sacked,

its idol broken, and immense wealth looted.
17th Expedition (1027 CE): On his return from Somnath, Mahmud faced attacks from
the Jats of Sindh. In retaliation, he launched a punitive expedition and annihilated the

Jat resistance to secure his return route.

5.5.2 Impact on India
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Though Mahmud of Ghazni did not seek to establish territorial control, his invasions
had a profound impact on Indian polity and society. His repeated incursions weakened
major Indian dynasties, eroded their military strength, and disrupted the economic
fabric of temple-based urban centers. The psychological impact of his raids also
fostered insecurity among regional rulers and revealed the lack of unity among Indian
states. Culturally, the plundered wealth was used to embellish Ghazni, turning it into
a major center of Islamic art, literature, and learning. His campaigns, though brief in
their Indian duration, opened the gateway for future Islamic incursions, particularly by
the Ghurids.

Overall Impact of Mahmud’s Battles are:

e Weakened Indian polity: The Pratiharas, Chandelas, and other dynasties were
severely weakened.

e Cultural desecration: Major temples and religious institutions were destroyed or

plundered.

e Gateway to future invasions: Mahmud’s invasions demonstrated the
vulnerability of Indian kingdoms, setting the stage for future conquests by
Muhammad Ghori and the Delhi Sultanate.

e Symbolic dominance: His campaigns had significant psychological and

religious impact, casting a long shadow over Indian polity for centuries.

Legacy

Mahmud of Ghazni is remembered both as a ruthless invader and as a patron of
culture in the Islamic world. His invasions exposed the disunity of Indian rulers and
laid the groundwork for the later Muslim conquests of India. While he left no permanent
administrative legacy in the subcontinent, his actions significantly altered the political

dynamics of northern India. His military successes earned him titles such as “ldol-
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breaker” in Islamic chronicles, and his legacy remains complex—both feared and

admired depending on the perspective.

5.5.3 Campaigns of Muhammad Ghori

Muhammad Ghori, also known as Mu'‘izz al-Din Muhammad bin Sam, was a pivotal
figure in the establishment of Muslim rule in North India. Unlike Mahmud of Ghazni,
whose incursions were largely for plunder, Muhammad Ghori’s campaigns were aimed
at establishing permanent political control. His expeditions laid the foundation for the

Delhi Sultanate and marked the beginning of a new era in Indian history.

Early Attempts and the Battle of Gujarat (1178 CE)

Muhammad Ghori first attempted to penetrate into India through Gujarat in 1178 CE.
However, his army suffered a crushing defeat at the hands of the Solanki ruler of
Gujarat, Bhima Il, at the Battle of Kasahrada (also known as Kayadara). This early
setback compelled him to change his route and shift focus toward the northwestern

frontiers of India.

Capture of Punjab and Strategic Expansion

Learning from his earlier defeat, Ghori turned his attention to Punjab, a region of
strategic and economic importance. In 1179-1186, he gradually expanded his
territory, ultimately capturing Lahore from Khusrau Malik, the last Ghaznavid ruler.
With this conquest, the entire Punjab came under his control, providing him a strong

base for further incursions into the Gangetic plain.

First Battle of Tarain (1191 CE)

The First Battle of Tarain, fought in 1191 CE, was a significant military encounter
between the forces of Prithviraj Chauhan, the Rajput ruler of the Chahamana dynasty,
and Muhammad Ghori, the ruler of Ghur. Tarain, near Thanesar (in present-day
Haryana), was strategically located and often served as a battleground for northern
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Indian powers. This battle marked the first major confrontation between the Hindu

Rajput confederacy and the advancing Islamic forces of Ghori.

Muhammad Ghori, after consolidating his control over parts of Punjab including
Lahore, sought to advance into the heart of North India by capturing the crucial Rajput
stronghold of Delhi and its surrounding areas. Prithviraj Chauhan, known for his valour
and leadership, led a formidable Rajput coalition that included the support of other
regional kings. According to historical sources, the Rajput army was significantly larger

than Ghori’'s and was well-prepared for battle.

