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SOURCES, STATE
MAHAJANAPADAS

FORMATION AND

The period following the decline of the Harappan
civilisation witnessed a wide range of developments
across the Indian subcontinent over nearly 1,500 years.

During this time, significant transformations took place in
patterns of settlement, modes of subsistence, and
socio-political organisation.

Agricultural settlements emerged in several regions,
including north India, the Deccan Plateau and parts of
Karnataka, while pastoral communities flourished in the
Deccan and further south.

Archaeological evidence also points to the emergence of
megalithic burial practices in central and south India,
where the dead were often interred with iron tools and
weapons, suggesting the growing importance of iron
technology.

From around the sixth century BCE, these developments
were accompanied by more visible changes, particularly
the rise of early states, kingdoms and empires. These
political changes were closely linked with
transformations in agricultural production and the
emergence of urban centres across the subcontinent.

Historians attempt to reconstruct these developments
using a variety of sources such as inscriptions, coins,
texts and visual remains. However, these sources are
fragmentary and often require careful interpretation, as
they do not provide a complete picture of the past

One of the most significant developments in
understanding early Indian history occurred in the
nineteenth century with the decipherment of ancient
scripts. Epigraphy, the study of inscriptions engraved on
durable materials such as stone and metal, has proved
to be a crucial source of historical information.

In the 1830s, James Prinsep deciphered the Brahmi and
Kharosthi scripts used in early inscriptions and coins. He
identified that many inscriptions referred to a ruler
named Piyadassi, later identified as Asoka. This
discovery enabled historians to reconstruct dynastic
histories and marked a turning point in the study of early
Indian political history.

Over time, scholars shifted their focus from merely
reconstructing political chronology to analysing the
broader economic and social contexts of these
developments, recognising that such relationships were
often complex and not always direct

The sixth century BCE is widely regarded as a crucial
turning point in early Indian history. This period
witnessed the emergence of sixteen states known as
mahajanapadas, mentioned in early Buddhist and Jaina
texts. Prominent among these were Magadha, Kosala,
Vajji, Kuru, Panchala, Gandhara and Avanti.

These states represented different forms of political
organisation. While most were monarchies ruled by
kings, some, such as the Vajji, were oligarchies or
ganas/sanghas, where power was shared among a
group of men collectively known as rajas.

Each mahajanapada had a capital, often fortified,
indicating the need for defence as well as administrative
control. Maintaining such centres, along with armies and
bureaucracies, required substantial resources.

Rulers were advised, as per Dharmasutras composed
by Brahmanas, to collect taxes and ftribute from
cultivators, traders and artisans. Raiding neighbouring
territories was also considered a legitimate means of
acquiring wealth.

While some states developed standing armies and
bureaucratic systems, others relied on militias recruited
from the peasantry

Among the mahajanapadas, Magadha emerged as the
most powerful between the sixth and fourth centuries
BCE. Historians have attributed its rise to several
factors. The region was agriculturally fertile, providing a
strong resource base.

It had access to iron ore from present-day Jharkhand,
which facilitated the production of tools and weapons.
Forests in the region provided elephants, an important
component of ancient armies.

Additionally, the Ganga and its tributaries offered
efficient means of communication and transport. Early
Buddhist and Jaina texts, however, emphasise the role
of ambitious rulers such as Bimbisara, Ajatasattu and
Mahapadma Nanda in expanding Magadhan power.

Initially, the capital of Magadha was Rajagaha, a fortified
settlement located among hills. Later, in the fourth
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century BCE, the capital was shifted to Pataliputra,
strategically situated along the Ganga, which enabled
better control over communication routes and resources.
Thus, the rise of Magadha illustrates the interplay of
geographical advantages and political strategies in state
formation
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THE MAURYAN EMPIRE, ADMINISTRATION AND
KINGSHIP

The expansion of Magadha eventually culminated in the
establishment of the Mauryan Empire, one of the earliest
and largest empires in Indian history.

Founded by Chandragupta Maurya around 321 BCE, the
empire extended over vast territories, including parts of
Afghanistan and Baluchistan. His grandson Asoka
further expanded the empire by conquering Kalinga, an
event that had profound consequences for his policies
and governance.

Historians have reconstructed the history of the Mauryan
Empire using diverse sources. Archaeological remains,
particularly sculptures, provide valuable insights. Literary
sources include the accounts of Megasthenes, a Greek
ambassador to Chandragupta’s court, and the
Arthashastra, traditionally attributed to Kautilya.

Additionally, Buddhist, Jaina and Puranic texts offer
supplementary information. However, the most important
sources are the inscriptions of Asoka, engraved on rocks
and pillars across the subcontinent.

Asoka was the first ruler to communicate directly with his
subjects through inscriptions. These inscriptions
proclaimed his concept of dhamma, which emphasised
ethical conduct, including respect for elders, generosity
towards religious communities, kindness towards slaves
and servants, and tolerance of different religious
traditions.

His policies reflect an attempt to create a moral and
unified order across a vast and diverse empire

The Mauryan administration was highly organised, with
Pataliputra as the capital and several provincial centres
such as Taxila, Ujjayini, Tosali and Suvarnagiri.
However, historians argue that administrative control
was not uniform across the empire due to its vast
geographical diversity.

Core regions near the capital were more tightly
controlled, while peripheral areas experienced looser
administration.