The battle began with fierce hand-to-hand combat, and the Rajputs, fighting in
traditional formation and with great bravery, inflicted heavy casualties on the Ghurid
forces. Muhammad Ghori himself was wounded in personal combat by Govind Rai
(Prithviraj’s close associate and brother). Ghori's army, demoralized and leaderless,
retreated in disorder from the battlefield. This was a clear victory for Prithviraj

Chauhan, who emerged as the most powerful ruler in North India after the battle.

However, despite this triumph, Prithviraj did not pursue the retreating Ghurid army or
strengthen his frontier defenses. This lack of strategic foresight gave Muhammad
Ghori the opportunity to regroup and return the following year with a much stronger
force, setting the stage for the Second Battle of Tarain in 1192 CE, which would alter

the course of Indian history.

Second Battle of Tarain (1192 CE)

The Second Battle of Tarain, fought in 1192 CE, stands as one of the most decisive
battles in Indian history, marking the beginning of Muslim rule in North India. It was
fought between Prithviraj Chauhan, the Rajput king of the Chahamana dynasty, and
Muhammad Ghori of the Ghurid Empire. This confrontation occurred almost a year
after Ghori’s defeat in the First Battle of Tarain (1191 CE), and this time, he returned

with better preparation, strategy, and reinforcements.
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Learning from his earlier failure, Muhammad Ghori carefully planned his second
invasion. He assembled a large, well-trained cavalry-based army equipped with
superior archery and mobility, which contrasted with the heavily armored but slower-
moving Rajput forces. Ghori also formed alliances with local rulers and ensured supply
lines and military coordination along his path to the battlefield. Meanwhile, Prithviraj
Chauhan underestimated the threat posed by Ghori and failed to form a strong
confederacy or fortify his defenses adequately.

When the armies met again at Tarain, Ghori employed clever tactics. He divided his
forces into several units and used a feigned retreat strategy. As the Rajputs pursued
the retreating Ghurid cavalry, they broke ranks, and Ghori’'s reserve forces attacked
the disorganized Rajput troops with deadly precision. The Rajput army suffered a
crushing defeat. Prithviraj Chauhan was captured, and according to later Persian

chroniclers, he was either executed or sent to Ghazni as a prisoner.

This battle had far-reaching consequences. It marked the collapse of Rajput
dominance in northern India and paved the way for the establishment of Islamic rule
under the Delhi Sultanate. The victory of Muhammad Ghori laid the foundation for
subsequent Muslim dynasties in India, beginning with his general Qutb-ud-din Aibak,
who would later become the first Sultan of Delhi. The Second Battle of Tarain is thus

considered a turning point in medieval Indian history.

Battle of Chandawar (1194 CE)

Following his success at Tarain, Ghori turned eastward. In 1194, he clashed with the
Gahadavala king Jayachandra of Kannauj at the Battle of Chandawar (near Etawah).
Jayachandra was killed in the battle, and Kannauj was annexed. This further secured

Ghori’'s dominance over the fertile and populous Ganga-Yamuna Doab region.

Later Campaigns and Administration
Ghori continued to expand his control in northern India by sending his trusted general
Qutb-ud-din Aibak to conquer regions like Bihar and Bengal. These campaigns were

not just military exercises but also included the establishment of military outposts and
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administrative centers to consolidate control. Muhammad Ghori did not stay in India
permanently but appointed loyal Turkish commanders to manage the newly acquired

territories.

5.5.4 Impact

The campaigns of Muhammad Ghori marked a turning point in Indian history, ushering
in a new era of Islamic political dominance in northern India. Unlike Mahmud of Ghazni,
whose expeditions were limited to plunder and raids, Muhammad Ghori had a long-
term vision to establish territorial control. His victory in the Second Battle of Tarain
(1192 CE) against Prithviraj Chauhan effectively opened the gates of the Indo-
Gangetic plain to Muslim rule. This laid the groundwork for the establishment of the
Delhi Sultanate, with his trusted general Qutb-ud-din Aibak founding the Mamluk
(Slave) Dynasty shortly after Ghori's death.

The impact of Ghori’'s campaigns extended beyond military conquests. His systematic
approach to governance and reliance on loyal mamluk commanders initiated the
process of administrative reorganization in the newly conquered regions. Local rulers
were replaced or subordinated, and new systems of taxation, land revenue, and
Persian-language administration began to take root. His conquests weakened the
power of traditional Rajput dynasties and fragmented the old political order, making
way for centralized rule under Islamic monarchs. Over time, the influence of Persian
culture, Islamic religious institutions, and new artistic and architectural styles began to
blend with the Indian milieu, resulting in a distinct Indo-Islamic culture. Thus,
Muhammad Ghori’s role was instrumental in transforming the political and cultural

trajectory of medieval India.

Death and Legacy

Muhammad Ghori was assassinated in 1206 CE near the Indus by an unknown group,
possibly local tribes or Ismailis. Though he died without a direct heir, his legacy
endured through his generals, especially Qutb-ud-din Aibak, who laid the foundation

of the Delhi Sultanate. Ghori's campaigns were thus instrumental in transforming the
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political landscape of medieval India from regional Rajput dominions to centralized

Muslim rule.

Let Us Sum Up

In this section, we examined the significant military campaigns of Mahmud of Ghazni
and Muhammad Ghori, which played a crucial role in shaping medieval Indian history.
Mahmud of Ghazni’s seventeen expeditions into India were primarily aimed at plunder,
with the destruction of temples and accumulation of wealth, but he did not establish a
lasting political presence. In contrast, Muhammad Ghori focused on territorial
expansion and laid the foundation for Islamic rule in North India. His decisive victory
in the Second Battle of Tarain (1192 CE) against Prithviraj Chauhan marked the
beginning of Muslim political dominance in the Indo-Gangetic plain. Ghori’'s campaigns
ultimately paved the way for the establishment of the Delhi Sultanate under his general
Qutb-ud-din Aibak, leading to lasting administrative, cultural, and political changes in

Indian history.

Check Your Progress

1. Who was the ruler of Ghazni who launched multiple invasions into India?
a) Muhammad Ghori

b) Alauddin Khalji

¢) Mahmud of Ghazni

d) Timur

— ¢) Mahmud of Ghazni

2. Which famous temple was looted and destroyed by Mahmud of Ghazni in 1025 CE?
a) Meenakshi Temple

b) Somnath Temple

¢) Brihadeshwara Temple

d) Lingaraj Temple

— b) Somnath Temple
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3. Who was the Rajput ruler defeated by Muhammad Ghori in the Second Battle of
Tarain?

a) Harshavardhana

b) Rajendra Chola

c) Prithviraj Chauhan

d) Bhoja

— ¢) Prithviraj Chauhan

4. Who was appointed by Muhammad Ghori to govern his Indian territories?
a) Alauddin Khalji

b) Nasiruddin Mahmud

¢) Qutb-ud-din Aibak

d) Balban

— ¢) Qutb-ud-din Aibak

5. Which dynasty was established as a result of Muhammad Ghori’'s conquest?
a) Mughal Dynasty

b) Maurya Dynasty

¢) Mamluk (Slave) Dynasty

d) Chola Dynasty

— ¢) Mamluk (Slave) Dynasty

This unit explores the dynamic political and cultural developments in Peninsular and
Northern India between the fall of Harsha’'s empire and the establishment of the Delhi
Sultanate. The unit begins by examining the Tamil country up to the 12th century,
highlighting the roles of the Pallavas, Pandyas, and Cholas. It then discusses the rise
and expansion of the Chalukyas in their various branches - Badami, Vengi, and
Kalyana - and their contributions to polity, architecture, and culture. The emergence
of major regional powers in Northern India, such as the Rashtrakutas, Pratiharas, and
Palas, is analyzed with a focus on their military campaigns, administration, economy,

and patronage to art and religion. The unit also delves into the Arab conquest of Sind
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led by Muhammad bin Qasim, which marked the first significant Islamic incursion into
India. Following this, the detailed accounts of Mahmud of Ghazni’s plundering raids
and Muhammad Ghori’'s campaigns -culminating in the decisive Battles of Tarain - are
explored, showing how they paved the way for Islamic rule in North India. The unit
presents a comprehensive view of the decentralization of power, regional state
formations, and external invasions that collectively shaped the subcontinent’s

transition to the medieval period.