Efficient communication was essential for maintaining
the empire. Both land and river routes played a crucial
role in connecting different regions.

Megasthenes describes a complex administrative
system with committees overseeing various aspects of
governance, including the army.

The  military organisation was divided into
subcommittees responsible for different units such as
infantry, cavalry, chariots and elephants, as well as
logistics like transport and provisions.

Asoka also appointed special officials known as
dhamma mahamattas to spread his message of
dhamma. These measures indicate that the Mauryan
rulers combined administrative efficiency with ideological
strategies to maintain control over their empire

Despite its significance, the Mauryan Empire had
limitations. It lasted for about 150 years and did not
cover the entire subcontinent. Even within its
boundaries, control was uneven. By the second century
BCE, new kingdoms and chiefdoms had emerged in
various regions.

In the post-Mauryan period, new notions of kingship
developed. In the Deccan and south India, chiefdoms
such as those of the Cholas, Cheras and Pandyas
emerged. Chiefs derived authority from kinship ties and
redistributed resources among their followers, rather
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than collecting taxes through a formal administrative
system. Sangam texts provide vivid descriptions of such
societies.

Another important development was the concept of
divine kingship. The Kushanas, who ruled a vast territory
extending from Central Asia to north-west India, adopted
the title devaputra, meaning “son of god”.

Their coins and sculptures suggest that they sought to
project themselves as divine figures. Similarly, Gupta
rulers used prashastis, or eulogies, composed by court
poets, to glorify their achievements and present
themselves as ideal rulers. These strategies helped
legitimise political authority and reinforce the power of
kings

AGRARIAN ECONOMY, RURAL SOCIETY, TOWNS
AND TRADE

The relationship between rulers and their subjects,
particularly in rural areas, was often complex and
sometimes strained. While inscriptions provide the
perspective of rulers, other sources such as the Jatakas
offer glimpses into popular perceptions.

These stories describe oppressive taxation and the
hardships faced by peasants, suggesting that rural
populations sometimes resisted state demands by
migrating to forests.

To meet the growing demand for revenue, several
strategies were adopted to increase agricultural
production. One major development was the spread of
plough agriculture in fertile river valleys such as those of
the Ganga and the Kaveri.

The use of iron ploughshares enabled cultivators to till
heavy alluvial soils more efficiently. The introduction of
transplantation in paddy cultivation further increased
yields, although it required intensive labour.

Irrigation was another important factor in enhancing
agricultural productivity. Wells, tanks and canals were
constructed by both communities and rulers.

Such activities were often recorded in inscriptions,
highlighting  their  importance. = However, these
technological advancements did not benefit all sections
of society equally.

Rural society became increasingly differentiated.
Buddhist texts refer to various categories of agricultural
producers, including landless labourers, small peasants
and large landholders known as gahapatis.

These large landholders, along with village headmen,
often exercised control over resources and labour. Tamil
Sangam literature also mentions social distinctions
among villagers, including landowners, cultivators and
slaves. Control over land thus became a crucial factor in
determining social hierarchy

From the early centuries of the Common Era, land
grants became an important feature of the agrarian
economy. These grants, often recorded on copper
plates, were made to Brahmanas and religious
institutions.

They usually included exemptions from taxes and
granted the donees control over the land and its
inhabitants.

Such grants led to the emergence of new rural elites and
contributed to the expansion of agriculture into new
areas. Historians debate whether these grants indicate
the strengthening or weakening of political authority.
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Urbanisation was another significant development of this
period. From the sixth century BCE onwards, cities
emerged as centres of political power, economic activity
and cultural exchange.

Many cities were located along trade routes, facilitating
communication and commerce. Examples include
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Pataliputra, Ujjayini, Mathura and coastal towns like
Puhar.

Urban populations included a wide range of groups,
such as rulers, merchants, artisans and religious
teachers. Archaeological evidence, including fine pottery
and luxury goods, indicates the presence of wealthy
elites.

Guilds or shrenis played an important role in organising
production and trade, controlling the supply of raw
materials and the distribution of finished goods.

Trade networks expanded significantly during this
period, connecting different parts of the subcontinent as
well as regions beyond it. Land routes extended into
Central Asia, while sea routes connected India with
West Asia, East Africa and Southeast Asia.

Merchants transported a variety of goods, including
spices, textiles, metals and precious stones. Trade with
the Roman Empire was particularly significant, as
evidenced by the demand for Indian spices and textiles.

Coinage  facilitated these  exchanges. Early
punch-marked coins made of silver and copper were
widely used. Later, coins bearing the names and images
of rulers were issued by Indo-Greek, Kushana and
Gupta rulers.

The widespread circulation of gold coins, especially
during the Kushana and Gupta periods, indicates the
high value of trade transactions. However, the decline in
coin finds after the sixth century CE has led to debates
among historians regarding the nature of economic
change during this period

In conclusion, the period between 600 BCE and 600 CE
was marked by significant transformations in political
structures, agrarian systems and economic networks.

The emergence of states and empires, the expansion of
agriculture, the growth of towns and trade, and the
increasing complexity of social hierarchies were all
interconnected processes.

While the available sources provide valuable insights,
they also require careful interpretation, reminding us that
the reconstruction of history is an ongoing and nuanced
endeavour.
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