Mandalam An administrative division used by South Indian dynasties
like the Cholas to manage large territories.

Ghatikas Educational institutions or assemblies associated with
temples in South India, especially during the Pallava
period.

Tarain The site in present-day Haryana where two significant

battles were fought between Prithviraj Chauhan and
Muhammad Ghori in 1191 and 1192 CE.

Mahamandaleshvara | A title given to powerful feudatory chiefs under regional
kings, particularly in Deccan polities.

Samanthas Feudatory lords or vassal chiefs who pledged allegiance
to a more powerful king in early medieval India.

Dravida Style A style of temple architecture that developed in South
India, characterized by pyramid-shaped towers and
intricate carvings.

Arab Conquest of The 8th-century military campaign led by Muhammad bin

Sind Qasim that brought parts of Sind under Umayyad control.

Raid A quick military attack or incursion, often used to describe
Mahmud of Ghazni’s repeated attacks on Indian temples
and cities.
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Prashasti A eulogistic inscription often composed in Sanskrit,

praising a ruler’s achievements and genealogy.

Chihalgani

groundwork for Turkish administrative practices.

A group of forty Turkish nobles formed later during the
Delhi Sultanate, but conceptually relevant as Ghori laid

Short Answers: (5 Marks) K3/K4 Level Questions

1. | Explain the administrative structure of the Chalukyas of Badami. K3

2. | Write a short note on the contributions of the Pallavas to temple K4
architecture.

3. | Describe the political significance of the Rashtrakutas in Deccan K3
history.

4. | What were the causes of the Arab invasion of Sind in the 8th K4
century?

5. | Highlight the cultural contributions of the Eastern Chalukyas of K3
Vengi.

6. | Discuss the economic condition under the rule of the Palas. K4

7. | What was the impact of Mahmud of Ghazni’s raids on Indian K4
society?

8. | Write a note on the significance of the Second Battle of Tarain (1192 K3
CE).

9. | Explain the importance of Nalanda University during this period. K3

10. | Briefly describe the decline of the Later Chalukyas. K4

Essay Type Answers: (8 Marks) K5/K6 Level Questions
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1. | Critically examine the administrative system of the Chalukyas and its K5
influence on later dynasties.

2. | Evaluate the political and cultural achievements of the Rashtrakutas. K6

3. | Discuss the significance of the Arab conquest of Sind in Indian K5
history.

4. | Assess the role of Mahmud of Ghazni’s invasions in shaping Indo- K6
Islamic interactions.

5. | Analyze the causes and consequences of the Second Battle of K5
Tarain.

6. | Examine the contributions of the Eastern Chalukyas to the K6
development of regional culture.

7. | Write an analytical essay on the economy and trade under the K5
Palas.

8. | How did the Later Chalukyas of Kalyana contribute to political K5
consolidation in the Deccan?

9. | Evaluate the role of education and institutions like Nalanda and K6
Vikramashila in this period.

10. | Discuss the long-term impact of Muhammad Ghori’'s campaigns on K6
Indian polity and society.

Case Study: Analyze the impact of Mahmud of Ghazni’s raids on Somnath

Temple and discuss how it affected regional politics and religious sentiments.

Research Activity: Compare the administrative structures of the Rashtrakutas

and the Chalukyas with the help of primary and secondary sources.

Exercise: Prepare a timeline chart showing the major dynasties and important

rulers of Peninsular India from 600 CE to 1206 CE.

Assignment: Write an essay on the significance of the Arab conquest of Sind

and how it acted as a gateway for future Islamic invasions.
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e Discussion: Conduct a group debate on “Who had a greater long-term impact
on Indian history: Mahmud of Ghazni or Muhammad Ghori?”
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